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Summary: 
                When an accident causes the early death of two young women, one is chosen to become a hero, a saviour, and a servant of the God of Heroes! 

This is not her story. This is the story of Valeria, whose soul clung to her friend’s, and who was dragged into a new world where her wandering spirit was claimed by the Goddess of Darkness.

And so, one who doesn’t belong grows to become the servant of the Dark Goddess, a servant—definitely not a daughter—who will usher in a new age of despair and disgust. 

The only problem is, she’s really bad at the whole “evil” thing, not that she’s unwilling to do her best to please her adoptive mom, the Dark Goddess Luciana.

            







Prologue


                Prologue



The memory was faded, like a scribble drawn on humid glass with the tip of a finger, melting away before it was even complete.



Still, she could remember it in pieces. Fragments that glinted and sparkled. Glass being thrown, crashing, but not as loud as the sudden screams of surprise and pain.



Her hand hurt. The girl next to her was holding onto it too hard. A death’s grip.



Everything became tight. She could remember that well enough. That last moment before her eyes finally closed and the screams and the bright burst of light faded.



Quiet. A humming sort of quiet. A vibration she felt in her soul. Her hand was still tight, still gripping onto something. Still holding onto a friend.



Something came from the darkness, and she heard it. An offer was made. To be reborn, to see a new world, to go on grand adventures and become the chosen one.



But, that offer, it wasn’t made to her.



The grip on her hand tugged, pulled. She didn’t want to let go.



And then it was ripped away, but not before dragging her along, if only a little bit.



She tumbled into the dark.



The impact blew whatever breath she held out of her lungs. Her back twisted, the shock making her flinch forwards. Then she sank.



The murky depths clawed at her face and she found herself with a second wind, a sudden burst of energy where moments before there was none. She fought, tried to swim, tried to move arms that felt sluggish, her legs which were weak.



“Help!” she called out. Her voice sounded wrong, too desperate, too young, too broken.



It didn’t matter. The liquid slipped over her prone form and stuck to her. She was the fly caught in the spider’s web.



Her last gasp ended with black sludge crawling into her mouth and down her throat.



No! Please no!



She died, and in dying, as with all things in this world, she was born anew in her own image.



***



The Dark Goddess sat upon her throne and whiled away the hours. Texts, scrolls and newly bound books from Santafaria lay in heaps next to her, more valuable than any gold or silver or lavish art. Once, she had surrounded herself with that sort of luxury. It only took moments to discover that their beauty lacked the depth to truly interest her.



She wanted... entertainment.



It was perhaps the only reason humanity was still alive. They provided something no army of monsters could. A distraction from the endless doldrums of immortality.



She scoffed at the book held before her in the claws of a primordial beast. A long centipede whose body was strung up to the ceiling of her throne room, and whose veins glowed red with restrained power.



Her fingers twitched.



The monster carefully turned the page.



Another story of a valiant hero, born with good fortunes, and blessed by the light gods to be able to defeat the endless hordes, to protect the feeble peasantry and gain the hand of some pretty maiden.



Frivolous and lacking in any sense. The hero acted with the sort of determination and love for violence only found in the sociopathic. It was trash that had made it onto the printed page, and had she not read everything else, she would have loathed it. But the story was long-winded, and filled with twists and turns.



It was vaguely enjoyable.



She twisted in her seat, a long leg coming to rest upon the arm of her throne even as the centipede shifted, moving to keep the pages of her book within her line of sight.



Another gesture, another turn of the page, soon, another scoff at a particularly poor piece of writing.



She was growing bored once more.



It was in that precise moment, where the slow realization of her impending boredom hit her, that she felt something.



The Dark Goddess spun, both feet touching the ground in one movement. Her eyes sharpened, and across the throne room, from behind pillars and in hidden alcoves, creatures that most would consider fearsome terrors perked, attention falling upon their master.



She rose, and throughout her fortress, creatures big and small huddled and trembled as her gaze shifted over them.



“Oh my, oh my,” she muttered.



Chills crawled down the spines of nightmares.



The Dark Goddess began to walk through her castle. Neither too fast, nor too slow. She would arrive when she wished to, and not a moment sooner.



Her path brought her lower and lower, into the bowels of her fortress, where the air was heavy with stale humidity. Monsters trickled after her, casting light ahead of her to illuminate her path while others darted ahead and ensured she would not be disturbed.



Finally, she arrived in the lowest part of her castle. Far beneath the earth, where the walls were little more than bare stone and where the air stank of sulphur and rot and worse.



The great cavern beneath the castle was as deep as it was dark. A pool sat in its centre. Black liquid. Thick, and viscous, like tar. No waves lapped at the shore, no bubbles broke the surface. On occasion a creature would claw its way from the depths, tiny malformed monsters, with pale skin covered in black, whose delicate veins were of the darkest blues.



Ancient creatures, with legs like stilts, roamed the pit and with darting claws, would fish these newborns from their birth place and grasp them close. Some would be escorted out of the castle. Others would be consumed. The life-cycle of the monstrous had no room for pity or coddling.



The deity’s attention moved towards the centre of the pit. Something was there. A lump in the tar, a vital energy where there should have been none.



Not an intruder.



She was... curious.



“Fetch me that thing,” she ordered.



Some of her monsters leapt ahead, burying themselves into the tar. Fur became clotted, the smaller, more foolish of her servants drowned and in doing so removed their incompetant selves from her consideration.



Finally, a chain was formed and some of the longer-limbed creatures reached into the tar and pulled out... something.



They brought it to the shores and at a gesture from their god-queen, let it drop at her feet.



She knelt, long robes of midnight satin pooling around her as she leaned over the object of her curiosity.



A girl.



A child, with human proportions, but with no humanity. The soul was all wrong, the girl’s skin was white, not the pale beige of a human from the north, but the white of cold marble, laced with fine veins of glowing blue.



She reached over and turned the child around, gracing it with her touch. Her own hand lingered there. Just as pale, but with veins of deep purple.



She stood. “Take it. Bring it to one of the guest chambers.”



Her creatures leapt into action.



Within the depths of the birthing chamber, the Dark Goddess watched. After a moment of quiet contemplation, she followed.



This might prove entertaining.



***
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Adding it here because RR's cover size is minuscule, and I paid for the whole cover so I wanna use the whole cover.
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Monsterra
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Santafaria
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Terrible Emotion wheel with names of Gods by RavensDagger 

I need a bigger art budget... or a smaller food budget? Either way, this is ugly.
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Valeria, by Oleg Tsoy
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Small Valeria, by SweetCircles!
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Valeria and Mom, by Larcian

 



 

Mild Volume Two Spoilers!
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The girls (Felix, Valeria, Bianca, Esme), by Larcian

            


The Godssary - Héroe, Altum, Enamo, Colère, Besters


                There are a few pages torn from one of Valeria's books, an older Guide to the Gods of Monsterra, written to be used as an aid to explain the various deities to schoolchildren.






























Art by: Giuseppe Arcimboldo








***



If you guys enjoyed this little glimps into the world, then I'll toss up the next pages. The pantheon has thirty gods within it.
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The Godssary - Luciana, Luto, Ola-Besada, Lanterne, Thornton


                There are a few pages torn from one of Valeria's books, an older Guide to the Gods of Monsterra, written to be used as an aid to explain the various deities to schoolchildren.






























Art by: Giuseppe Arcimboldo

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from RavensDagger
                        

                    

                    Artist link: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Giuseppe_Arcimboldo

Unfortunately, he doesn't have an Artstation or DeviantArt on account of having passed away some four centuries ago.



                



The Godssary - Acacia, Caement, Divinos, Rogne, Semper


                There are a few pages torn from one of Valeria's books, an older Guide to the Gods of Monsterra, written to be used as an aid to explain the various deities to schoolchildren.
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                Futur-logue



Twelve Years Later



Duke Araujo of Guimadora regretted many, many things in his life.



He wasn’t an awful man. Oh, he wasn’t sinless. No man was, he found. He had risen to the rank of [Adept] twice, and [Initiate] once. A three-classed man of noble privilege. A thinker more than a fighter, but he had been able to hold his own in a scrap, when he was a decade or two younger.



Now... now he feared that he might have to test that ability once more.



Duke Araujo had much time to consider regrets as he ran up the many steps of one of the greater towers in his keep. As each slitted window passed, he caught glimpses of the world beyond. Guimadora, a beautiful city, made rich with a gold mine that seemed slothful in its desire to hold its wealth. Trade was good, money flowed quickly, and his guard were sharp-eyed and paid well enough to keep corruption to a minimum. A good, affluent city.



He did not regret being its duke.



The next window afforded him a glimpse of the gorgeous green countryside, the Montibus mountains, and the river Manuel, named after his grandfather, whose name he had inherited. Beautiful. He regretted not spending more time looking out onto the scene.



Then he crossed another window, this one affording him a view of the army camped on the other side of the river. Grey and red banners, not the colours of Guimadora, nor of his precious kingdom of Adrana.



The Duke made it to the top of the stairs and waited, breathing hard to catch his breath. Perhaps he also regretted not exercising a little more. He had something of a gut.



He unlatched the door and opened it. Before stepping outside, he reflected on his many regrets.



It was fitting. Regret, the loathing of self and of one’s past actions, the fuel of Dark magic.



He walked into the light, blinking to adjust his eyes. He was... alone. He almost laughed. No one on the roof with him, just a wonderful view and a bit of wind, the snapping of banners and the brilliant sun above.



The wind died down, and he heard that flap again.



Not banners, then.



The Duke carefully raised his head, and on looking up, his regrets returned in force.



The monster coming down from the heavens was massive, a black beast, with bone-white plates covering parts of its body. It came swooping down, fast, but not so fast that he couldn’t identify it.



[Foot - The Bane of the Landbound - Carrier of the Child of the Dark God]

Scourge of the Burning Skies



It was a dragon.



Duke Araujo contemplated fainting, yet somehow he didn’t have time to fall over before the dragon landed on the roof with surprising grace.



It towered above the Duke, four red eyes glaring, its ribbons--which covered its many spikes--fluttering in the wind.



“Good job, Foot!” said a voice. Young, feminine.



The Duke’s legs quivered. When he had supplicated the only God that would listen for aid, he expected little. That she warned of the arrival of a herald was already more than he had expected. Now he suspected it was more than he wanted.



The dragon lowered its head, and the Duke noticed its rider as she disembarked from the dragon’s neck.



She landed on both feet, knees bending, then bending some more before she crashed onto her rear. “Ow,” she said.



The Duke didn’t know what to say. Should he laugh?



If he saw one of his knights falling off their steed, he would laugh with good humour.



The woman was not one of his knights. His knights didn’t ride gods-damned dragons.



The young woman jumped to her feet, patted her behind free of dust, then adjusted a pair of very large, very thick spectacles. She wore something similar to what the Duke’s nanny had worn when he was a child. A simple blouse, a long skirt split for riding. There were things on her, what he had mistaken for simple jewelry, but they moved, and in so doing revealed that they were living monsters.



It fit, in a way. For all that it seemed human, the woman was not. Pale skin, riddled in veins. Yellow-green eyes in a black sclera.



“Hi!” she said before stepping closer. “You’re the one Mom said needed a hand, right?”



“Mom?” he muttered. Then, of course, he inspected her.



[Valeria - The Monstermancer - Child of The Dark Goddess]



The Duke never did see the rest, his eyes too busy rolling up into his skull.



“Oh, shucks!” were the last words he heard before diving into unconsciousness.



***
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                Terror One - Flight



Today



The wyvern beats its wings, clawing across the sky with heavy thumps. Each one makes it climb then drop a little. Behind it, behind us, half a dozen more dragon-like monsters hover in the air, eyes twisting around and searching for prey and trouble in equal measure.



I’m clinging on the back of the largest wyvern’s neck, hands wrapped around a pair of spikes. My fingers are numb, the leather gloves I’m wearing doing nothing to fight the cold air. At least if they freeze there, I’d be that much less likely to fall off.



My knees are clamped around the wyvern’s shoulders, and my chest is pressed down onto a cloth-covered saddle. I have goggles on, to protect me from the wind, and my scarf whips at the air behind me, a banner declaring my presence.



Not that I can see any of that.



Both of my eyes are screwed shut, and my knees are wobbling against the wyvern as if I have the biggest urge to pee.



I don’t want to say anything, because that might distract the nice wyvern taxiing me around, but I can’t help but repeat the same mantra over and over again. “Please don’t fall. Please don’t fall. Please don’t fall.”



I have a whole mission to accomplish, and falling down--I peek out of one squinted eye, stare way, way down at the ground way way below, then squeeze the eye back shut--falling down all that way wouldn’t be good, not at all.



Clinging to the wyverns for hours on end isn’t my idea of a fun time. I had plans for this trip. Maybe a bit of light reading?



Of course, those plans took a backseat the moment Mom gave me goggles and made that little noise she makes when I’m about to do something unpleasant and she gets to watch. I think I even heard her laughing out loud when the wyvern took off and I started screaming.



Mom can be like that.



Finally, at long last, the wyverns shift and I can feel my tummy climb up my throat as we start to descend. I grip on even tighter not to be pulled off the monster’s back, but they’re surprisingly gentle when it comes to landing, both legs shooting out ahead of them and running across the ground for a little bit until they slow to a wing-flapping stop.



“Oh, thank you!” I cheer before disembarking.



Disembark might be a little disingenuous. It’s more that I flop off the side of the wyvern and manage to slow my fall by grabbing onto some of the monster’s many spikes.



“Thanks,” I tell it. “Now give me a bit, I need to fetch my things.”



The wyvern stares at me with surprisingly intelligent green eyes for a moment, then shifts so that it’s even lower.



I pout. Couldn’t it have done that earlier?



We’ve landed in a big clearing, an open field, with rocks all over and big bushes and spiky weeds poking out from between the rocky... everything, really. There is plenty of plant life though. The field is just on the side of a slight hill where the wind cutting across Ares Pond makes it hard for dirt to settle down.



A lot of the land around here is supposed to be fairly rough, at least according to the old maps Mom has in her library.



I take a deep breath of fresh air. It smells different here. Not as sulphurous as the air at home. We’re technically downwind from the volcanoes back home, but far enough south that most of the ashy air probably misses this area entirely.



It’s a nice place, very green. I like green.



I grab my pack from the saddle over the wyvern’s rear and shove my goggles and scarf into it. The riding gloves I keep. Then I root around and find my glasses, big round things with thick glass that weigh a fair bit and sit pretty on the end of my nose.



The backpack slides on, then I pick up my cloak and realize that I can’t put my cloak over my pack.



I sigh as I take off the pack, put the cloak on, then slip my backpack over that.



The hood can stay down for now. My skin can’t be any paler than it is, so maybe a bit of sunlight will help. “Alright,” I say as I bounce on the spot to make sure everything is sitting right. “You guys can head out now.”



The wyverns raise their wings, and I bring an arm up to shield myself from the whipping winds they create before taking off. Soon, they’re just dots in the sky above, one peeling off from the others to circle around.



Of course Mom would insist that at least one of them keeps watch.





Well, I can’t argue with her from here. This is my first time away from home, and it might be dangerous.



Every book I’ve read suggests that people remain in or near a city. The only people that should leave a city are those in large bands, and the very strong. People with at least three classes, all of them well past Novice.



According to my books, it’s dangerous to underestimate monsters. They’re always on the prowl, always searching for someone or something to kill and consume.



I see a couple now, a pack of them, all wolf-like and covered in spines, blue eyes glowing bright enough that I can see them even from where I stand.



Monsters, the terrors of the night, the remnants of twisted souls. Few things are more dangerous, and nothing has claimed more lives.



They’re also really cute! “Hello puppies!” I call out.



My trip starts on a positive note as I’m escorted by a pack of monster doggies. Most of them are only tall enough to reach my hip, but the biggest of the pack is taller than I am, and he (or she? I didn’t look!) really likes being scritched under the chin.



I have a destination, of course. This isn’t just some wandering out into the wilderness. I was given a chore to take care of. A mission.



Otherwise I’d be back home, cocooned on a nice chair with a good book.



Mom would be pretty disappointed in me if I failed though. Heck, I’d be disappointed in myself.



I keep my nose up and my emotions level as I continue on my trek. Actually, on thinking about it, it doesn’t make much sense not to use some magic. I’m not in the castle, I can do whatever I want.



Laughing to myself, I run ahead of the pack of monster dogs, channelling my Amazement into a spark that makes me just a little faster, that sharpens my perception by a bit. I’m hardly gifted with that kind of thing, but I can manage that much.



The monsters bark and growl as they follow me, probably making more noise than is wise, but these lands, these open fields and this forest that I’m skirting around, they all belong to the monsters, and the monsters, well, they’re mine too.



I skip over tiny tar-pools, black spots of sludge filling little crevices, and I push my legs as hard as they can go for a little bit. It doesn’t take long before I slow down. I might have brought too many books. Ironic, seeing as that’s the crux of my chore.



Mom is an avid reader. She has copies of everything. Everything. No matter how mundane or boring, she has a copy of it.



Getting a copy of everything means dealing with merchants and such, which is what she sent me out here to do. Someone’s late. More late than usual.



There’s no reason to believe that books have suddenly gone extinct--something Mom said has nearly happened a few times--or that there’s some big war causing delays in the market. So, the likely cause is some small bit of trouble that can probably be sorted out.



I have gold, and threats.



Mom says that they’re both great ways to get what you want.



I figure this will be a cake-walk. My first task completed on Mom’s behalf. Just get in, poke around, and leave. I could even ride along on the caravan back! No flying, and I’d finally get to read something before Mom gets to it.



The pack of friendly monsters and I break through the underbrush, and out before me, sitting in the crux of a valley with Ares Pond to the west and deep forests opposite, is a city.



Santafaria. The first signs of actual civilization I’ve ever seen.



I need to stifle my joy and soothe my core, or else my emotions will get the better of me. Still, I can’t help but be excited.
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                    Are You Entertained?



For July only, my Patreon Discord will be available at the $1 tier! That means that for just $1 you can join the Raven's Nest... forever!



Virtual hugs guaranteed!






Please join my Patreon!

 



Some of my stories are on TopWebFiction!

-Cinnamon Bun

-Stray Cat Strut

-Lever Action

-Dead Tired

Voting makes Broccoli smile!









The following books are available as paperbacks (and as Ebooks) on Amazon. Oh, and there’s an awesome audiobook for Cinnamon Bun Volume One and Two!









(The images are links!)



All proceeds go to funding my addiction to buying art paying for food, rent, and other necessities!



Thank you so much for all your support everyone! And thank you extra hard for allowing me to do this for a living; I’ll do my best to keep you entertained!
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                Terror Two - Cloak



I whistle as I walk towards Santafaria in the distance. It’s a nice day for whistling, I think. Unfortunately, I’m really bad at it. Mom always gives me this look when I make strange noises. She never tells me not to, she just radiates so much annoyance that I can feel it.



I even asked her if that was a magic trick and she did it right then and there to prove the point.



I... kinda miss Mom. I know, it’s silly, I’m only a few hours by wyvern away from home. Maybe two days on foot. I could get back there no problem. Still.



It’s hard to tell the monster pups that they can’t come with me, but eventually I manage. It requires some cajoling and a lot of belly rubbing, but they get it and stay right on the edge of the nearest forest as I walk out.



There are roads leading from Santafaria to the north, to home. That’s how we get our deliveries of stuff, I imagine.



I hop down an embankment, and manage to scuttle my way out of a small ditch and onto the road, all without getting anything but my shins dirty. Not bad! The road isn’t that impressive. It’s these twin lines of packed dirt, squished into place by hundreds of trips back and forth by wagons.



Mom made a point of directing her monsters away from the road, and only letting the smarter ones live right next to it. That way, they can spot a clever army coming and do something about it. I’ve never seen that kind of thing happen, but there are a few mentions in the history books I’ve read.



So-and-so the Great! Powerful leader, master whatevermancer, coming to slay the Dark Goddess with his mighty army! And then the book would go on about how the army broke after like, five hours of being eaten.



Well, at least I live in a place that has some historical value. That’s cool!



My whistling stops on a discordant note as I start coming across homes. Little shacks, mostly wooden, and nearly always right next to a fenced field. There’s something growing there, but I can’t begin to guess what it is.



Corn? No, that’s not likely. It’s the wrong colour for wheat.



The stalks are too narrow to be something like broccoli.



I hum to myself as I walk along. Santafaria looked so close from the edge of the forest; now I’m not so sure. The city’s not supposed to be a very big one. This isn’t even the first Santafaria according to my books. It was burned down a couple of times already.



There’s a kid at the next little farm, some boy maybe five or six years younger than me, in dirty pants and without even a shirt on, though he does have a big straw hat to compliment the stalk of grass he’s chewing.



I grin. Not what I expected for the first person outside of the castle I’d talk to, but it’s something. “Hey!” I call out.



I want to ask a few things. Little things, really. My talking skills are probably really bad, but hey, they won’t improve if the only people I talk to are monsters.



The boy looks over to me, the grass stalk in his mouth moves from one side to the other, then it drops.



“Uh,” I say as it hits the ground.



“Monster!” he screams.



“What?”



Before I have time to do anything at all, he’s scrambling back and running to the nearest house. He’s screaming, with the screams cutting off and starting again every time he catches his breath.



“Hey, wait!” It’s too late though, he’s long gone.



I let my arm drop to my side. It’s... probably not a reaction that I should be surprised about.



The kid isn’t wrong, I am a monster, but I kinda hoped-- well, it doesn’t matter.



Mom had warned me that this might happen. Would happen.



Sighing, I pull up my hood. The cloak is probably the nicest piece of clothing I have. All dark cloth and embroidered with silvery patterns. The hood is deep, casting a good amount of shade over my face.



I hope it’s enough to keep people from screaming. I might be a monster, but I’m not an unthinking, unfeeling beast.



The walls of Santafaria are bigger than I thought from afar. Maybe three stories high? Not much bigger than some of the shops I’d seen on Earth, and certainly not as impressive as something like a skyscraper, but still, the sheer mass of stone and rock makes them kind of imposing. That they’re not the first walls to be set here only makes them cooler.



There’s a gate, of course, for carts and such, and a lot more homes right up against the walls. I figure that building codes aren’t the same here. These places look like shacks, half of them using the city walls to stay standing.



It stinks.



That’s not something I was expecting.



The castle Mom and I live in is clean. Not super-clean, some of the floors aren’t dusted daily, but still. We have a literal army of monsters who do nothing but pick up trash and trim the bit of grass we have and dust the windows. All day, every day, without sleep. It means that home’s pretty clean for a millenia-old castle.



I shake my head and refocus. There’s a guard by the gate, not guarding the gate itself, but instead a door set into the wall next to it. I guess it makes sense to keep the gate closed when there’s no cart or wagon traffic.



I lick my lips, then step up while clearing my throat.



Attempt number two at conversation. “Hello!”



The guard jumps on the spot, his helmet—a cabasset if I’m not wrong—is tipped way forwards. He blinks at me. Was he sleeping?



I stare at him a bit, not really caring if he’s sensitive enough to feel my inspection.



[Vicente Arroyo - Watcher of the Monster Gate]

Novice Guardsman

Initiate Heavy Sleeper



Oh wow, he’s weak. I mean, I’m not that much stronger, but this guy looks like he’s in his early twenties. He could be like, ten years older than me.



“Go on in,” he says.



“You’re not going to ask me anything?”



He blinks a few times, but that doesn’t sharpen his gaze much. His grip on his pole arm- a halberd?-- shifts. “Uh, right. Do you have anything to declare?”



“No?”



“Then go on in,” he says, this time more insistent.



“Right, okay, bye?”



I move past him and into the tight confines of a long tunnel that cuts all the way through the wall. It’s not a very thick wall, maybe a metre deep.



The smell on the other side hits me like a fly swatter to the face.



It smells like an unwashed bathroom.



I blink to keep my eyes from watering, and consider finding a handkerchief for my nose.



No, no, I can’t be defeated by a bad smell.



Stepping to the side, I glance around. The road here isn’t all that wide, just enough that two carts can move past each other side by side if no one else is on the road. Not that there’s much traffic.



People are walking around, some women in long but simple dresses with baskets at their hips, men in tough clothes moving around and carrying stuff and doing... city people things.



I don’t know how they can stand the smell.



A window opens up on the second floor of a house across the street, and a woman tips a bucket out of it.



I gag.



That’s disgusting!



And it’s going to wash into their water supply! There's fresh water in the lake, but it’s a good walk away, so I bet they have wells.



I decide not to start shouting at people about cholera. I’m not supposed to be noticed much.



Not that I stand too much of a chance to be noticed. I’m maybe a little, tiny, insignificant bit shorter than the average



One day I’ll be as tall as Mom and then I won’t need to worry about navigating crowds or anything.



Sighing, I reach into one of the pockets on my backpack and tug out a bit of rolled parchment. The map I have might be a few decades out of date, but I’m pretty sure most of the districts are in the same place.








West it is! Out of the North Quarter and onto... Innstreet? Or maybe I should get to the temple first. Would it be with the others in Templetown?



I hold my map up ahead of me as I walk and very promptly get lost.



I think I turned into an alley that I misread as a road.



That, or the thugs in this city mug people out on the street.



I eye the three men, all of them with some kind of weapon, and with very ugly looks on their faces. On the ground behind them, coughing and curled up in a ball, is what looks like their last victim.



“Do any of you gentlemen know where the temple to the Dark Goddess is?” I ask politely.
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                Terror Three - Windtouched



“Go away, girl,” one of the thugs says.



I’m not calling him a thug to be insulting or anything, that’s what he is.



[Gael - Of the North Quarter]

Initiate Dockworker

Initiate Thug



I eye him and his two buddies up. They all have two classes, nothing above Initiate. That makes them... kinda really weak. They all look adult too, though one of them is young enough that he might just be an older teen.



I’m beginning to wonder if everyone is this weak here. Mom wouldn’t be too happy if I reached adulthood and was only at Initiate. It would be a bad showing.



Actually, I’m not sure she would be displeased so much as disappointed. I have a good Mom, the sort who probably wouldn’t mind if I decided to change careers one morning.



“Hey, kid, did you hear me?” Geal asks.



“Hey, Geal, look at her clothes,” the other older guy says. He gestures at my cloak and the clothes beneath.



They’re nothing special, just some plain riding skirts split down the middle and a clean blouse. I suppose they do have some embroidery. Iris and edelweiss and lavender, all carefully sewn into the edges and hems with silver thread.



Oh, right, this is probably really expensive. He thinks I’m rich.



Well, that or the man knows enough about flowers to recognize the patterns, then happens to know what each sort of flower means. I can barely keep track of that myself, so I’m thinking this random thug doesn’t know.



“I literally just need to know where the Temple of Darkness is,” I say. “You guys can go back to... uh.” I tilt to the side to see past the thugs. It looks like they’d been kicking the snot out of someone.



Kind of awful, but I’m not here to police this city.



Geal shifts from foot to foot, then shakes his head. “Go away, girl.”



I shrug. “Alright.”



“Geal! She’s rich.”



“You want the whole city guard all riled up because we hurt some noble’s get?” Geal hisses back.



Oh hey, he’s not stupid.



“No need to hurt her,” Geal’s buddy says. He steps past and grins at me before a knife slips out of the dirty cuff of his shirt. “How about it, girl? Care to be a little charitable?”



“No thanks, my gold is for me to spend.”



I think I’ve made a mistake. There’s a flash in their eyes, and I can almost taste the greed in the air.



What was it? Do I look too weak? No, it had to be the mention of gold.



Of course. Gold is worth a lot, and these guys probably don’t see anything bigger than Mortimer-minted silver coins passing around.



“Gentlemen, I think you’re about to make a very big mistake.”



I can see the thug with the knife hesitating. I’m stronger than he is, just out of sheer level. I have fewer classes, but that’s not too impressive.



I can feel my lips twisting up, and I allow raw emotion to flood my core. Disgust. It’s what comes easiest in a situation like this, and I don’t see why I should wrack myself to feel something more for three idiots like this.



Running is an option, they’re not even circling around me yet.



But why?



“Is she crying?” one of them asks.



I can’t be bothered to keep track of them, it’s hard enough to concentrate on the magic rolling around inside me. Not that I can’t control it, I’m just trying to keep the amount I use low. These three aren’t worth more effort than...



Taking a deep breath, I recall my lessons. I’m maybe a bit stressed if I’m slipping this much.



Darkness gives power, but without control it’s worth nothing. It’s too easy to fall past disgust and into loathing.

I run through the list of spells I know. It’s hardly exhaustive, but it’s pretty long. Mom never hid the spellbooks away from me, and there was never anything stopping me from learning more. My lips murmur the spell’s name, even as disgust roils up in me and makes me feel just a little nauseous.



“Gentlemen,” I say as I feel Dark magic infusing my body. “Go away if you don’t want to assist me.”



The thug with the knife reaches for me.



He grabs my arm, and my hood slips back a little. I suppose they notice the glow.



“Magic!” Geal says.



I expect him to run away, but instead he swings a meaty fist forward.



So he wants to take out the threat as quickly as possible? It’s not a bad idea against some kinds of magic users.



I let myself fall, dragging the knife-thug towards me.



He stabs, and I feel the jab of something in my side but it doesn’t go anywhere. Physics is still a thing though, and the blow does lift me a little. I can be as invulnerable as a city wall, but I still only weigh as much as the average fourteen year old.



“Gentlemen, say hello to my little friends,” I say while I spin in the knife-thug’s grip.



My friends leap out of my cloak.



To the thugs they probably look like black blurs, moving too fast to react to.



I know them better. My little friends were each made a while ago, monsters no bigger than a closed fist. Some are shaped like wasps, others like spiders with sharpened fangs, all in the light-absorbing black that nearly all monsters have.



Knife guy gasps as a wasp buries its stinger into his abdomen.



That can’t be pleasant.



The moment he lets go of me I twist back, shift all of my weight around, and shove my closed fist into his jaw. Black tendrils of magic burst around the impact. Wasteful. I can do better.



Knife guy slumps back, and my friends fling themselves off of him and to the others with a thought.



“Hey!” Geal screams.



I can’t avoid his shove.



I bump into an alley wall then... watch Geal run away, a couple of my friends buzzing after him before I recall them.



Turning, I look to the last thug, but he’s running away too, hands over his head and shirt pulled up to keep his face safe from the sting of my friends.



I whistle, and the little swarm breaks up and flies back.



Taking a moment, I adjust my clothes and make sure that all of my friends return to their little hidey-holes tucked up against me where they’ll be nice and snug. These friends are the disposable sorts, but I don’t think it’ll be easy to find tar in a city like this, so it’s best that I don’t be wasteful.



The lump the others had been kicking coughs.



Oh, shoot, was I seen?



As the pile of clothes shifts back, I can see that that won’t be a problem.



It’s a girl. Maybe my age, maybe a bit younger. It’s hard to tell, she’s all skin and bones and her clothes look like potato sacs. Her eyes are covered by a grimy bandage.



Actually, I don’t think I need to mention the dirtiness of any one part of her, she’s entirely filthy. Her hair is matted and tangled, and her clothes are stained and covered in soot. She looks like a mess.



The beating probably didn’t help.



“Are you okay?” I ask.



She smiles. A huge, happy grin. She’s missing a tooth and her lips are bloody, but it doesn’t detract from her smile any.



I can, literally, feel the joy radiating off of her.



A Joy mage?



“I’m okay, miss,” she says. “Thank you.”



“Uh, yeah, no problem,” I reply. “You wouldn’t happen to know where the Temple of Darkness is?”



I feel bad after saying it. The disgust is leaving me already, and the feelings leave me kind of empty. I’m aware, academically, that I should either feel bad for the girl and her situation, or maybe I should be disgusted by the way she’s dressed, but I can’t manage that right now.



The girl’s smile twitches. “I do.”



“Oh, cool. Can you tell me where it is, and do you need help?”



“Ah, I should be okay? They didn’t hit me too hard. If someone dies here the guard get angry about it. They didn’t want to have to carry me to the Roughs either, so I can still walk.”



I nod. “If you can lead me to the temple, I can pay you a little.”



She perks up, then pushes off the ground to climb to her feet. It looks painful, but she doesn’t so much as wince.



“Can you see?“ I ask.



“I know my way around.”



Somehow, she looks worse standing up than sitting down. I move over to her, but before I can reach out, she shakes her head and raises a hand. “Geal and his friends thought that Miss was wearing a nice dress. I’m filthy, I wouldn’t want to get you dirty.”



“Oh,” I said. “Thank you? What’s your name?”



This entire thing was really awkward.



“My name’s Felix.” She grins. “Just a normal beggar from the Roughs.”



[Felix - The Blind Joy]

Novice Windtouched



“What’s your name, miss?”



“My name? Oh, I’m--”
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                Monster One - Alive



I woke up with a deep intake of breath. Not a gasp filled with the cloying black tar that clung to my throat and clogged my airways, but pure, fresh air.



I was alive!



I was alive?



My eyes fluttered open, then squeezed shut. It was too bright. The ceiling above was made of some white stone that practically glowed in the sunlight pouring in from a floor-to-ceiling window to one side of the room.



The glimpse I’d gotten did reveal some things. I was in a bedroom, a very nice one. I... didn’t recall exactly how I’d known that it was a nice bedroom. Maybe it was the size of it? The pretty purple curtains next to the windows, or the dresser against the far wall, dark wood covered in careful, intricate carvings that I couldn’t quite make out in the little time I’d had.



I was alive, and not home.



Home.



Like cold water down a parched throat, my mind snapped to full wakefulness. The fog was washed away, but beneath it was nothing. Fragments and ideas, threads that were snipped and cut. Home was...



I frowned. Home was...



I started breathing faster. The memory was just there but it was still beyond reach, like trying to touch my own image in still water. It warped and rippled away as I reached it.



But I wasn’t a dumb girl. I could remember being praised for being clever. Not by whom, or why, but I knew that the right way to avoid panic was to think things through. “I’m aware that I’m confused,” I muttered. A mantra?



I had to break it down. That was a neat trick that always worked.



First, how did I feel?



Well, I was scared, and a little bit terrified, and very spooked. But those were all feeling-feels. I had physical-feels to look into too.



I wiggled my toes, waggled my fingers, and scooted my hips around. I felt fine! My tummy had a bit of emptiness to it, so maybe I was due for a snack.



After that was... seeing how things were around me? Then I could get rid of all the confusion! Perfect plan... me... whatever my name was.



Oh, that was probably bad.



I opened my eyes again, slower this time, to take in a ceiling that was made of stone with large wooden beams across it. A chandelier hung from above, all crystal with no lightbulbs within. I wasn’t entirely sure why that was important. Around me were posts reaching up, with curtains draped across them. A four-poster bed? That was more princess than I was used to. Probably.



Something else jumped out at me.



The words hovered there, perfectly in focus, the letters like those in some terribly old computer, all blocky and square.



I wiggled to the left, and the prompt wiggled with me. Interesting!



I wiggled to the right, and the same happened. Hypothesis confirmed!



“So cool,” I said as a hand slipped out of the covers and reached up towards the prompt.



“I would advise against that, child. Accepting a new fate so soon is only going to lead you down a path of tears and sorrow. Patience, for the right moment, for the right knowledge, and for the right circumstances, will often reward you far more than blindly charging ahead.”



[Congratulations!]

[Through your actions you have unlocked the potential to obtain the following classes:

Sleeper

Tar Drowned

Do you wish to learn more about these classes or accept them into yourself?]



The voice had come from inside the room. A rich, cultured voice. Slow and careful, but captivating, like the growl of a cat about to strike.



I slowly craned my neck around and found that I wasn’t alone in the room.



In the corner, not too far from the window, where the light from outside would splash against her, was a woman. Tall and lithe, with sharp features. White skin, bulging with veins that pulsed purple. Her dark eyes locked onto me like someone eyeing a choice of desserts before picking one out.



“Hi?” I tried.



“Hello, child,” the woman said. She gestured to the side, and the shadows shifted.



Not shadows, but a creature. Long and covered in segmented armour, with protruding spikes and flesh so dark it swallowed the light. Its mandibles were opened over the pages of a book which it slowly closed with knife-tipped feet.



“Oh wow, it’s so cute!” I said.



The woman blinked. “Pardon?”



“Um, it’s cute?” I repeated. I was talking about the giant centipede baby, of course. The big cutie pie, with its big mandibles and wee-widdle claw-feet.



“This is Milpiés, the Long Librarian,” the woman introduced. “It is a unique creature. In its past life it was a great hoarder of knowledge, powerful but greedy. Now it seeks knowledge eternally, tearing and consuming it out of the minds of men to grow its ever expanding library.”



“He likes books?” I asked. I liked books. I couldn’t remember any of them, but I liked the idea of books. I slid under the covers a little as the woman looked at me. The woman was very imposing, after all, and quite a bit taller than me.



“I suppose so, yes,” she said. “Focus upon Milpiés, will yourself to know who and what it is.”



I wasn’t sure if I ought to do that, but then, I was in a comfortable bed, in a nice room. The woman had been there for some time, quiet and likely watching me, which was admittedly a little strange. Doing what I was told to do was right, some of the time. I knew that much.



Still, focusing on something while willing myself to know something was very strange. I focused hard, nose scrunching and eyes squinting to better make out the dark form of Milpiés in the corner. The monster shifted, moving into the light so that he was more visible, so that I could better make out the battle-scarred surface of its millenia-old body.



I focused very hard, then let out a sigh. “I’m aware that I’m confused,” I muttered for the second time.



“Perhaps that is beyond you? How disappointing.”



I blinked, then blinked again. Disappointing? No, no that would not do.



Forcing myself to think, I looked at the monster and focused so hard my head hurt.



[Milpiés - The Long Librarian - Greater Servant of the Dark God]

Scourge of Deep Knowledge



I took a deep breath, then smiled over to the tall woman. “I got it!” I said.



It had felt very strange, like popping a zit, but in my head.



“Well done. And how many of its classes did you see?”



I glanced over to the creature again. “I see his name, and Greater Servant of the Dark God, which is very spooky, and Scourge of Deep Knowledge.”



“So, only to the first. I suppose that would suffice.” The woman walked over and sat upon the edge of the bed, one leg carefully crossing over the other at the knee. “Now tell me, child not of this world, who are you, and what were you offered to come into my land?”



I tugged the blankets up, or tried to, but the woman was sitting on them, and so I couldn’t shield myself away from her questioning gaze. My initial observation had been wrong. The woman did have an iris. It was a dark, dark purple that shone a little brighter as it caught the light.



“Um, ah,” I said.



“Do not waste my time, child.”



I flinched. I wasn’t exactly sure what to say, and I only had one trick at my disposal. I focused upon the woman.



[The Dark Goddess - God of Darkness - Servant of None]

God of Monsters



One of the woman’s eyebrows rose. “Truly?”



“Your name is The?” I asked.



The Dark Goddess tilted her head to the side, then she made a noise, a faint chuff at the back of her throat that coincided with the smallest twitch of her lips. “No, child. My name is not ‘The.’ I have decided to present myself to you with my title.”



“Oh,” I replied, not entirely certain I understood, but willing enough to go along. Being called ‘The’ would be pretty strange.



“You have failed to answer my question, though perhaps I was hoping for too much. Tell me, what do you last remember?”



“Ah, well, I was... drowning, I think, in black stuff?” I squirmed in her covers. They were quite nice, thick and plush. I wished the Dark God wasn’t sitting on the bed. “Before that... I remember... a car crash?”



The Dark God nodded slowly. “And did you hear anything? A voice, an offer?”



“Yes! Someone was talking, but it wasn’t to me.”



“Then to whom were they speaking?”



“I don’t remember,” I admitted. I was afraid that the Dark God would be angered by that, but the woman didn’t seem overly bothered.



She rose, carefully and with easy grace. “So, you are a mistake. A mistake he likely made.”



“I’m sorry?”



“Don’t be, child. If nothing else, your appearance marks you as one of mine. Time will tell if you’re worth being considered as such.”



“Wow, that was kind of scary sounding.”



The Dark God stared. “Yes, I think I’ve been told that I sound somewhat scary at times. Are you not scared yourself?”



“Nope,” I said. It was only a little bit of a lie. “You seem nice. I remember drowning in black stuff, and now I’m here. So you must have cared at least enough about me to let me use this nice bed, right? So you can’t be that scary. Besides, you’re the Goddess of Darkness and Monsters. Not scary things.”



She made that strange noise again. “An interesting way of seeing things.” Turning, the Dark God started towards a door at the far end of the room. “Milpiés will remain here, for the time being. Rest. I will have more questions later.”



“Oh, okay,” I said. I was feeling rather tired.



“Valeria.”



“Huh?”



“Your name. Seeing as how you don’t remember your own. It shall be Valeria.”



And just like that, the Dark God was gone.



I stared after her, wondering how she had known that my name was missing.



Before I could wonder too deeply, sleep snuck up on me.
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                Terror Four - Temple



My magic is settling down, and with that, I’m getting a better hang of my emotions. It always feels a bit like rubbing the gunk out of my eyes after a long rest.



Felix and I are walking down one of the busier roads in the North Quarter of Santafaria, Felix just a step ahead of me. Her head is down and her back is hunched a little, and there’s a limp to her step, but she’s still smiling.



She’s navigating the crowds better than I am.



I can’t help but bump into people and I have to jog to keep up every so often. Felix just flows around the traffic, somehow avoiding everyone.



It would be mildly impressive even if she wasn’t blind.



“I’m sorry,” I say as I come up beside her. We’re caught at an intersection, a group of people are ahead of us escorting a... cow?



I don’t know why the cow needs guards, but there it is, being protected by four farmers with clubs.



“Sorry?” Felix asks. She looks in my direction, but not quite at me, lips quirked in a strange smile.



“I’ve been kind of mean, haven’t I? I barely asked if you were okay. I didn’t even try to get help for you. You’re limping, I....”



Felix giggles. “It’s okay, Miss,” she says. “I’ve had worse.”



That twists my tummy up. The worse thing is, I’m pretty sure she’s telling the truth. Being hurt like this isn’t new to her. “I’m still sorry,” I say.



She shrugs and then turns ahead. “We can cross now.”



We move on, and soon enough we reach a spot where the crowd is a bit thicker still. A market of sorts, with shops on either side of the street and stalls set up wherever there’s enough room for them.



Merchants with classes that I quickly identify as Seller and Bargain Maker and all sorts of craftsmen are guarding their wares. Beyond them, a wall rises up. Taller than the exterior wall to the city, and looking a fair bit better maintained and guarded.



Felix reaches back, and it looks like she’s about to grab my hand, but she hesitates. “We might have a hard time crossing to Midtown,” she says.



Midtown, that’s the centre of the city, according to what I remember of my map. Not a very creatively named area, but I’m not complaining. “Why?”



“It’s for rich people,” she says. “Miss will fit in just fine, I’m sure, but they don’t allow beggars.”



“You’re not a beggar,” I say. “You’re my guide.”



There are a half dozen guards by the gate dividing the North Quarter from Midtown, all of them in the same ridged helmets as the guard I met outside, though these have much nicer uniforms. Big puff-sleeved tunics and thick padded gambesons.



The people moving to the gate are split into two lines, one for carts, with workers and folk in simple clothes, and another that looks like it’s reserved for merchants and more important people. That second line is a lot shorter.



Felix wants to go to the first—it’s obvious from the way she stands—and maybe that line would draw less attention, but I do want to get things moving, so I grab her hand, swallow my disgust at how dirty it is, and move to the second line.



It doesn’t take long that we’re standing before a guard and some sort of functionary. He looks at me, eyes lingering on my hood, then my clothes beneath. I guess looking rich has some advantages.



His lips curl a bit when he looks at Felix. “Are you of a house?” he asks.



I nod. “House Malvada,” I say.



“And your... companion?”



“She’s my guide.”



“Young lady, you are aware of what can happen to a proper young woman who spends too much time with riffraff?” he asks.



I really don’t know, but his tone is just on the wrong side of condescending. Sighing, I reach into my cloak and root around in one of the little pockets sewn into it. I pull out a small coin and reach out to him with the coin pinched between thumb and forefinger. “Can you tell me where the best inn in town is?”



He eyes the coin for only a moment before it disappears into a pocket. The guard next to him is much more alert now.



“Of course, my lady.” He tugs his shirt on neater. “If you continue down the road and past the bazaar, you’ll find yourself on Inn Street. Most of the establishments there are quite reputable, but I would suggest the Ocuous Inn. It’s somewhat difficult to find, but it is the finest inn in Santafaria.”



“Thank you,” I say before pushing past him.



I don’t want to give him time to start plotting anything.



Midtown is different from the North Quarter. The homes are bigger, and for all that a few look like they could use a fresh coat of paint, they’re still in much better shape. There aren’t any beggars here, and the streets are mostly clean.



It still smells like poop, but not nearly as badly, and most of that is drowned out by the much nicer smell of seaweed and dead fish.



“Are we going to the inn Miss Valeria?” Felix asks.



“I think we should go to the temples first,” I say. “Have you ever been there?”



Felix nods. “I have. Most of the temples are near the Roughs. The temple of the Three sometimes helps girls, and the priest of Besters disapprove of poverty, so sometimes they’ll give people food and work. They’re strange about it though.”



I nod. That makes some sense. I suppose the Temple of the Goddess of Darkness isn’t nearly as helpful to the poor and downtrodden, which is... actually kind of sad. I can’t imagine Mom working in a soup kitchen or anything like that though.



“Do you know how to get there from here?” I ask.



Felix nods. She doesn’t look my way, or turn her head to look around. Now that I’m paying attention to it, it’s kind of weird. Still, she’s smiling as strongly as ever. “This way, Miss.”



We turn off the main road, slipping between two shops and past an alley where carts are being unloaded, then it's down a long residential road. The homes here don’t have much by way of yards. They’re packed too tight for that, but they’re not ugly or anything. Most are two stories tall, some are a little wider than others. These aren’t homes built from the same mold over and over.



The roads in Midtown are tight, it would be hard for two carts to drive past each other, but they don’t have much traffic here, so maybe that’s not a concern.



“Here we are,” Felix says as we arrive on a wider street. The buildings across the street weren’t homes or businesses. “This is Templetown.”



The name fits.



It looks like every other building here is a big, ostentatious thing. Some look like churches, others are boxy and square. A few of the temples aren’t really what I’d imagine as a temple, more like a small shrine set in a nicely manicured yard, the building next to it likely a home for the priests or whatever.



I probably should have paid more attention to the gods and all of their symbols, but magic is so much cooler than studying theology. There are twenty-four minor gods, and six major. That makes for a lot of temples, even if only a quarter of them bother with that kind of thing.



Mom says that only weak gods need temples, and that things like priests are just a tool to get things done with less effort. She has a few temples though, and she was very unimpressed when I asked her if they made her weaker.



“Where’s the Dark Temple?” I ask.



Felix shrugs. “I think it’s at the end of the row. I never went there before.”



Nodding, I start walking that way. There are some priests out and about, most of them in garb that I find a little strange. The priestesses of the Three are all women, of course, and they wear specific clothes based on their age and position, Thornton’s church is easy to recognize because it has a bunch of fields around it, and his priests are more like farmers than anything else.



There are others that I don’t recognize though.



None of that matters, not when I reach the end of the street and find Mom’s temple.



Or the remains of it.



It’s supposed to be a small, simple building, covered in black stone, with little more than an altar and a home next to it for administrative things.



Now all that’s left is a burned down husk, with charred wooden pillars standing where walls once were.



“What happened?” I ask. My fists tighten.



I think that maybe my first chore isn’t going to be quite as easy as Mom made it out to be.
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                Terror Five - Data



I stare at the temple for a while. I don’t know what it is about it that’s so captivating; after all, it’s just some burnt wood and torn down stones.



Maybe it’s less the state of the temple and the idea behind it?



I’m not the cleverest girl around, but I’m hardly an idiot. A glance at the buildings around the temple and I can see that none of them are burnt. This wasn’t a fire that hit all of the temples here, just this one.



Which means that it might have been done on purpose.



“I realize that I’m lacking data,” I mutter.



“What was that, Miss?” Felix asks. Her smile is still on, but there’s a melancholic twist to it.



“Do you know who did this?” I ask.



She shakes her head. “I heard that there was a fire.”



And suddenly I’m disgusted by her. How... why didn’t she tell me about it? But no, it’s not her fault, and I take a deep breath and settle my core.



“I didn’t know it was this temple. Maybe it was an accident?” she continues, unaware of my reaction.



“I don’t think so,” I say.



I need to find out what happened here. Mom would want to know. Better yet, she’d be pretty happy if I’m the one to figure it out.



That means that I need to find someone that I can ask a whole lot of questions to. I consider the other temples for a moment. There are plenty of them here, small as they might be. But I don’t trust them. Mom said that she’s not on friendly terms with... any god, really. There are a few she trusts, but she’s very weird about how she trusts people.



So maybe not the temples then.



Visiting this temple was only part of my chore. The bigger, more important part is securing the next shipment of books.



I swing my backpack off my back and rummage through it until I find a notebook. I took notes when Mom was telling me about my task. Notes are good.



I flip through them for a moment until I notice Felix paying attention. “Are you okay?” I ask.



She nods and glances away. “I haven’t seen many books,” she says. “Only one of the older ones in the Roughs can read. Sometimes he’d read stories to us, when we were really hungry.” She smiled. “It made it easier to forget.”



“You don’t know how to read?” I ask with dawning horror. That’s... that’s just awful.



She shakes her head. “I don’t have eyes. You can't read without eyes, Miss.”



“Yeah, I guess not,” I say. My grip on my notebook tightens. It’s not often that I’m reminded so starkly of how lucky I am. “You could still learn your letters, and how to count and such.”



Felix nods. “I can count. You need to know your numbers to use coins. The people at Mortimer’s will teach you numbers if you want, for free too, and they give you food while you learn!”



“Right,” I say.



Most people probably know that much, then. I eye my notebook, then trace a finger over to a name. Javier Juárez. He’s the man that Mom uses to buy books from all over. A merchant that Mom has blessed in exchange for a good price on the things she wants: mostly more books, but sometimes meat and foods that can’t grow around home.



He’s supposed to have a big home in the capital, but he spends most of his time here, in Santafaria.



I need to find him.



“Come on, Felix,” I say. I do feel bad for her. Maybe I can hire a healer to look at her eyes? It would only cost a few gold, I figure. At the very least, I can get her something to eat and a little silver. “Hey, do you know where the best place to learn stuff would be?”



“What kind of stuff?” Felix asks.



“Like, rumours, what’s going on in the city, stuff like that?”



Felix nods quickly; she looks happy to help. “Yup! I know a few places like that. Most of them are in the Roughs or in the South Quarter. Mostly the taverns, but you can hear lots of rumours in the markets, and some people will buy those rumours.”



I nod. “And what about in the nicer parts of town?” I ask.



“The inns, I think. The fancier folk don’t talk in the same places. I think they do all of their rumour stuff at balls and fancy parties where they have lots of free food.”



I pause in my walk when I realize that I’m not too sure where I’m heading. I just have to walk, and the road seems inviting. “Let’s go to the inns then,” I say. It’s past midday already, and I’ll need a room soon.



“The inns are that way, right?” I ask as I point towards what I think is the west.



Felix follows the direction of my finger, then nods. “Yup. On Innstreet.”



“Imaginative name,” I say.



“It’s where the inns are,” Felix says.



I can’t really fault that logic. Kind of a boring name, but I guess it works. “Was the inn that guard mentioned any good? The Ocuous one.”



Felix shrugs. “I’m not the kind of person that can go to an inn. I know it’s very expensive. Are you sure you don’t want to go to an inn in the South Quarter? They’re only a few silver a night. You even get a bath and some food.”



“That’s alright. I think the security is better around this part of Santafaria.” Midtown has guards. We cross two of them chatting at an intersection, neither doing more than eyeing us quickly, and more of their attention is on Felix, who looks a bit poor compared to the people here.



It’s an eclectic mix. Some workers, but all of them look clean, and there are plenty of others in nicer clothes. Not nobility, I don’t think, just people who are well off.



I shake my head and refocus. The walk is a good opportunity to think.



Someone destroyed the temple. Is it possible that they’ve done more than just that? Mom will be really miffed if someone burned her books, she doesn’t even allow candles in the library.



Once I find Mister Juárez and ask him, maybe things will clear up. I still have the impression that things aren’t nearly that simple.



Felix is good with directions, she cuts across an alley or two, avoiding spots where there are more people on the road, and before I know it, we’re back on Innstreet. “I think it’s that one,” she says, pointing to a fence. “I heard about it from others. No one knows what it actually looks like.”



The Ocuous Inn is hidden by a fence covered in a thick layer of vines that obscure anything behind it. There’s a gate in the fence, with nothing but a plaque next to it with the inn’s name.



I walk up to the gate and push it open. There’s a little garden on the other side, with carefully tended flowers in raised banks, benches and a few big shrubs. The inn itself is just as well maintained: a two story building, with a wide balcony around it and a shingled roof.



Some lights are lit within, so I invite myself in, Felix right on my heels. The girl makes herself smaller, shoulders hunching and head down. She probably doesn’t feel comfortable here.



The interior was just as clean as the outside, with a large dining room behind some sliding doors to one side, and a desk right opposite the entrance. I walked up to the desk and to the man standing behind it. “Hello,” I said.



“Ma’am,” the man says. He looks down his spectacles at me. I don’t know if he's snobbish, or if I’m just short. “May I help you?” He glances at Felix, and I notice his nose twitch.



“Yes, please. I need a room for the night. A decently large one. And enough hot water for a bath... perhaps three baths? Food as well, of course.”



“I see,” he says. I think he’s trying hard to remain professional. “The Ocuous Inn is one of--if not the--finest establishments in Santafaria. Our cost--”



I tug my hand out from within my cloak and place it over the desk, then open it to spill a handful of gold over his guestbook.



“How much is a room for a night?” I ask.



“One gold is sufficient for a week,” he says, somewhat faintly.



“Wonderful! There’s nine gold there, that should be enough for a day or two. I trust that such a distinguished inn knows how to remain discreet.”



“Of course, ma’am,” he says.



I nod. “Can you bring up supper right away? Before the baths. And would it be possible for you to find some clothes for my friend here? She’s in rags.”



Felix doesn’t turn her head my way, but I still have that itchy feeling of having her attention be entirely on my back.



I hope that’s repayment enough for the help she’s provided so far.
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                Terror Six - Blind



Felix is a simple girl. A happy girl, even.



She needs to be, because when she’s not happy, the world shrinks, becoming smaller and smaller until she suffocates in the tiny bubble around her, where only what she touches is real.



So she remains happy. Always happy.



That morning is a good one. A day begging by the Monster Gate while the early morning train of farmers walk in and do their things. They’re always a little generous. Not with coin, but they have bread and food. She can almost always get a bite to eat if she tries hard enough, and no one tries harder than Felix.



It’s a mistake, of course. Gael shows up, with two others Felix doesn’t recognize. She’s in their territory, or at least the territory of the North Quarter gang.



Felix isn’t too disappointed about it. She’s nabbed a whole fist-sized piece of hardtack from one of the farmers that she scoffed down in an instant. That makes it worth it.



Gael explains things to her. That this is their area, and she doesn’t belong, that she should return to the Roughs.



Felix knows that there’s nothing to gain from begging in the Roughs. Even if you did get something, some kid would take it.



Gael’s not too mean. His beating is light, and when his friend kicks her in the tummy, he tells him to slow down. Felix smiles at that. A bit of niceness, just a tiny bit.



And then Felix sees someone new.



Not with her eyes. Those are long gone. They didn’t work when she was little, and the maggots took them before she could get help. It’s why she’s so good at seeing with her happiness, a gift from some benevolent god. She believes in those, even if a lot of the other kids in the Roughs don’t.



One day she will gather enough coins to buy new eyes. There are healers that do that, in the nice parts of the city.



“Do any of you gentlemen know where the temple to the Dark Goddess is?” the new person asks.



Felix can’t see her, not like others can. Her sight is all touch, feelings and shifts in the air, tiny vibrations. If she’s happy enough and paying attention, she feels the thump-thump beat of a person’s heart.



She isn’t feeling all that happy right then. It’s hard when it hurts so much.



She listens with her ears instead as the new person, a girl just a bit taller than her, talks to Gael. She’s about to get robbed, Felix knows.



And then the girl wins. It’s fast and Felix only has her ears to tell her what’s happening. The thump of a fist hitting flesh, a scream, the low hum of a swarm of bugs, like those that wander the bog near the Roughs.



Gael runs, and so does one of his friends. The other is on the ground.



“Are you okay?”



Felix holds back a laugh. The nice girl is actually concerned? Felix knows it’s true; she can always sense it. And while she feels disgust wafting off the girl, that’s nothing new.



The bit of joy is a spark, and it reignites the blaze in Felix’s core.



“I’m okay, miss. Thank you.”



“Uh, yeah, no problem,” the Miss says. Miss, Felix knows, is what you call important ladies, like the person who gives soup in the South Quarter, and the priestesses who offer to help sometimes. “You wouldn’t happen to know where the temple of Darkness is?”



“I do,” Felix says



“Oh, cool. Can you tell me where it is, and do you need help?”



“Ah, I should be okay? They didn’t hit me too hard. If someone dies here the guard get angry about it. They didn’t want to have to carry me to the Roughs either, so I can still walk.”



Felix senses the girl nod. “If you can lead me to the temple, I can pay you a little.”



Pay! More coins for Felix’s stash, a bit of money closer to having eyes again. She stands.



“Can you see?“



“I know my way around.”



“Geal and his friends thought that Miss was wearing a nice dress. I’m filthy, I wouldn’t want to get you dirty.”



“Oh. Thank you? What’s your name?”



“My name’s Felix. Just a normal beggar from the Roughs... What’s your name, miss?”



“My name? Oh, I’m Valeria.”



Felix leads Valeria, to the gates and past them and into Midtown, a place Felix has rarely been to. The guards don’t let her sort in. Only beggars who work for Fancy are allowed in, and they need to know tricks and put on little shows to earn their coin.



Felix wants to work for Fancy, once she has her eyes. She has magic, magic that can make things move and create little breezes.



Leading Miss Valeria is easy; the girl doesn’t ask too many questions, and she never touches Felix. They get to the temple district, mood riding high—that is, until they find the Temple to the Dark Goddess.



Felix can’t see it well, just abstract shapes and jagged pieces of wood, but she smells the burning in the air, and hears the murmurs of the people going a long way around the temple.



People, Felix knows, always go around when something bad happens. Like a kid dying on a corner from not eating enough, or a working girl’s body being put on the road after too hard a beating. People pretend it doesn’t happen while making sure to keep away from it.



Miss Valeria, Felix discovers, is strong. The magic is snapping at the air around her for a full minute before she speaks. “I realize that I’m lacking data.”



“What was that, Miss?” Felix asks.



“Do you know who did this?”



“I heard that there was a fire—” And suddenly Felix feels even more magic wafting off of Miss Valeria, just for a moment. “I didn’t know it was this temple. Maybe it was an accident?” Felix finishes quickly.



Miss Valeria’s magic settles, and Felix can see her again. It’s always hard to see magical people. “I don’t think so.”



Miss Valeria wants to go to an inn next. A nice one. The sort that would never allow someone like Felix in.



She leads again, of course. There’s no saying no to Miss Valeria. She’s a little scary, even if Felix thinks she’s not much older than her. There’s something about her that’s wrong, but there are things wrong about a lot of people, and Felix trusts herself.



She’s said no to offers of food from men that felt wrong before, and she’s accepted help from others who felt wrong in a different way. Wrong isn’t always bad, Felix knows. She’s wrong herself. Magical beggars aren’t a thing, and most people are born with eyes that work.



They arrive at the inn, and Felix is impressed by how much money Miss Valeria has. That’s gold, she knows. But she’s not a thief, even if that’s a lot of gold.



Miss Valeria takes Felix up to a room. It’s big, bigger than any home Felix has stayed in, with all sorts of furniture around. She likes it: the wind has space to roam around, mapping the contours of the room so that she doesn’t hurt her shins on anything.



“Ah, the water’s here!” Miss Valeria cheers.



Felix starts to doubt things very much soon. “Miss wants me to get in that?” Felix asks.



She senses Miss Valeria nod. “You’re dirty,” is the explanation she’s given.



The bath is hard. Her magic doesn’t agree with water. It could be a wall for all she can tell of it. But she sinks in and the heat isn’t that bad. Miss Valeria attacks her with a brush, and bottles are emptied onto Felix.



She’s seen fancy people do this to their dogs and horses. She didn’t know they did it to themselves. Now she does.



Miss Valeria has her exit the water twice, and asks for more every time before Felix is given clothes. Not hers. New clothes. Soft, of a material she’s not familiar with.



Felix can sell these for a lot to the rag-women.



“Felix?” Valeria askes after she steps out of her own bath. She’s in the same cloak as before, Felix senses.



“Yes, Miss Valeria?” Felix replies. This has been a very nice, if very strange, day and Miss Valeria has promised that food is coming.



“Do you have a dream? A goal? Something you want above all else?”



Felix has never been asked anything like that before, so she thinks a little before answering. “Yes.” It’s an easy question. “I want new eyes.” Felix touches the new cloth around her face, covering the holes. She doesn’t know where Miss Valeria found it, but it’s nice.



“And after that?”



“And after... I want to find more things that make me happy.”



“Hmm,” Miss Valeria says. “I guess that’s not the worst dream. What sorts of things make you happy, Felix?”



Felix sniffs at the air. It smells like fancy-people food. Breads and vegetables and sauces and... and meat. Only the really fancy eat meat.



“I think being with Miss Valeria is making me very happy right now!” Felix says.



Her vision has never been this clear before. It’s why she can practically see the way Miss Valeria squirms, and somehow, that just makes her grin all the harder.
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                Monster Two - Want



I walked carefully along the edge of the wall, one hand out and trailing against the rough brickwork to help keep my balance.



I didn’t feel dizzy, but I did feel weak. My legs were heavy, as if something were clinging to them, and staying upright was tiring.



Moving ahead, I paused by a window cut into the wall. A huge thing, with glass from hip-height all the way up where the window ended at an arch. Leaning against the base, I looked out of the castle and onto the wider world beyond.



The view from this window was no different than the view from the others I had looked out of. A world of dark rocks under a grey sky. A purple haze floated bare metres off the ground in swirling patches that rotted away any weeds that dared poke out from the ground.



Sometimes the ground dipped, or a large crack ran across it. These were always filled with black tar. The surface would sometimes bubble and a creature of black skin and white bone would crawl out of the muck.



I had to squint to make out any of the smaller details. Still, I could tell that the world outside was dangerous.



Two moons hung above, one of them pearly and white and cracked, with a chunk of it missing and a ring of stone hovering around it. The other, smaller, was pitch black and only visible as a circle of missing stars.



I supposed that it was almost pretty, in a way. Just like my new name.



Valeria.



I wondered if it meant anything.



“Do you know?” I asked as I half-turned.



Milpiés, the Long Librarian, eyed me carefully, the huge centipede-like monster wrapped around the edges of the corridor to fit its entire body in. It... he, I supposed, because he looked like a boy monster, didn’t seem to mind me leaving my room to walk about and explore.



“About my name, I mean,” I explained. “You’re a librarian, right? You should know.”



“It means brave.”



I spun and faced the end of the corridor.



The Goddess of Darkness was walking my way. Her entire body swaying gently with every step, and despite her statuesque height, she seemed almost small compared to the creatures flanking her.



I squinted at one of the monsters.



[Falanen - The Breaker of Men - Greater Servant of the Dark God]

Scourge of Burning Fists



That was a fitting name for someone with fists as big around as I was tall. He was a nice looking fellow, with veiny, pebbled skin, and a whole bunch of cute spikes across his shoulders and back. “Hello,” I said both to the monsters and to the Dark Goddess.



“Hello child,” the Goddess said. “You’re up and about then?”



“I am,” I confirmed with a nod. “My name really means brave?”



The goddess made a noise again. I suspected it was the closest thing the woman had to a laugh. “It does, yes.”



“Does that mean you think I’m brave?”



“Perhaps. Or perhaps I am not so cruel as to call you Temerius.”



I didn’t know what that meant. “Well, thank you, it’s a very pretty name. What’s yours?”



One of the goddess’ eyebrows perked up. “I have had a few. Most just call me the god of Darkness, or the Dark Goddess.”



“But that’s a title, not a name,” I said.



“That is true. Luciana Malvada is the name I once called my own, before the titles. Few know of it. Fewer dare to use it.”



“That’s a very pretty name too,” I said. I smiled up at the Dark Goddess, at Luciana, until my dimples hurt. “We both have pretty names.”



“Precocious one, aren’t you?”



“Thank you, I think,” I said. I tried to smile harder, but I couldn’t.



Then the Dark God’s hand was around my chin and my head was pulled back just a little so that I had no choice but to look into the god’s black eyes. “Child. Valeria. Bravery is strength in the face of fear. I did not name you so because I merely found you courageous. I bestowed the name upon you because I can see your fear.”



I swallowed and tried to keep my smile on. “Um, I don’t know what you mean?” I tried. My legs began to wobble a bit. Did I have to pee?



Luciana made that noise again, her sort-of-laugh. “I see you’re working to live up to the name,” she said as she let go of my chin. “Tell me, what do you want?”



“What do I want?” I repeated. I blinked. I wanted... well, I wanted... “I don’t know?” I admitted. “Lunch, maybe?”



“Is that all? Your only desire is to fulfil some base need?”



I shook my head. Saying ‘yes’ sounded like the wrong answer, and while I didn’t remember much, I did know that I didn’t like being wrong. “No. I... I guess I don’t know what I want, but I know that I want something?”



The Dark Goddess tilted her head as if considering that. “Yes, I suppose that would be fair. Do you know why I spared you?”



“Um, no?”



“Because you might be entertaining. I surround myself with powerful creatures and beasts of immense strength, but so little of what I have around me is different and new. I am giving you a chance.”



I didn’t know what that meant, exactly, but Luciana had been nice so far, so I decided that the best thing to do was think real hard about what she said.



I put on my thinking face and stared off to the side. The Dark God looked at me strangely for a bit, but she didn’t interrupt me or anything.



What did I want in life?



I felt like that was a pretty big question for someone who had skipped breakfast.



“You said you have a bunch of strong people working for you already, right?” I asked.



She nodded.



That made sense. She was a goddess, so she had strong friends. Also, I bet she was really strong too. Probably. I didn’t really have much of a frame of reference, but she lived in a big huge castle and had handsome monsters serving her, so I figured it was a safe assumption to make.



So, she didn’t need someone strong. What did she need?



Did I want to become someone that she needed?



I looked up to her. “Will you kick me out if I don’t want to serve you?”



The god blinked, then her lips quirked just a little. “No. It’s rare to have company. Though I must warn you, brave little child, that your appearance alone will make you an enemy of mankind.”



“Oh,” I said. That wasn’t nice. That was very not-nice. I nodded. I could fix that. “Then I’ll change people’s minds.”



[Congratulations!]

[Through your actions you have unlocked the potential to obtain the following classes:

Prophet of Chaos



“Oh, I got a new class thing! Prophet of chaos. Is that a good one?”



Luciana reached down and, very carefully, patted me on the head. “No, I don’t think that’s one you want to take, child. Though it certainly has potential. I wonder, how much of that was you considering my words and how much was you allowing yourself to be distracted?”



I felt my cheeks warming up. Right, I was supposed to be thinking. I even let my thinking face fall. Still... “Wasn’t that an answer, though?”



“You truly think that you will be able to change people’s opinions?” she asked. “Knowing as little as you do?”



“Uh, maybe? If I try really hard?”



The Dark Goddess’ expression was neutral, but there was a glint in her eyes. I think she liked my answer. “Follow me. I think I shall set aside my question for now. We shall return to it once you have the context and knowledge to truly understand what is at stake.”



“Okay?” I asked.



She started walking, and I ran to catch up to her. She didn’t look like she was going fast, but she had really long legs.



Then she started to climb the stairs, and it was all I could do not to huff and puff the whole way up. I still felt heavy and weak, but Luciana had said that I should follow her, so I did.



I hoped that she would lead me somewhere nice!
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                Terror Seven - Fancy



“That was pretty good,” I say as I set my fork down next to my plate. The inn served us a nice little meal. Some bread, cheese and a small cut of some sort of meat. The sauce was actually pretty good.



I lean back into my seat and look across to my... guest? Friend? I’m not entirely sure what Felix is to me yet. I guess she’s just a nice girl that was willing to give me a hand in exchange for a bit of help.



She looks a bit stuffed. I don’t think I’ve ever seen someone scarf down their food so quickly, even if it looked like she had a hard time with the whole fork and knife thing for a while.



“Thank you, Miss Valeria,” Felix says. She’s looking a lot nicer now that she’s not in rags and has taken three baths.



“No problem,” I say.



“If Miss needs anything from me, anything at all.” Felix pauses, as if she’s looking for the next thing to say, then she grins. “I’ll do my best.”



I laugh. “Thanks, I appreciate it.” Sighing, I lean forward and put my elbows on the table then grab one of those tiny loaves of bread from a basket in the middle of the table. I’ve noticed Felix hiding a few of them under the table already, but I don’t comment on it. “So! That was a good meal, and now I have a sort of base of operations, which will be good.”



Felix tilts her head a bit. “Is Miss planning something?”



“It’s just Valeria,” I say. “And I don’t know if I am planning anything, not yet. Someone burned the temple down, and someone delayed the shipment of my mom’s books. That’s two things I need to solve. Mom won’t like having the temple destroyed.”



“Your mom’s temple?” Felix asks.



“Uh, I mean, the temple of the Dark Goddess. Who my mom... likes.” I’m really not good at this whole undercover thing. I blame the lack of good spy fiction. “Anyway. I need to find Mister Juárez. Which means... I guess asking around about him?”



“Maybe Fancy could help?” Felix asks.



“Fancy?”



She nods. “Fancy is the person who runs the city. Well, the parts of the city where people who aren’t rich come from. The South Quarter, the Roughs, and the North Quarter. Basically, everything but Midtown is run by Fancy and his crew.”



“I have the impression you’re not talking about an elected official here,” I say.



“Oh no, Mister Fancy is, ah, he’s just the boss of the city.” Felix shrugs.



I’m imagining some sort of mafia-don kind of guy. Big and burly, in a nice suit and tie, with a few equally large bodyguards, of course. “Where does Fancy stay?” I ask.



“In the South Quarter, there’s a place with a lot of warehouses. One of those has a sort of inn inside it. There’s gambling and alcohol, and that’s where Fancy rules from.”



I stand while glancing out of the nearest window. There’s still plenty of light out, even if the sun is starting to dip. “Let’s head out then.”



“You want to go see Fancy? Just like that?”



“He might know things that I need to know. I won’t learn any of that without asking.” I stretch. “Did you want to come?”



Felix looks like she’s thinking about it, but only for a moment before she stands up too. “I’ll come. I’ve never met Fancy before, but he’s supposed to be kind of dangerous.”



“I’m kinda dangerous too,” I say. It comes out sounding a lot cooler than I usually sound, which is neat. Mom once told me that the person I was most dangerous to was myself, but I’m pretty sure I can hold my own in a fight.



Felix follows me downstairs, patting her belly which is a little distended with every step as if shaking it too much might make it burst.



The inn’s... keeper? Maitre d’? The guy who stands near the door--greets me as I come down. “Lady Valeria, is there anything we can do to assist you?”



“I don’t think so, though maybe later. We’ll be leaving for an hour or two. If we don’t come back by this evening, can you inform the guard that there’s some sort of trouble? We’ll be down by the South Quarter.”



He eyes me and Felix, one eyebrow perked. “As the lady wishes. We could arrange for a guard to escort you, if you wish.”



That might not be a bad idea. “Can it be done fairly quickly?” I ask.



“I’m afraid not. It’s not a common request.”



“In that case I should be fine. Thanks though.”



We step out into an evening that’s turned a little cloudy. The wind has shifted and it’s coming in from over the nearby lake, thick with humidity that’s turning the sky a dull grey. “It’s going to rain tonight,” Felix says with bored certainty.



“You’re the Joy mage,” I say.



“Joy mage?” Felix repeats.



“Your kind of magic, that you’re using to see,” I add.



“Oh. I didn’t know it was called that,” she says.



I shrug a shoulder and take off, quickly leaving the inn’s courtyard and stepping out onto the not-so-busy streets of Santafaria. “It’s what the books call it. I never really studied it. Which way?”



“That way,” Felix says while pointing to her left. “Down the main road all the way to the Yellow Gate.”



I nod along and start heading off that way while adjusting my cloak. If this Fancy person is going to be any sort of trouble, then I want my little friends to be ready to pounce. I can feel about all of them if I focus a bit. Little pinpricks of... something, nestled in close to me.



I think it’s similar to proprioperception, but not quite. None of the books I’ve read cover anything quite like it, but then, it is a unique class.









	Name
	Valerie Malvada



	Displayed Title
	Magus of Four Paths



	 
	 



	First Class
	Harbinger of the Dark Tide



	Class Rank
	Novice



	 
	 



	Displayed Class
	Bookworm










Mom put a spell on me that changes my displayed class. I think she’s playing some sort of prank on me, giving me a class like ‘Bookworm,’ but it’s not a mean sort of prank. I wouldn’t mind the class that much, actually. It’s probably really weak, but fun.



“What can you tell me about Fancy? Other than his position and all that?”



Felix tilts her head. “Well, he’s strong. I think he was a noble once. I heard people say that he’s the forgotten prince of Santafaria.”



“Santafaria isn’t a kingdom,” I say. “It doesn’t have a king or queen to produce a prince. There’s a marquis, I think.”



“I don’t know about that,” Felix says. “Sorry.”



I wave it off. “No matter. It’s not important anyway. I don’t think we’ll be dealing with the local nobility, not unless things go very pear-shaped.”



“Pear-shaped?” Felix repeats.



“Uh, it’s a fruit that’s sort of... not quite round? Actually, I don’t know where the expression comes from. Some book I read, I bet.”



Felix nods. “I don’t know how to read, so I wouldn’t know, I guess.”



“Oh, right, you can’t read.”



Felix turns her head my way, but not entirely. If she had eyes, they’d be looking a foot past my shoulder. “No one in the Roughs knows how to read. And you need to see the letters besides.”



I nod. That makes sense. But I don’t like it. “Well, once we get your eyes fixed, I’ll see about teaching you a little. I thought that the level of literacy here was pretty high, what with people having to read their system stuff.”



“You mean classes and skills?” Felix asks. “Mine sound like my voice when I listen to them.”



“Huh,” I say.



Had any of my books mentioned how the system would function for someone unable to read or write? Or a person with no sight for that matter? I suppose the people writing those books aren’t the people with no eyes and an inability to write.



Maybe Mom had ulterior motives in sending me out here. The more I look around, the less I like the way things are.



I can meddle once things are fixed with the books.



“That’s the Yellow Gate,” Felix says while pointing ahead.



I snap out of my reverie and take in a gate that isn’t very yellow at all. There are banners around it that are, though, so I suppose the name isn’t entirely awful.



Getting out of Midtown is significantly easier than getting in. No one even tries to slow us down or ask any questions, though some of the guards watch us pass by.



The South Quarter isn’t as bad as I expected. It’s filled with little homes, all squished together and with no two alike, but the roads are only a little dirty. I take a few steps only to feel something tugging at my sleeve.



“That way’s the road to the South Gate and the Roughs,” Felix says before pointing to her right. “Fancy’s place is that way.”



“Ah, well, lead on then!”
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                Terror Eight - Kingpin



Fancy’s place isn’t very fancy. It’s a warehouse, tall and built of brownish bricks, the same as most of the buildings in the South Quarter of Santafaria. It would probably be a lot more imposing if it wasn’t stuck in between a dozen nearly identical buildings. The only thing that really sets it apart are the guards by the front, and the constant flow of people moving in and out in ones and twos.



The people leaving the place often look angry, or on the wrong side of drunk if they’re being escorted out, and not a single one of them looks well-off.



Then again, the South Quarter makes the North Quarter look positively lavish. The homes here are nearly all tenement buildings, and there are more warehouses and what look like factories than anything else.



There’s also a constant and persistent stink of fish in the air.



“So, that’s the place?” I ask.



Felix nods. “It is. Did you want me to wait out here?”



“No? Why would I want that?” I ask.



My new... friend shrugs. “I’m a nobody, I won’t help Miss look good in there.”



“I’m a nobody too, you know. At least when it comes to a place like this.”



Felix laughs a bit and shakes her head. “No, I don’t think you’re a nobody, Miss. Nobodies don’t have gold to spare for blind girls on the street, and they don’t walk the way you do.”



The way I walk? I don’t really know what she means. Mom is always going on about how poor my posture is. She always says that if I don’t stand up straighter, I’ll never grow as tall as her, which is very much not how anatomy or biology works.



“Well, nothing for it,” I say. “Come on. If anyone asks we can just pretend that you’re my... I don’t know. Handmaiden?” Nobles have those, I’m pretty sure.



“I don’t know if I’m fit for that kind of thing,” she says.



“Nonsense, you’re a mage; at our age, that’s super uncommon. Especially one as skilled as you are.”



We come up to the front doors of the warehouse, and I can make out a sort of antechamber just inside. Just a small room with a low ceiling and a curtain for a door off to the side. A decent way to keep people from snooping, I figure. That, or they don’t want the noise from inside escaping.



The guards don’t even look at us. I’m not even sure if they are guards. They have slim swords by their hips, but are wearing plain worker’s clothes and one has a thumb jammed up his nose.



We move past them and into the antechamber. I don’t want to touch the curtains—they look filthy—but needs must, so I use that bit of disgust I’m feeling as I touch them to prepare my core a little. If things go pear-shaped, I might need that little boost of magic.



I realize that it won’t be a problem as I step into the main room of the warehouse.



The warehouse is a den of vice and depravity. Felix had told me as much, but I guess it didn’t really register completely. I was expecting a bar, maybe a few tables with people playing blackjack or poker or whatever card game is popular in Santafaria.



What I am not expecting is what I see before me. There is a bar, but it’s a grimy mess near the back, with men standing near it that look like they’re guarding the racks of alcohol behind them while a fat man sets tankards in front of people who already seem drunk.



There are gambling tables. About a dozen of them off to one side. It’s in the quietest, least lit section of the room, and none of the people at the tables look happy to be there. There’s also a man hanging from the ceiling by his neck, a plaque over his chest with the word ‘cheater’ on it in big letters.



The far end of the room has couches and little booths with what look like beds in them. There are some ladies there that aren’t wearing very much, and there’s a nasty stench in the air coming from that way, as well as noises that I’m pretty sure someone my age isn’t supposed to be hearing.



At least they’re partially masked by the band, if two guys sharing a lute and some hand-drums count as a band.



“This place is disgusting,” I declare.



“It’s Fancy’s place,” Felix says.



“It doesn’t deserve the name,” I reply.



A man comes out from one of the booths in the back, while buttoning up his pants. He looks like some sort of noble, and the two men in partial armour that join up with him prove as much as far as I’m concerned. He stops by another man, a sleazy looking guy, and I see silver trading hands.



So, is that how Fancy keeps this place running? I knew places like this existed. I’d read books, of course. But seeing one... this is disturbing.



“Where’s Fancy?” I ask Felix.



“I think he’s upstairs,” Felix says. “I can’t sense all the way up the stairs, sorry.”



“Stairs?” I ask. Then I notice the staircase off to one side. It’s guarded by two toughs. “Ah, right.”



I grab onto Felix’s hand and pull her along after me as I head over to the stairs. The guards there are both nearly twice as tall as I am. I figure they were chosen for their size because neither of them has a class past Initiate.



I start to head towards the staircase proper, but one of the guards steps before me. “Hey hey, where are you going, girls?” he asks.



“To see the proprietor, the man I’m assuming is your boss,” I say.



They look at each other. “Do you have a meeting?” the other asks.



“No. This is a time sensitive matter, but I might have time later in the evening or in the morning. Does Mister Fancy have a secretary I could arrange things with?”



“Uh,” the first replies smartly.



“Look, if you don’t know, then maybe go ask someone who does?”



The smaller of the two guards steps up and bends down to look at me right in the face. “You look young,” he says.



I blink at him a few times. “I am. I don’t see how that’s pertinent.”



“Right,” he replies. “Follow me. And no funny business.”



That’s more like it. I follow the guard up the stairs, aware of how rickety and creaky they are, and up onto a second antechamber. This one has an actual door before it, though there’s still a thick cloth curtain.



The guard opens it up into a room that’s entirely unlike the first floor of Fancy’s den.



There are couches here and there, some love-seats, others made to accommodate more. The people sitting and lounging around are at least wearing clothes that look clean. Others are dressed in finery of one sort or another.



Young women with very little clothes on walk around carrying silver platters. Cups of what looks like chilled wine and bowls full of fruit wobble as they try to avoid getting pinched by idle hands.



The gambling table here, and there is only the one, is being supervised by a man in a tight-fitting suit with a pair of spectacles on, and the players are laughing and talking in low whispers.



This is... better than below, at least. Not much better, but better.



“Oh-hoh, who’s this?”



I find who I presume must be Fancy.



He’s not what I expected, though I’m not sure what I was expecting, really.



Fancy is a shorter man, in a peacock blue vest and bright green pants with white stripes running their length. His collar, one of those big ruffled things some nobles wear, is so clean it almost shines.



He grins, and the expression makes his long but slim beard twitch. “Guests that I’ve never seen! Are you looking for your daddy, little miss?” he asks.



I glance around him, at the guards in half plate by his cushion-covered throne, and at the beautiful women lounging nearby. This is a man who puts a lot of stock in his appearance.



Smiling, I walk across the width of the room, then bow a little while tugging at the sides of my skirt. A shallow bow, given between unfamiliar people who are uncertain of each other’s status.



Mom drilled a few etiquette things into my head, even though none of them apply to her. She doesn’t bow.



“Greetings, Mister Fancy,” I say. “I’m Valeria, and I’m here on business.”



One of the ladies on a lounge chair nearby coos at me. She’s wearing too much clothing, and of too fine a make, to be any sort of serving lady or arm candy. A few others chuckle along with her.



“Is that right?” Fancy asks. “Well, I’m sure I can at least listen to your offer of business.”



I bow my head again. “Thank you.”



[Fancy - The Peacock - King of the Slums]

Novice Kingpin

Initiate Black Marketeer.



Time to see if I can learn anything while I’m here.
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                Terror Nine - Gold



There is one problem with Fancy.



Well, maybe not the man himself, other than his sense of fashion and what he’s chosen to do for a living. The problem is this meeting place. It’s open, and any of a dozen people could be listening in.



I’m not exactly trying to be stealthy, but a bit of subtlety wouldn’t go amiss.



“So, girl, how can the most handsome man in the room, any room, help you?”



I blink and stare at Fancy. “You’re not that handsome,” I say.



Fancy laughs, head tilting back with a roar. “Oh, that stings!”



“From the mouths of babes,” the one woman on a lounge chair to the side says. “How is your immeasurable pride ever going to recover, Fancy-dear?”



The man chuckles and shakes his head, still in a good mood. “Maybe I’ll convince the girl’s parents to go harder on the belt?”



“You’ve obviously never raised a child,” the woman says. She gestures to a man nearby and he opens a small leather satchel, pulls out a large silver spoon, and a brown glass bottle which he carefully pours into the spoon. “Speaking of bitterness.”



“Unfortunately, I’m not here to see your, um, beautiful visage, Mister Fancy,” I say.



“Oh?” he asks. “Well, my taste in girls does call for them to be a bit older, I’m afraid.”



“Uh,” I say. My core roils, disgust coming to the surface far easier than it usually does. This place is bad enough, but Fancy is just... he’s just setting off every alarm in my head at once.



One of Fancy’s hangers-on leans forwards and whispers something into his ears, the man’s eyes never leaving me. A mage, I recognize from the very thin bluish veins over his hands and around his too-gaunt face.



Fancy’s eyebrows rise, and he eyes me up and down. “You’re a mage, little girl?” he asks.



“I am,” I say.



“And, pray tell, what sort of magic did you just use?” His tone is light, the kind of childish voice that people use when talking to kids and animals. It’s condescending.



“I didn’t cast any spells,” I admit. “That was just my core shifting.”



“Pink, right?” he asks, his attention back to the mage next to him. “I’m not a man of books. What’s pink magic, Siverus?”



Siverus smiles, and it’s a greasy, oily sort of smile. “Disgust, Lord Fancy. The Dark magic.”



I can feel the mood shifting a little, some of the hangers-on holding back smiles, and that one woman in the nice robes laughing aloud even as she waves her spoon around. “Oh, that stings, doesn’t it, Fancy? Some laudanum for the pain?”



I glare at them all. “I’m not here to use any magic,” I say. “I’m here for information.”



Fancy seems a little less amicable. I think inadvertently insulting him put me on his bad side. Or maybe it’s just the way I got his... companions to laugh at him that’s annoying him. Either way, it’s making things harder than they need to be. “What exactly are you here for, girlie?”



“Information,” I repeat. “I need to know a few things, and I’ve been told that you’re a reliable source of answers.”



“Oh, how serious-sounding,” he says. “What do you need to know?”



I nod. Finally, I’m getting somewhere. “I need to know what happened to the Dark Temple,” I say.



“It burned down,” he replies with a shrug. “That one was free!”



“I had noticed,” I say. “I’m mostly curious about who burnt it down.”



“Ah, now that’s an interesting question,” Fancy says as he leans forward. There’s a glimmer of something in his eyes. A skill? Or maybe just a whole lot of curiosity. “Perhaps I could tell you that much. What’s the knowledge worth to you, little miss? Your month’s allowance of billon?”



“Maybe,” I say. “It depends on whether or not you can answer.”



“I can,” he says. There’s no uncertainty there, and I’m inclined to agree. “I wonder why a little lost lamb like yourself wants to know.”



“What’s the knowledge worth to you?” I ask.



He slumps back into his throne with a groan. “Oh, she’s learning fast! The Three save me from precocious girls.” His entourage join in the laughter until he sits up straighter. “Is that all you want to know, little miss?”



“No, there’s more. I’d like to know why the temple was burned down, too. And for that matter, what happened to Javier Juárez.”



“That’s not a name I thought I would hear from you,” he said. “A relation of yours?”



“I think my relations are my own business.”



“Oh, come now, I’m curious.”



I hesitate. “For your month’s allowance of billon, I’ll say.”



“Sassy brat,” he fires back, but it’s venomless. “Well, I am a businessman, and I take all business, whether from the old and decrepit”—he gestures to the older lady in the lounge chair who promptly replies by showing him her thumb sticking out between her index and middle-finger—“or, of course, from the terribly young. Now, my information does not come cheap. It is of the highest quality, after all.”



“Can you answer all three questions, then?” I ask.



Fancy nods magnanimously. “I can. Can you afford to pay?”



“I think I can, yes,” I reply.



He smacks his hands together in a loud, cheerful clap. “Then we have all we need to conduct business! Ten gold, little miss, and I will answer any and all questions you may have of me.”



Ten gold? I’m not really sure how much gold is really worth. It’s hard to keep track of things, and in the books I’ve read, its value is never quite the same. I can remember reading about an assassination carried out for one gold coin, and a kingly ransom of a thousand, but that doesn’t really help.



Worse, the value of gold and silver and billon fluctuate a bunch, even in relation to each other. Is one gold worth a hundred silver, or just eighty? How much is bread worth?



“You seem conflicted,” Fancy says. The chuckles from his companions leads me to believe that the price is on the high end. “Tell you what. I also trade in favours. A small job, a little bit of work, and you’ll have all the answers you need.”



“No, that’s fine,” I say. I start rooting inside my cloak, some of my little friends moving around so that they’re not in the way.



“Ah now, the work isn’t so hard,” Fancy says.



“What? Oh no, I just don’t have time for side-quests. Here.” I quickly count out ten coins, then hold them out towards Fancy. “Ten gold, and you’ll answer any question I have, right? I do hope you intend to answer them truthfully.”



Fancy looks at me, then at the gold. He’s gobsmacked, at least for a few seconds. His grin returns.” How surprising! Come, follow me; I think you’ve paid for a little bit of privacy.”



I step back as Fancy bounces off his throne, then sweeps past, his cape billowing out behind him.



Turning, I try to share a look with Felix, who is being very quiet, but her head is down and she doesn't have eyes to share a look with besides. “I guess we follow him,” I mutter.



Fancy brings us to a large office adjacent to the main room. It seems to double as a bedroom of sorts, with a bed tucked away in the corner next to a window with what looks like a movable board before it.



The desk is plain wood, undecorated, and there are books on a little shelf that catch my eye until I realize that they’re probably just accounting ledgers. It’s all very underwhelming, though the wardrobe overflowing in one corner is very, very colourful.



Fancy spins around in the middle of the room, then gestures over my head. The mage, Siverus, closes the door. “Alright. Are you really some noble brat who doesn’t know the value of gold?” he asks. “Or is this something else?”



“I’m not a brat,” I say.



“But you don’t deny being noble? You do know that we’ve kidnapped nobles before, right? No, no, don’t worry. We don’t make a habit of kidnapping children. It’s bad business, gets all the snobby sorts riled up, and I’m not that kind of monster.”



“I really do just want some questions answered,” I say.



“And you’re willing to pay enough gold to buy a nice house in the North Quarter for that?” he asks.



“Yes.” Oops?



“In that case,” he says with an expansive gesture. “Ask away!”



I nod. Finally. “Tell me what happened to the Dark temple, who burned it down, who ordered it burned down, the reactions of the local nobility to it, and any big changes in the way the other temples are acting. I also need to know everything you have on Javier Juárez, his operation, and, most importantly, the whereabouts of his last shipment destined to the Land of Monsters.”



“That’s a lot of questions about the Dark Goddess’ business,” Fancy says.



“I thought you had answers, not more questions.”



He grins. “I do. Now, from the top...”
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                Terror Ten - Trade



Fancy backs up until he’s leaning against his desk, then he crosses his arms and gives us a brilliant smile. “From the top then. Javier. You know plenty about him, I’d wager?”



I shake my head. “I’m not here to tell you anything, but if you’re asking so that we’re on the same page, I’ll admit that I don’t know that much about him.”



“Hmm, well, he’s a big-name trader, probably one of the biggest ones to come and visit our humble little city,” Fancy says, his hand wheeling around in some grand gesture. “In Montele, he’s just some small gnat, but here... ah, but you likely know as much. He trades in interesting stock, a bit of everything, really, but lots of tools and machines from the capital. And, of course, books.”



“That’s what I’m interested in,” I say.



“Books, huh? I know there’s a shipment that goes north, once a season or so. No one messes with it, and it barely has a guard at all. But there’s that symbol on its side, the Dark Mark. That’s reason enough that I never told anyone to try grabbing it. Besides, they’re just books.”



“Books are worth a lot,” I say. At least, they are to me and Mom.



“Sure,” Fancy agrees with the ease of someone that doesn’t actually care. “Now, books are the reason he was arrested, as far as I heard.”



“Wait, what?” I stand a bit taller, Fancy the centre of my full attention.



He nods and grins at me. “Oh yes. A new law, something pushed by the Hero’s Church--and everyone knows they own the king--saying that some books can be dangerous, that they hold terrible secrets and such.” He made little wiggly gestures with his fingers.



“What’s the law say?” I ask. I don’t want to agree with the law, but, well, I’ve looked at and have read some of the books in the library at home. I can’t deny that there are some dangerous things out there.



“I’m no lawman,” Fancy says. “Quite the opposite. Siverus, can you find us some fruit? Where was I? Right, I don’t know what the exact words of the law are, but they essentially have a list of acceptable books. If a book isn’t on there, you need to get a permit for it, and it will be added to the list.”



“That’s... that ‘s draconian!” I say. “How long does it take to get a permit?”



“Someone at the capital needs to read it, to make sure there’s nothing dangerous within,” Fancy says.



I sputter. “That could take weeks! Months even! How many books can someone read a day? Three, maybe four? A good library will have thousands of books. A great library will have rare copies, some that can’t just be shipped in some box!”



The kingpin’s eyebrows raise up a bit at my outburst, so I try to rein in it a little. “Quite the opinion,” he says. “Well, in either case, there’s a fine for having an unpermitted book. And Javier was caught with hundreds of them, from what I heard. A literal wagon-load.”



“So he has to pay a fine?”



“Well, the fine would depend on the severity of the crime, and who knows how many of those books would get a permit? So he needs to pay to have them all checked, and if some of them aren’t permitted books, then he was smuggling illegal goods, wasn’t he? That can be grounds for quite a few more fines in the merchant’s guild. Trust me, they’re far more cutthroat than any gang of street rats.”



I fume, core roiling at the unfamiliar emotion until I pull away from anger and direct it elsewhere. Disgust comes easy, of course. What else is a system that takes away books but something utterly abhorrent and loathsome! Vigilance is harder to empower, but I do want to know more, and I am wary of these new laws and of this place.



Anger properly managed, I turn back to Fancy. “So, where is Mister Juárez now?”



Fancy shrugs. “Perhaps still in the city, perhaps on his way to Montelle. I’m not entirely sure. He didn’t seem very important to my sort of business, not now that he was removed from the game being played in Santafaria.”



“And his cargo? The books?”



“Likely wherever Juárez is. I imagine that he will at least try to clear his name.”



I hum and rub at my chin, then I glance at Felix who seems very calm about everything.



The mage returns, and he brings a bowl filled with fruit with him. Fancy claps his hands in delight before pulling an end table closer and setting the fruit onto it. He grabs an apple from the top, and gestures at me with it.



“No thanks,” I mutter.



Felix eeps a bit as he underhands the apple at her, but she doesn’t complain, not when she has something to sink her teeth into.



“Alright,” I ask next. “What can you tell me about the temple?”



Fancy looks a bit awkward for a moment. “Well, that was my boys.”



I pause, then felt my brows meeting together. “Please explain.”



“Calm down, little Miss,” he says, hands raised placatingly. “We were hired to set fire to the temple. It was just a bit of arson, and the gold was as real as gold gets.”



I considered setting my friends on him for a moment, but I can always do that later. “Who paid you?”



“You mean who paid me, or who came to deliver the gold and make the requests?”



“What’s the difference?” I ask.



“Well now, when you become important enough, you don’t go and take care of things yourself. You hire someone else to do all of that for you. The person that showed up here with the request was Baron Miquel Fonz. From Midtown.”



“Did he tell you he was hired?”



“No, but the good baron is barely a noble as is. He owns some two dozen boats and a few warehouses by the docks. His father pissed the family fortune away, some of it right here. I can’t imagine him leading the charge against the Dark Goddess or her temple. Someone had to be paying him.”



I frown at Fancy, then try to focus a little. Someone had hired this baron to burn my mother’s temple down, or he wanted to do that for himself. “Does anyone get anything from the temple being burned?” I mutter.



“The Hero’s Church disliked it; they practically threw a party. But I don’t know enough to really point any fingers,” Fancy admits.



I mutter a curse that Mom had said once, then shake my head. “Fine. Anything else you want to let me know?”



Fancy taps his chin. “Oh, you’ll definitely be robbed on exiting my wonderful abode.”



“You’re going to rob me?”



He looks insulted. “Me? No, never. However much gold you have on you, I can make more the next time you return, or the time after. I’m a businessman. A few gold now compared to repeat custom with someone so generous? No, no. But the people out there? Practically barbarians.”



“I’ll keep that in mind,” I say. “Thank you for your time; you’ve left me with plenty to think on. Can I trust that you won’t be telling everyone what I asked about?”



Fancy bows with a flourish. “Of course. Siverus, be a gentleman, and escort the little Miss and her companion out?”



The mage nods, and soon we’re being escorted out of the office at our own pace. I notice a few looks cast our way, and before we even make it to the stairs, two people have gotten up and left already.



Messengers? Ambushers?



“Felix, when we get outside, stay close to me,” I say. “I don’t know if they would chase after you, but it wouldn’t surprise me.”



“Are you going to be okay?” Felix asks.



“Not concerned about yourself?”



She shakes her head. “Nah. Don’t have anything worth robbing. But I’ll stay with you, Miss; sometimes seeing two people makes muggers think twice. But, um...”



“Yes?” I ask.



“Maybe showing gold wasn’t clever.”



“Duly noted,” I said. “But there were things I really had to know.”



“About books?” Felix asks.



“Yes, about books. Back home, there are few things more important than a good book.”



Felix gives me a look, but I don’t take offence. I guess to someone who can’t read, it must be a little strange. “Let’s get back to the inn.” I look up and behind us to the mage following. “Is there a back exit?” I ask.



“There is,” he says.



“Can you show it to us, please? I’d rather put the odds on our side.”



“I’m certain Fancy would agree to that,” he says. “Do you want an escort? One could be hired here, for the right price.”



“I... will think about it,” I decline politely.



I should be able to make it back just fine, I figure.
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                Monster Three - Library



I had never fallen in love before.



Probably.



I’m pretty sure I would remember that a little, because what I felt as I entered the library behind Luciana was love, and I couldn’t imagine not remembering a feeling that strong.



“Whoa,” I said.



Saying ‘there were lots of books’ was like saying the ocean was a bit wet. Shelves ran from the floor all the way up to the ceiling, with ladders mounted on rails perched here and there. There were multiple floors of the library, the upper floors mostly made up of balconies that followed the shelves around the room in rings that climbed all the way to the ceiling far, far above. I counted five. Five floors of books.



“Can I live here, please?”



Luciana placed her hand on my head and patted me up and down. “No. The library isn’t a place where anyone should be caught sleeping. For that matter, I don’t allow food here, for obvious reasons.”



“Okay,” I said. No problem. I didn’t need to eat, there were books.



“Come,” Luciana said.



“I’ve changed my mind,” I said as I followed her. “My goal in life’s not to make people nicer. It’s to read all of these books.”



“My, how fickle, to change your goals so quickly.”



“Extenuating circumstances,” I said. “I like reading. I... uh... oh no.”



She glanced back. “Is something the matter?” she asked.



I paused to gawk at a strange octopus-like creature sorting some books, then shook my head. “I just realized that I can’t remember any of the books I’ve read.”



“That is unfortunate.”



“I’m not sure, actually. Now I get to re-read them all over again!”



The goddess didn’t reply, merely turned and continued past some smaller standing shelves and to a spot at the back with a single comfortable seat. It was a big plush armchair, all leather and it looked really worn, as if someone had spent a lot of time sitting in it.



A few chandeliers hung behind it, with tiny monsters within, all of them glowing and casting soft light around the corner.



Luciana sat, then folded one leg over the other. She gestured to the floor before her. “Sit.”



I sat. It was a bit awkward, but I had to be on my best behaviour if I expected to be allowed to use the library.



The Dark God looked at me, then stared up and above. I noticed that Milpiés hadn’t followed us, but was instead crawling up one of the massive shelves to the side, his little claw-claws touching the books and scrolls and flicking away lint and dust.



“I think,” Luciana said. It snapped my attention back around. “For you to have a worthy goal, you need one of two things.”



“Okay,” I said.



“You must either want something so badly that all else pales in comparison. It must be the thing that drives you every morning, and that keeps you awake at night.” Her voice didn’t rise, but I still felt the weight of every word pressing down on me.



I swallowed. “What’s the other thing?” I asked.



“You must have a worthy opponent.”



“Oh,” I said. I shifted on the floor. There was a rug, but it was still less than comfy. “Which one drove you?”



She leaned back into her seat a little then raised her hand to the side just as a monster slid past. A serpent, but one as big around as I was wide at the shoulders. Its head stood perfectly still, and atop it was a crystalline goblet which Luciana plucked away. The purple liquid within smelled like grape juice. Wine?



“I thought we couldn’t eat in the library?”



“No, you cannot. It is my library.” She took a sip. “As for my drive... that was long ago. There was something I had to prove. It is done. I have proved it far beyond a shadow of a doubt.”



“What was it?”



She smiled, the first actual smile that I saw touch her lips. It never reached her eyes though. “That I am the most powerful.”



I nodded. She was pretty scary for a God of Darkness.



She tapped the fingers of her free hand against the arm of her comfy chair. “Now, I am curious about what you would want, and whether you could ever find a worthy opponent.”



“I don’t know? I have as many opponents as I have friends. Which is none.”



“Hmm. Do you know why I am spending time with you?”



“It’s not because I'm interesting company, is it?”



She shook her head, though I sensed that she was amused. That was good! If I made her happy, she might let me get a library card. Did she have library cards?



“Then a history lesson is in order.”



I sat up a bit straighter. “I’m all ears.”



She took another sip from her probably-wine and then licked her lips. “You understand what a god is, yes?”



“I think so?” I said. “Someone who’s... godlike?”



“Technically accurate, I suppose, but no points for creativity,” she said. “A god is someone who has reached a pinnacle of power and who has obtained divine abilities over their domain. There are many gods. Some share domains, rendering them weaker. Others, the major gods, rule over their domain exclusively. Some form pantheons of overlapping abilities and powers. It is an interesting field of study for many mortals.”



“And you’re the Goddess of Darkness. Are there others?”



“No. There is no god of shadows or goddess of the night. My domain is my own, and I do not allow others to encroach upon it. This has, historically, led to some issues.”



She sounded like someone that didn’t want to share her toys.



“Do you know what many people who have power want?” she asked.



“Wouldn’t that depend from person to person?”



She nodded a little, conceding the point. “Yes. But often what the powerful desire most is more power. I have much, and it is beyond the reach of many. So plots are hatched and great sacrifices are made to dethrone me. They fail.”



“Okay,” I said.



“The most successful of these involve taking souls from another world. Souls entirely untouched, and bringing them here. These are often given gifts and great powers, and are blessed to grow strong. Some have reached godhood, though they are few indeed. Most only reach the edges of my territory.”



I shifted. My butt was falling asleep.



“You, I suspect, are a mistake. A soul dragged along with another, dropped and abandoned. Had you more luck, you would have been born untainted to some mortal family and would have grown and lived and died a normal life, perhaps only with vague notions and memories clinging to you. But you didn’t have such luck. You died in this world, and in so doing, your soul belonged, if only fleetingly, to me.”



I settled on bringing my knees up. “Is it like that for everyone?”



“Mostly, yes,” she said. “When someone dies, they are reborn in one of my pools. Returning to life as a monster. Their power and abilities are always a reflection of the power they had as a living being. Their temperament and body are a reflection of the sins they committed. In dying unborn and as a being not of this world, you have been resurrected entirely without committing any sin in these lands. You are, I imagine, as close to your original form as anyone or anything has ever been.”



It took me a moment to process all of that. “Oh, okay, that sounds important?”



She didn’t reply right away. “Perhaps. You already show an intellect far surpassing that of the average monster. A Scourge might be as capable. A Calamity, certainly.”



I puffed my chest out. “Thanks!”



“But you are weak.”



I deflated. “I am?”



“Terribly weak, yes. The smallest monster could kill you. Perhaps you have potential, but it would take much to realize it.”



“Oh,” I said. “I can try though, right?”



“Perhaps. Perhaps I will even assist you. It would certainly... cause a reaction, for certain people to see you. I would very much enjoy that alone. And I am not so callous as to admit that some company would be amiss.”



I bounced to my feet. “That sounds great! Where do we start?”



Luciana gestured to the library. “We will begin by teaching you a little. History, of course, and... perhaps it wouldn’t hurt to train you in the magical arts.”



“There’s magic?” I asked.



Of course there was magic, who was I kidding? There were gods and monsters and oh gosh I couldn’t wait!



“Indeed. But first, I think our very first step will be finding you a suitable class.”
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                Terror Eleven - Ambush



I hold onto Felix’s hand as we run down one alley, then shift over and run down another.



There are screams behind us, calls telling others where we’re running.



I’m beginning to have a few small regrets. Notably, I should probably not have flashed so much gold around. I’m still not sure of the actual value of gold, but it seems like the dozen coins I have left are enough to encourage people to rob Felix and me.



Or maybe worse.



Some of the things the men are shouting at us are downright disgusting.



I glance up at the sky as we continue down another passage between two warehouses. The sky above is dark and speckled with tiny white pinpricks from the sea of stars. I can’t see any signs that there's anyone watching us, but I can almost feel the attention of something oozing with loathing. It isn’t even directed at me.



The thugs following us wouldn't be so excited if they had any ability to sense the magic in the air.



But I don’t want that kind of help. I don’t need it.



I’m perfectly able to take care of myself.



Some jerk jumps out from behind a stack of crates, and it’s all I can do to gasp as he grabs my wrist and pulls. I hiss as my shoulder strains, and I separate from Felix for a moment, letting her go on ahead for a few steps. “Got you!” the man hisses.



His breath is rancid, like rotting meat, and even with the poor light I can tell that his teeth are crooked and closer to green than white.



I don’t even need to think to flood my core with disgust.



Dark magic isn’t great offensively, but being disgusted is just about the best way to defend yourself. I punch the man in the chest.



He barely even shifts.



So I punch him again and again and again. There’s no pain, and with each blow, my hand darkens, little licks of flame-like magic coating my hand more and more. My fist hardens, and I start to see a reaction as my blows grow heavier.



The man slaps me.



I feel it, of course. I even see it coming, though the best I can do to avoid it is tilt my head to the side so that the slap hits my cheek.



I don’t want him breaking my glasses.



The man seems confused, which is just great because he doesn’t react when I jump up and punch him in the chin.



Something finally snaps, and he stumbles back, bumping into the wall a moment before falling back.



I pant a bit, some focus going to shifting the magic around in my body.



Being able to endure doesn’t translate to being able to hit hard.



I should have used some other magic, but the emotions were all wrong.



“Miss Valeria!”



I look up, then in the direction Felix is pointing.



The little scuffle has taken a few seconds, and now those chasing us are closing in.



Worse, there are more of them at the other end of the alley, right where the alley ends on the main road that Felix and I had taken to get to Fancy’s place.



Felix screams as she runs past me, arms cartwheeling. She stops, shoes scraping on the ground and both hands shooting out ahead of her.



A gust of wind blasts out ahead of her.



It’s not a particularly strong blast. I don’t think even a toddler would fall from it. But the alley is dusty, and that dust is dragged up and thrown into the faces of the thugs behind us.



“Nice work,” I say as I grab Felix’s hand. She’s grinning, of course. That was a lot of magic used all at once. Her control is great, but I don’t think her reserves are nearly as impressive.



But she did give me an idea.



Well, to be honest, it’s more that I forgot she was able to help. “Felix, lead us,” I say.



I concentrate for a moment, pushing more loathing and disgust towards my core. It’s not hard, not with a quick glance at the people running at us.



I cast a spell.



It’s not a well-cast spell, and it’s not something very impressive. Mom would probably do something with Void magic here that would make all the thugs disappear, but I’m not Mom.



Darkness flows out of my body, thick and cloying and plenty, as if my hands were connected to hoses. I gesture, and the wave of darkness rises and fills the alley.



In an open space, it would be a waste. They’d surround us and wait. Worse, it’s not like I can see any better than they can.



I wiggle my arms around, looking for Felix. She grabs onto my hand, the same one I used for punching earlier. It’s still mostly closed, the magic that made it tough taking a long time to wear off.



“Go,” I whisper.



Felix leads us first left, then forward, then right. I guess she’s running around the people stumbling into the fog. And then we’re out of the darkness and I can see again.



We’re on the main road, and at the end is the gate leading into Midtown. There’s a carriage there, a fancy noble-looking one that the guards are inspecting. That means the gate is still open!



“What was that?” Felix asks.



“I cast a dark spell,” I say. “It made everyone blind.”



“But I’m already blind.”



“Yes, exactly.”



Felix laughs, a bright, happy sound that makes me want to smile too.



We keep running even as my spell wears off and the thugs behind us start sprinting to catch up. Without the twists and turns of the alleyways, there’s not too much Felix and I can do. My core is a little bit sore, a good sign that I’ve been using up a lot of magic, and my emotions are... a little wonky.



Disgust is a strange one to use, at least as far as after-effects go.



The guards at the gate pause to look our way. I guess we’re making a bit of noise.



I glance over my shoulder, then take in a gulp of air and try to run faster.



The thugs are adults; they have long legs, and some of them at least look like they’re more used to manual labour than I am. Spending so much time in the library hasn’t made me a fast runner, and Felix is flagging a little too.



I’m starting to get a bit worried. The guards aren’t even stepping closer.



“H-help!” I call out.



Instead of having the guards rush over, the door to the carriage bursts open and a man jumps out, landing with a heavy thump on the road before he turns our way.



He’s huge, a big slab of muscle barely contained within a perfectly nice suit. Not a very colourful or lacy one, but a nice suit all the same.



He tugs at his moustache, then he starts walking towards us.



“No fear, little ladies,” he says with a voice like a foghorn. “A few bandits won’t take me more than a moment!”



I watch him raise one leg up, then shift his foot around so that his heel is pointing straight down. Then I feel it.



“Earth mage!” I warn Felix a moment before his leg rockets down and rams into the street.



We both stumble and trip as the road bounces underfoot.



The thugs behind us aren’t so lucky.



I land in a roll, the remains of my endurance spell bleeding off, but doing its work in keeping me from being hurt. All that means is that I’m able to get on my feet in a hurry and watch as the thugs run into a wall of blunt-ended spikes.



There’s screaming and cursing as some of them ram into the poles. Others are nimble enough to dodge, but that just means that they’re at the front when the guards finally decide to act and start charging over, long halberds lowered and pointing at them.



I decide that the better part of valour is being elsewhere, so I stumble over to Felix and help her up before jogging back towards the gate.



“Are you well, ladies?” the big man asks.



I inspect him right away.



[Romulus - The Earthen Pillar - Vigilant]

Adept Rock Crushing Behemoth

Novice Earthy Hero

Initiate Gourmand



“Thank you,” I say.



Three classes. He has to be a noble of some sort. More importantly, he’s associated with the Church of the Hero. It’s not the clothes or the nobility that give it away; it’s the second title.



The Earth magic helps too, but using a kind of magic associated with a particular god doesn’t mean that someone worships them or anything.



“Are you well?” he asks.



“Fine,” I say. “Just fine. Thank you again, Sir Romulus.”



“It is nothing. Now, what can two young ladies be doing out here with so many fools after them?”



I glance back for a good excuse, but all I see are thugs beating a hasty retreat while the guard pick up some of those that fell or that they caught. It’s only a fraction of them, of course.



“Well, that’s a bit complicated,” I say.



***
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                Terror Twelve - Zealous



Romulus seems very uncomfortably curious about what we’d been up to. I manage to deflect his first few questions, but I’m falling behind his continued onslaught. “Hardly safe for a young noble lady, and for you to head out with only your young companion here isn’t all that wise. Not that I would question your wisdom, but perhaps your foresight. Which begs the question once more: what were you doing in such a terribly uncivilized part of town?”



“Ah, well, we were just looking for, um, something,” I say. It has the advantage of being partially true as well.



“Oh, and what was that?” Remulus asks.



It’s not fair for people to be so tall. He’s at least three heads taller than me. That’s bigger than Mom, even!



“Romulus,” a kindly voice asks. It’s soft, and definitely feminine, yet there’s a bit of a snap to it.



Romulus stands taller and looks over to the carriage where a woman’s head is poking out. Middle-aged, with a few crow’s talons around the edges of her eyes hinting at someone that spent a lot of time smiling. She’s shaking her head.



[Paula Plautus - The Gentle Word]

Novice Spokeswoman

Novice Flower of the North

Initiate Mother



“Paula,” Romulus says. “Forgive me, dearest. I grew too zealous.”



“Zealous,” the lady repeats. “Yes, I’m certain that’s it. Now, invite your new friends over for dinner tomorrow, and let’s continue heading home.”



Romulus bows ever so slightly towards the carriage, then turns towards us and bows deeper. “Miss Valeria, Miss Felix, my dearest wife is quite correct. I am being rude. Let me beg for forgiveness in the greatest way I may. Come to our humble estate tomorrow afternoon. I am certain one fine meal, and my lack of good graces will be entirely forgotten. And invite your parents as well, of course,” he says.



“Um, sure,” I say. Anything to get out of this situation.



Romulus grins wide, his bushy moustache twitching under his nose. “Most wonderful.”



I wave as he turns and gets back into the carriage, the entire thing tipping to the side to accommodate his weight.



“We should go,” I mutter.



The guards are coming back, and I really don’t feel like wasting more gold on bribes if I can avoid it.



The carriage rolls out, and Felix and I are right behind it. I can hear some of the guards calling to close the gates behind us, so I figure we’re safe for now.



There might be more thugs on this side of the town, but I kind of doubt it.



As I walk, more or less aware of where the inn we’re staying in is, I take stock of what I have. I’ve spent a bunch of gold, but that’s not a problem. I’m pretty sure I can get more from Mom if I send a letter home. One of my little friends can carry it there and bring a pouch back in a day or two. What I have now is plenty.



Speaking of little friends, I’m mostly stocked up on those. I didn’t use any in the race with the thugs. There were a lot of them, and my little friends are only so good against someone. They were great at swarming, but it’s hard to swarm a group that outnumbers you.



As for information... I have lots now. Enough to start drawing some big conclusions. The Church of the Hero had decided to mess with Mom’s books. That was super petty, and it sounded exactly like the way Héroe acted, according to Mom.



Burning the temple down though, that wasn’t so much petty as it was an attack.



I’m not too sure how the gods play their games of one-upmanship. I don’t even think they have clear rules.



Still, doing something like cutting off another god’s supply of entertainment is something they can brag about between each other. The stories Mom told me makes me think that the gods are like school kids sometimes. They play pranks on each other and try to cause trouble when they can get away with it.



Burning down another’s temple would be like setting fire to someone’s desk.



It’s a bit more serious than cheating on a test or stealing a book.



“Are you okay?”



I blink, and look up to see Felix almost-looking at me. She doesn’t quite turn her head enough to face me dead-on. “I’m fine,” I say.



The streets are well-lit, lamps set out every dozen metres casting flickering orange light everywhere. Plenty of homes still have candles lit within them too. The city is quieter at these hours, of course. Other than a patrol of guards and some people hurrying along, there’s not much in terms of traffic.



I notice Felix yawning a bit before walking closer by my side. “I’m sorry,” she says when her shoulder bumps mine.



“It’s fine? You used a lot of magic today; you might be tired if you’re not used to it.” I am used to it, and I’m still a bit tired. Messing with your emotions tends to drain you.



Felix nods. “You can leave me near your inn. I can find my way back.” She smiles, big and pleased. “Today was very exciting. Thank you.”



“Find your way back?” I ask. I’m still holding onto her hand, even after all this time.



Felix nods. “I’m having a bit of a hard time sensing things, but I’m sure all I need to do is remember how fun today was, and I’ll be fine.”



“And where would you go?”



“The Roughs. There are a few places I can hide there. I have a place where I hid some clothes too.”



“What about what you’re wearing now?”



Felix touches the shirt she has. It’s just plain dyed wool. A nice pastel blue that I think is made using the scales from locally caught fish. The colour seems common in the clothes I saw on the better-off merchants and some nobles.



“I can sell these,” Felix says. “I’m sorry, but it’s too nice for someone in the Roughs.”



I shake my head. “You can stay in the inn with me tonight.”



“But you don’t need me anymore.”



“Well, I don’t need you now, but who knows. Maybe I’ll need a guide again tomorrow. And besides, I haven’t paid you yet.”



Felix’s smile turns a bit wobbly. “Thank you, Miss.”



“Just call me Valeria, please.”



“Yes, Miss Valeria!”



I don’t remark on that, mostly because we’ve arrived at the Ocuous Inn’s entrance. We move past the court, and then back into the lobby where a new person is behind the desk. “Miss Valeria,” he says.



I guess the last one told him what I look like. “Yes.”



“Your rooms are waiting for you once more. Is there anything you need?”



“No, thanks,” I say. “Well... actually, a small snack wouldn’t be bad? Maybe some fruit?”



I didn’t trust Fancy’s fruit, but some from the inn wouldn’t be bad. “Of course. Anything else?”



“Yes! Do you know anyone called Romulus? His wife is called Paula, I think.”



The concierge nods. “You’re speaking of Baron Plautus, I presume. A rather tall man, very energetic?”



“That sounds like him, yeah,” I say.



“He’s a common figure in the nobility of Santafaria. What do you wish to know of him?” the man asked.



“Felix, if you want, you can head up,” I mutter before moving to the counter. “I... don’t know exactly where to start. He saved Felix and I this evening from a bit of trouble. He’s a strong mage.”



The concierge nods. “I believe he was part of the royal army before obtaining his peerage and retiring to Santafaria, though the Plautus family is somewhat extensive here. He may have been a third son. Forgive me, I don’t know.”



“That’s fine,” I say. “Does he do, ah, dinner invitations often?”



“His wife, Lady Plautus, is known for those, yes. She is one of the more connected individuals in the city.”



“Oh, she’s a gossip.”



The man clears his throat and looks away, but he doesn’t deny it.



“Alright, thanks. I think that’s all I needed to know. Um... does he have any allegiance to the Church of the Hero?”



“I believe so, yes.”



I nod and run up the stairs and to my rooms to find Felix hesitating a step within the room.



“I... don’t know what to do, exactly,” she admits.



“Well, we could probably use another bath,” I say.



“I took a lot of baths today already.”



I shrug. “Then bed time it is. Let me just... station some of my friends around the room, alright?”



“Sure?” Felix moves over to the bed, but she looks intimidated by it.



I decide not to poke at that while I set some of my little friends in the nooks and crannies around the room where they’ll be able to surprise anyone trying to do anything sneaky.



Our late night snack arrives, a bowl filled with fruits and nuts, and I watch, amused, as Felix tears into them.



And then, at long last, it’s time for bed.



It’s a strange end to a long day, but not an unpleasant one.
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                Terror Thirteen - Sunshine​



I wake up with sunlight splashing across my face, bright and cheery and warm enough to melt away the last vestiges of sleep that I’m still clinging onto.



Yawning, I stretch my legs out under the blankets, then prepare myself to kick some of my friends off the bed. But there’s no heavy weight across my torso and legs, and I can’t hear the familiar rumble of some of my more experimental friends I’ve made.



My eyes snap open and I take in a room that’s unfamiliar, at least until my memories kick in. I’m in the inn. Next to me, Felix is rolled up in a small ball, a few blankets over her as she sleeps.



I stifle a second yawn and slide my legs off the side, then shiver as my feet meet the cold floor. By the time I stumble out of the washroom, all dressed up and far more awake, Felix is sitting by the table, still in her new blouse and skirt, with some juice from the fruit she’s eating running down her chin.



“Hey there,” I say.



“Good morning,” Felix replied. She smiles at me. “Did you sleep well?”



“Yeah, well enough. It feels a bit strange not being at home. This place is a lot noisier at night.”



“Is it?”



I nod. “Yeah. Home is pretty quiet. There’s a lot of wind and such, but not much else. Most of the Mon--people around our castle are very discreet, and Mom likes it when things are nice and silent and peaceful. My quarters tend to be a bit noisier, but that’s mostly because I have a lot of, uh, pets.”



“Pets? Like those?” Felix points to a corner of the room where I know one of my smaller friends is hiding. It’s one of those spider-looking ones, with nine little limbs. They’re very cute little guys. I tried to make something that was a cross between a spider and a scorpion. The stinger can inject poison, but it can also fire lines of webbing that allow the little guys to zip around.



“Yeah, like those,” I say. A twist of my magic, and the nearest spider friend scuttles over to me and leaps up into my hand. “They’re very nice. Do you want to touch him?”



“It feels like a spider,” Felix says. “Aren’t those dangerous?”



“Only some of them,” I say. “This one included, but I can control him to a limited degree. He won’t sting you.”



Felix hesitates a bit, but she gives in to the allure of petting something so tiny and adorable, and soon she’s rubbing the top of my spider-friend’s head with two fingers. “Soft,” she says.



“Yeah, it took a lot of experimenting to find a way to make it so that my friends who have exoskeletons feel soft on the outside while also remaining fairly tough.”



“Make?” Felix asks.



She’s still smiling at me, even as I feel myself tensing up. I think I might have goofed up a bit. Mom always did tell me to act more like I belong to my station, but she never seems to mind when I get excited and start talking about my friends, or my experiments, or... anything else, really.



Felix though, well, she’s not Mom. She’s... well, I guess she’s a friend. Not a monster-friend—those are friends that I can trust absolutely because I made them, and Mom told them to behave—but a human friend.



It feels a little strange to have one of those after so long.



“That’s what my class does,” I explain. Telling her this much isn’t too bad, I figure. It’s not like knowing that much would really help someone fight me, not if they already know about my little friends.



“What’s your class?” Felix asks.



“You never looked?” I reply.



“I can’t look very well in general,” Felix says.



I snort a giggle, but cut myself off with a cough, even if Felix seems proud that her joke landed. “I’m sorry,” I say.



“It’s okay.”



“Now, there should be a way for you to see what my class is, regardless of your inability to, well, see. The system seems very accommodating for that kind of thing, even if it is inherently unbalanced.” I frown in thought. I can’t recall any mentions in any of the books I read of experiments run on people who were blind and how they interacted with their system, which is a shameful oversight. “You can sense me, right? I think if you focus on that, and concentrate on wanting to see what my class is, through the system, then you’ll be able to see it.”



Felix frowns, but she stares more or less where I’m standing and I can almost feel her focusing on me. No, I can definitely feel her focus, the air around me growing just a bit thicker, as if I’m being pushed by a wind that’s coming from all directions at once.



“Oh,” Felix says.



“Did it work?” I ask.



“I think so? Valeria Malvada, and you’re a... Novice Bookworm?”



I flush a bit. That’s the false class that I’m displaying. It’s a little embarrassing, but, well, Mom said that it fit me, and I do have a few class options that are pretty similar, so I can’t even deny that. “Yup, that’s me,” I say.



“Thank you!” Felix cheers. “I think this might be useful.”



“You’ll want to learn how to do it without the wind focus thing, it’s rather obvious. But I’m sure with some practice you’ll manage!”



Felix nods. “You only have one class, right?”



“Yeah,” I say. “I have a few others I could pick, of course, but none of them are quite right.”



“I picked one that would help me see,” Felix says. She scowls a little. “That was my second class. I had another before that, but a noble saw me begging, and then the guard took me and I lost it. But they did give me some bread.”



“Ah, yeah,” I say. “It’s... well, it’s a matter of position, I think.”



“No one ever explained it,” Felix says. “They did let me choose which one to lose.”



“The common belief is that when you die, your soul is reborn in a dark pond. You return as a monster, the more powerful you are, the more powerful the monster.”



“Is it real?”



I nod, then answer aloud. “Essentially, yeah,” I say. “It’s why a lot of places have laws in place that limit the number of classes someone can have, regardless of how useful having more might be. I guess it means weaker monsters. Nobles are allowed to have more classes. Some people can buy them too, and some jobs allow you to have more. You’ll see lots of lesser nobles with three, and anyone with four or more classes is probably important. Or a big-time criminal.”



Felix doesn’t seem bothered by the unfairness of that at all. I guess she’s lived so far from fairness, for such a long time, that it’s not really much of a concern to her anymore.



“I think... yeah, we could definitely do a bit of training together. I’m really close to getting a second class that’s actually worth taking, and with my guidance I’m sure we can find one for you too.”



“But I’m not a noble,” Felix says.



“We’ll figure that out too. Anyway! Do you want breakfast? We’ve been chatting about this and that for a while.”



“I had an apple, and a pear,” Felix says. The fruit bowl is noticeably empty. Did she sneak some fruit away at night?



“That’s fine, but it’s not a real breakfast. I want sausages, and a bit of ham, maybe. Oh, and eggs.”



Felix’ eyes are wide, but she nods along. “I only ate meat once before.”



“Really?”



She nods. “Yesterday.”



“Oh,” I say.



With monsters all around the city, there’s not much room for farming, and things like cattle take up a lot of room that could otherwise be used for crops. I’d read that meat was supposed to be a noble’s delicacy, but I didn’t think that it was basically impossible for anyone like Felix to afford.



Was I a bit too sheltered?



Well, whatever. “Let me introduce you to the glories of a good breakfast then,” I say.



Felix jumps to her feet. “Yes, please.”



“And then, we need to plot.”



“Plot?” Felix asks.



“Oh yes. Plot. The Church of the Hero has a lot to answer for, but I’m not the one that’s responsible for all that. At least, not yet. But I am responsible for that shipment of books, so we need to figure out where it went and, more importantly, how to get it back.”



“That sounds dangerous,” Felix says. “I bet it’s guarded in the important parts of the city.”



I shake my head. “Don’t worry, Felix, I’m sure I can come up with an excellent plan!”



I gathered up most of my friends, leaving only one of the smarter ones behind to keep an eye on our room, just in case someone tried something fishy. Then it was off to the inn’s dining room, where a waiter was already serving some of the inn’s other clients, who all seemed like very respectable, if boring, people.



A perfect place to have a snack and talk about our plans for book conquest.
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                Monster Four - Stats​



Apparently, the grumbling from my tummy was too big of a distraction for Luciana to focus, so we left the library (I didn’t want to, but I also didn’t want to make Luciana mad) and made our way down a long, long flight of stairs and down a corridor.



I was feeling a bit lost. Also, a bit tired. I was hungry, and that pushed me on, but it felt like I had bricks hanging off of me.



By the time we moved into a big dining room, I felt like I was about to collapse.



“Sit,” Luciana said. She gestured to a seat in the middle of the room’s long table. It was a long, long table, the length and width of a bus, with cushioned seats all around, and a small throne at the end. I pulled the seat she’d gestured to out, climbed onto it, then turned and scooted the chair forward with little hops. My toes could only just brush the floor.



The Dark Goddess sat at the head of the table. That wasn’t too surprising, really, it was her house after all.



She placed her hands onto the table, then looked my way. “While we wait for dinner, perhaps we can begin discussing classes?”



“Sure!” I said.



Classes sounded neat! Did they level up and stuff? Give me a bunch of cool things? So far I’d gotten... I tried to think about which classes I’d gotten, and in so thinking, a list appeared before me.



[Current Available Classes]

Sleeper

Tar Drowned

Prophet of Chaos



“I’ve got three of them,” I said.



“Do avoid selecting any,” she said. “I doubt any of the three are truly worth it.” She tapped the table with her forefingers, then nodded as if to herself. “I have never had to explain this from the beginning before. Most people with whom I have spoken have been given at least a basic education.”



“I know how to read,” I said. I was pretty sure I knew how. “And write, and I can do math.” Some math.



“Hmm, yes, but that isn’t what I meant. Your education in the matter of classes and the like is severely lacking. I suppose I should start from the top.” She shifted back in her throne, one arm falling onto the armrest with easy grace. “Most people believe that the system works in fives.”



“Fives?” I repeated.



“Yes. Five classes that you can obtain. Five skills obtained on each fifth level, with no more than five stages available. A simple pattern, and one that’s visible throughout the system.”



“You said that most people believe that. Are they right?”



“No,” she said.



“Oh. Um. What’s the right answer then?” I asked.



She smiled, but it was a smile with a lot of teeth and little humour. “As with most things, the truth is far more complex and nuanced than most believe, and yet not as complex as you might think. For your personal knowledge, the common understanding will be sufficient.”



“But now I know that it’s wrong,” I said.



She gestured, a dismissive wave of her hand. “Then figure out the truth yourself. The first step was given to you already. Do so on your own time though.”



“Okay,” I said.



I would have asked another question, but a door at the far end of the room opened and from it came a trio of monsters. Small ones that felt... weak? No, not weak, but they didn’t have the presence that the other monsters I’d seen had, and even those monsters failed to fill the room half as well as Luciana.



[Mus – Servant of the Dark God]

Bane of Hunger



I waved to one of the monsters. It was a big tall rat-looking thing, with sharp eyes and sharper fur, like little black needles. It stood on its hindlegs and carried a tray tucked against its neck with two silver domes on it.



Luciana was served first, then the monster placed a dome before me and lifted it up to reveal... soup. In a pale porcelain bowl. It looked kind of purplish, and smelled like carrots. I picked up the silvery spoon next to the bowl, then glanced at the Dark Goddess. She was looking my way.



I held back until she dipped her own spoon in and took a tiny bit of soup before digging in.



“This is great!” I said.



“I would certainly hope so,” she said. “Now, to continue the lesson.”



“Right,” I said. “I can eat and listen.”



“How impressive,” she said. “Classes are unlocked by accomplishing things. The more something is natural to a person, the more likely it is they’ll obtain a class related to that thing.”



“Like what?” I asked.



[Congratulations!]

[Through your actions you have unlocked the potential to obtain the following classes:

Eater



“Oh, like that.”



“Indeed,” she replied. “On accepting a class, very little happens. It’s only after some time practicing with the tasks and abilities central to that class that it will eventually evolve.”



“Like a level up?”



“I suppose. Each class’ progress grants more skills, and more power. Five skills are obtained at each milestone, but only one may be chosen at a time.”



“At a time?” I asked. I considered that for a bit. “Does that mean you can pick them at different times?”



She nodded. “Yes. It does. Swapping a skill locks the new skill in place for a number of days equivalent to the rank of the skill. It will become simpler to understand once you’ve reached that point.”



“Cool,” I said. “So, if I want a really good class, I need to do something really cool, right?”



“Ideally, you will want five powerful classes that all synergize.”



“Don’t you need a class to be at max to get another?” I asked. “Or something like that?”



“No, of course not,” she said. “You could pick every class you have available now, if you wished. It would greatly stunt your progress, but it could be done.”



“Oh,” I said. That was... a lot? That sounded really flexible, depending on how strong a class was. “And you can only have five classes?” I asked.



“Such is the common belief, yes.”



I narrowed my eyes. “So you can have more?”



“Perhaps work on obtaining mastery of five first?” she asked.



I nodded. That was probably fair. It wouldn’t do to be too greedy. Just... a little greedy. I finished up my soup just as Luciana set hers aside. It was really, really good, and that wasn’t just the hungry talking.



The serving monster took my bowl away, and another took Luciana’s just as more creatures stepped in and quietly placed more plates before us.



I looked at the steak before me. It was about the size of my splayed hand, and lightly seared, with some spice atop it, and a few leaves on the side. I shrugged and cut into it, the meat coming apart with just a twist of the fork.



“Mmm!” I said. “This is great!”



“I see no point in not eating well,” Luciana said. “I once ignored food as a source of pleasure, rather focusing on my art, but I have since decided not to act that way.”



“I’m glad you changed your mind,” I said. “This is yum.”



“Yes, I’m sure,” she replied. “Do you have any questions?”



“About classes?” I asked. “So many.”



She raised an eyebrow, and I sensed that she wanted me to go on.



“Oh, uh. Can you get rid of a class?”



“Yes,” she said. “It’s something some unscrupulous people will use to maintain power in certain places. It must be done somewhat willingly. And you may do so to yourself, though only with difficulty.”



“Do you need a magic class to do magic?” I asked.



She shook her head. “No. Magic comes from within, and in a way, the system is an outside force.”



“What’s the best class?” I asked.



Luciana tilted her head to the side. “A childish question that is surprisingly profound. I suppose the correct reply would be to say that the class that best suits the user is the best, or perhaps the class best suited to a given goal is the best at that. None are able to do everything.”



“So there is no best class?” I asked.



“That would be the correct answer. The truth is that few classes are made equal. Some are always superior to others. There is a reason why the farmer god isn’t feared.”



“They’re weak?”



Luciana shrugged. “What can he do? Grow turnips at you?”



I giggled, the image of an old man flinging seeds at Luciana too much to hold in. “So, if I want a really strong class, what should I do?” I asked once the gigglefit was past.



The Dark Goddess smiled, a small one, one that actually reached her eyes, if only a little. “Why, Valeria the brave, perhaps you need only ask me to assist you?”
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                Terror Fourteen - Dumb​



I shift back a bit so that I’m sitting properly in the dining chair, then I bring my head down. My forehead hits first, of course, with a fairly loud bang.



A few of the patrons of the inn are looking my way, but I can’t find it in me to care much.



“I can’t think of anything,” I say as my head bangs on the table again. I bring my arms up and wrap them over my hood; maybe I can hide from my shame.



“It’s okay?” Felix tries.



She’s a great friend, trying to comfort me past my obvious stupidity.



“We can’t just go to the guard and ask. That’s just going to cause trouble. We can’t break in, because I’m frankly not strong enough for that. I don’t have any spies, and I don’t know how to get spies. In the books, the cool spymaster characters already have spies, or they have blackmail material or something.”



“I guess?” Felix says.



“And... and I don’t know what to do.”



I feel a hand patting me on the head. Felix, of course. “That’s okay? Sometimes I don’t know what to do. Things can be hard like that. Uh. We just need to... what do we need to do? Find those books, right?”



I nod. Raising my head a bit, I peek past the plates on our table to Felix who is returning to her seat from stretching out across the table. “Yeah, that’s about it.”



“Well, they’re probably hiding the books at the Yellow Castle. That’s where they bring everything important.”



I sit up straighter. “The Yellow Castle?” I repeat. Some niggling detail comes back to me. “That’s the fortress in the middle of the city.”



“It’s where the guard is,” Felix says. “That, and all the really important nobles. I heard that the entire thing is covered in precious stones, and there are statues all over it.”



So, the local seat of government, and the guard’s barracks. Probably also where the national army resides when they have a detachment in Santafaria. “That’s not a bad idea,” I say.



“I haven’t said any ideas, have I?” Felix asks.



I stand up. “Come on, we’re going to prison.”



“Um.”



“No, not like that,” I say. “I mean... well, I’ll explain on the way over.” That’s the best way to go about it, I figure. It’ll give me time to actually come up with something, because my current plans are mostly a jumble of disconnected ideas.



Maybe I can distract my way in? But I don’t know where the prisons are. Really, a lot of my problems could either be fixed by knowing more, or by having a whole bunch more power.



But then, if Mom really wanted me to stomp over everything to get her books, she’d have sent a Calamity or two, not me. I think she wants me to be a little more subtle than her usual monsters.



Felix rises up and, with her usual grin on, follows after me as I leave the dining room and step outside with just a nod to the concierge by the door.



“Okay,” I say. “The Yellow Castle. That’s where we’re going to start.”



“Is that smart? There are a lot of guards there.”



“Yeah, but we’re just two girls. We shouldn’t be too obvious. As long as I can keep my hood up, we should be fine.”



“I don’t like this plan,” Felix says.



“Well, it’s less a plan, more the sort of ‘make it up as you go’ kind of situation that really gets my anxiety running high.” I smile towards Felix, and I’m quite happy she can’t tell how nervous it looks.



Then her hand grabs my wrist just as I’m reaching for the door in the hedge-covered fence that leads onto the street. “Wait,” Felix says. “You’re acting a bit dumb.”



“Dumb?” I repeat.



“Yeah. Sometimes, in the Roughs, someone gets all... crazy in their head. They start talking about stealing from someone rich, or attacking a noble. They talk all grand and dreamy about how they’ll make it big, and have plenty to eat, and how they’ll return like kings. They never come back.”



“I’m not, I’m not that kind of person,” I say.



“You’re not, but you’re talking a bit like one of them. All ideas and no plans.”



I huff, insult boiling inside me until it turns into a burning inferno and... and pops like a balloon. My shoulders droop and I let out a long sigh. “I can’t fail,” I say.



“Fail what?” Felix asks.



“Mom will be disappointed. I don’t want that.”



“I think she’d be a lot more disappointed if you get beaten by the guard.”



There wouldn’t be any beatings. I’m a monster, and they’d discover that and likely try to kill me, or give me to one of the churches, who’d probably do worse. I was sure Mom would step in at that point, and that would be... so much worse.



“Okay, okay, you’re right,” I say. “Thanks.”



Felix’s grin is bright and cheerful, despite a couple of missing baby teeth. “Sure thing. So, we need to find your books. Do you think the guards are the only ones that know?”



“Wouldn’t they?” I ask.



“I dunno, the guards are pretty stupid sometimes. Would anyone else know?”



I squeeze my eyes shut and think as hard as I can. Javier Juárez should know, I think. And if he knows...



“Oh,” I say.



“Oh?”



I grin, then yank Felix into a hug. She gasps, then laughs and pats my back. “You’re a genius,” I say.



“Thank you?”



“Javier Juárez was a businessman. He worked both here, and in the capital, but he spent a lot of time here.”



“Okay?” Felix asks.



“I don’t think he only did business with Mom! I mean, the dark... whatever, I mean he had to trade other things too. He’s too rich to only be into books, and he’s a member of the Merchant’s Guild. So he has to be trading other stuff.”



“Alright.”



“And that means...” I spin on a heel and run back into the inn.



The concierge at the front jumps as I barge in, and stares in wide-eyed shock for a moment as I run up to his podium and press both hands onto the edge of it. “May I help you?”



“I need to know where the Merchant’s Guild is located in this city, and... does Javier Juárez have a business here? An office or an estate where he worked from?”



The concierge adjusts his tie. “I know the address of the Merchant’s Guild, yes. As for Mister Juárez, I am only aware that he conducted business within the Merchanthome district of Santafaria. I believe he has a home there where he and his employees ran his business when he was in the city.”



“Wonderful,” I say. It’s awesome news! I can find someone who knows things, and get some answers.



“Do you wish for the address? I could have one of the washboys guide you.”



“Just write the address down. I can figure it out from there,” I say.



The concierge bows a little, and leaves. I tap my feet for the few seconds it takes for him to return with a notepad in one hand and a quill and pot in the other. He scribbles a few things down, then hands a page to me. “There you are, miss.”



“Thank you!” I say.



I grab Felix’s hand on the way out, and this time I’m not quite as nervous as I set out. This is a much, much better plan than trying to sneak into a prison.



“I know where the Merchanthome district is,” Felix says. She points ahead of us, down the length of the main road with all of the inns and taverns on it. “That way, then towards the water. It’s not far from the docks.”



“Probably because a lot of the merchants own some ships or the like,” I say.



The main streets of Santafaria are as busy as ever, people in plain but serviceable garb moving up and down them, chatting together and enjoying the surprisingly warm day. There’s a cool breeze from the waterfront sometimes, one that makes the air smell like seaweed and fish, but it’s not entirely unpleasant. Better than the more sulphury wind from the north.



Felix is a good guide, and she leads me into an area with fewer shops and inns, but a lot more businesses. I see notaries and lawyers and accountants, as well as a few small clinics, and even a bookstore that I slow down in front of before noticing the ‘closed’ sign hanging on the door.



It’s on that street we find the Merchant’s Guild. A tall, stately building of pale stone, with large pillars before it and steps leading up to a door guarded by two men who are distinctly not city guards.



“Alright then,” I say. “Let’s figure this out.”
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                Terror Fifteen - Merchants​



I walk up the steps leading into the Merchant’s Guild and pause as I see that both guards by the door are staring at me. “Hello,” I say. “I’m not sure if this is the right place, but I’m looking for the offices of Mister Javier Juárez. He’s a member of the guild.”



“Ask the receptionist,” one of them says.



“Right, thanks,” I say as I scoot on by.



That was surprisingly easy. I’m not going to complain though.



The interior of the Merchant’s Guild reminds me a bit of home. Lots of stone cut in straight angles, plinths and pillars along the sides of the room, and a large wooden desk by the front. I can’t see any more guards here, but that doesn’t mean there aren’t any. Not that I can imagine much of a need for even more guards. For all that the place is imposing, it’s not opulent. There’s none of that gold gilding and pretty art I’d expect from a noble’s place. Just a few potted ferns next to some benches on the sides.



The receptionist, a young man in a nice suit, looks up as we move closer. “Greetings,” he says.



“Hi. I’m looking for the office of Mister Javier Juárez.”



“I’m afraid that Mister Juárez is... currently indisposed.”



“Oh, I know,” I say. “I heard that he was arrested?”



“The Guild prefers not to feed the rumour mill when we can avoid it.”



I nod. “That’s fine. I still need to see him. But if he’s indisposed, are there people he worked closely with? A secretary, a partner? We usually do all of our business through him directly, you see, so I’m not too sure who to contact about my concerns.”



“I understand,” the secretary says. “And of course, business must go on. I can put you in contact with another merchant that can service your needs, perhaps even at competitive rates?”



I keep my face neutral. My hood hides most of it, but sometimes people can sense that kind of thing. The secretary doesn’t look like a mage...



[David Escrivá – The Greeter]

Adept Primus Secretarius



An adept? I guess that even secretaries will level up eventually, but he looks pretty young to be an adept. Maybe I’m underestimating the guild. David here seems to be trying to fish business away from Mister Juárez while he’s away. That’s pretty cutthroat.



“Maybe,” I say. “It would depend on a few things, notably how long Mister Juárez will be indisposed for. Which is something I’d like to discuss with someone working for or with him.”



The secretary nods, a deep, near-bow sort of nod. “I understand. Mister Juárez does have an office in the Guild itself, most members of good standing do, but he conducts most of his affairs in Santafaria from his estates.” He turns and casually walks to a drawer which he opens, his fingers skating across the top of a dozen files before he opens and unfolds one, then eyes it for just a moment. “Do you want the address for his estates?”



“Sure,” I say. I take note of the numbers and the street name he gives me. The same as what the man at the inn noted down. That’s a confirmation, at least.



I thank the guild secretary for his time, then exit the building with Felix next to me. “That was a little boring, and somehow really tense at the same time,” Felix says.



“That’s how a lot of things are, I think,” I say. “Not that I’ve been to too many places like this. Or, um, any of them. But I’ve read books.”



“You haven’t been to too many places?”



“Well, there’s not much to explore around my home. Plenty of rooms and hidden nooks in the castle, but there’s basically nothing outside it. So I might be just a little inexperienced when it comes to, you know, people and such. But I’ll be fine. I read a lot of books just to get ready.”



“You’re doing alright, I think,” Felix says. “I think that a lot of people expect nobles to be a little strange, so you’re not too suspicious.”



“I’m strange?” I ask.



“You talk weird.”



I huff. I do not talk weird.



“By the way, where are we going?”



I stop, then sheepishly fish out the note in my pocket and look at the address on it. “I have no idea,” I admit.



We do end up finding a guard patrol on the street, and Felix approaches them to ask them where the address is. They’re very polite and point us down the right road without even making a fuss about us. I guess two lost girls in the better part of town aren't that strange. My clothes might give me an air of nobility, and Felix looks plain and unassuming.



Juárez’s estate is a modest one, at least compared to some of the more lavish homes we’ve crossed. Then again, none of them seem all that spectacular to me. They’re two-storey villas, with balconies on the second floor and gardens partially hidden behind walls that anyone with a bit of athletic skill could scale.



Juárez’s place is similar to his neighbour’s, a tallish home all in the same pale beige stone. The entrance is gated, but there’s a pull-cord next to the door that, after verifying we’re in the right place, I tug twice. A bell rings inside, and I step back.



“Let’s hope that whoever is working with Juárez has an idea of what’s going on,” I say.



“The books are more important, right?”



“Well, no, the temple being burned is more important. Books are nice, really nice, but they’re just a hobby. The temple, that’s important. But I was sent here for the books first, and taking care of those is a whole lot more manageable. I don’t even know where to start with the temple stuff.”



“What would you do about it?”



“I don’t know what I can do,” I say. “Was it just an insult, was it an act of war, was it just something petty? I’m not a god, so I don’t know. M-- the Dark Goddess will decide what to do about her temple.”



After I deliver all of the books, of course. Accomplishing my first ever mission properly, and bringing back a whole heap of important news all at once. I try not to grin too hard. I haven’t finished yet, so it’s hardly the right time to start imagining how proud Mom will be.



Someone opens the front door and scurries over. A housemaid, in a long dress with an apron before it. “Hello?” she asks.



“Hello,” I reply. “We’re here to speak with. Well, whomever is home.”



“Ah, I’m afraid now isn’t a good time,” she says.



“It’s really important.”



I can see the maid weighing it for a moment. We’re just kids though, at least to her, and she dismisses us with a smile. “I’m sure I can pass a message along.”



I don’t grumble, because that would be immature. A message though. I don’t know what to say. It needs to be something that’ll convince someone to let us in, and I don’t think I can just flash gold around and expect to get a proper welcome. That would be too suspicious.



“Can you... can you tell whomever is here that a messenger has arrived? From... Luciana Malvada.”



“Is that your name?” the maid asks.



“No,” I say. “It’s the name of the person whose message I have.”



“I can deliver it,” she replies.



I shake my head. “Please just tell... whomever is there that it’s a message from her, delivered in person. I can’t just speak it aloud.”



“As you wish,” the maid says. I can sense a bit of reluctance there, but she heads out with a slight bow and darts back into the home.



“Who 's Luciana Malvada?” Felix asks.



“My mom,” I say.



“She sounds very important. Is your mom a noble?”



If it was anyone else, I’d think she was fishing for information, but I think that Felix is just genuinely curious. “She isn’t, actually.”



The maid returns a moment later, looking a little red in the face. She starts to fiddle with the latch keeping the gate shut. “The master will see you now,” she says as she ushers us past. “Up-upstairs. To the right.”



“Thanks,” I reply. I barely have time to take in the entrance lobby, all done up in tiles and with stucco walls.



We climb up the stairs, and I notice a door held open to the right, leading into an office.



A man is standing there, tall and a little rotund around the tummy, with nervous hands and feet that can’t stay put. He sees us, and I feel as if he’s seeing right past my hood before he drops to the floor, uncaring that his suit is getting crumpled.



“Lady Malvada, please forgive me,” he begs, forehead pressed to the floor.



“Um,” I say.



I think there may have been a critical misunderstanding.
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                Terror Sixteen - Confusion​



I stare at the grown man on the floor and wince as he bobs his head up and down, forehead thumping lightly on the ground with every bow. “You can rise?” I say.



He pauses mid-bow, and then shakes his head. “No, Lady Malvada. I, of all people, don’t deserve to have you even lay eyes upon me.”



“Yeah, I think there’s been a mistake,” I said. “I’m Valeria Malvada, not Luciana.”



I see him blink, then he raises his head up slightly to take me in.



I’m clearly not my mom. I’m about a head and a bit too short, and I don’t fill the air around me with suffocatingly thick Dark magic whenever I’m mildly inconvenienced. I’m also not nearly as pretty or scary. “You’re thinking of my mom,” I say.



And down his head goes again, with a heavy crack. “The lady sent her child to punish me,” he gasps.



“No? I don’t even know who you are. Please get up.” I move up and bend down to grab him by the shoulder. He’s got a bruise on his forehead, which really can’t be good. “Maybe you should sit down.”



Less chances of head injuries that way.



“Thank you, thank you,” he says. “I’m... forgive me, I haven’t been myself. Everything just happened all at once, and it’s been eating at me. Please forgive me.”



“Of course, of course,” I say as I push him towards his desk. He leans back against it, a hand rubs at his forehead. “So, I’ve introduced myself, and the girl there is my friend, Felix. Who are you?”



“I’m Iago Juárez, currently the one in charge of the Juárez and Sons Transportation Company.”



“You’re Mister Juárez’s son?” I ask. I can’t help the smile. Good news at last.



He nods. “I am. His failure of a firstborn. My father said it would be my turn to take over the company one day.” Iago looks up to the ceiling, then balls up his fists and shakes them. “I didn’t expect it to be so soon.”



He looks like he’s ten or so years older than me. I don’t see why he’s making such a fuss. “That’s alright? I’m sure you’ll manage, probably. Do you mind if I sit?”



“Oh, my father would have my hide,” he says as he jumps to his feet. “Take a seat, take two. Please, make yourselves comfortable. Carlota! Carlota, drinks for our guests! Please!”



He ushers me to a chair, and I sit down while Felix finds her own. I can hear the maid downstairs running about, the tinking of glass on glass a sure sign that she’s preparing something for us to drink.



“I didn’t know you, well, existed,” I admit. “I came here on a bit of a hunch. I imagine you know about the last delivery?”



“The last— oh, yes, of course I do,” he says. “Those bastards at the Church of the Hero.” He thumps his fist down on his desk. He winces, then wiggles his hand free of the pain.



“I heard that they passed some sort of law making some books illegal?” I ask.



“They did. It started with that incident, in Penamor. They used that as an excuse, really, to confiscate the books of a few academies and sects, then they started to ban certain texts. My father thinks that it was all a plot to insult the Dark Goddess.”



I hear Felix shift next to me, and a glance from the corner of my eye reveals that... well, she’s still smiling, but she looks a bit weird.



“Okay, I have a lot of questions, but that incident in Penamor is at the top. What happened?”



Iago snorts indelicately. “A group of fools in some Maya-worshipping cult found an ancient tome with forbidden magic. Their sort of magic, of course. So they used it to move an island out of the path of one of Penamor’s shipping lanes.”



“They moved an island?” I ask. “I think I can imagine how that would go wrong.”



The maid walks in then, carrying a tray with a pitcher of juice, a few blocks of ice floating within, and some fruit wedges jammed on the edges of three glasses.



“Thank you,” Iago says as she places it on his desk. He pours three cups, handing one to me and one to Felix while the maid beats a hasty retreat. “The spell actually worked. And it caused some grand waves that wiped out nearby fishing towns. The king in Montele was quite put out about it.”



“Huh,” I say. I wasn’t exactly expecting that. “So they used that as a reason to start banning books?”



“Yes, the bastards,” Iago curses while sipping from his lemonade.



“And they came for your dad’s book shipment?” I ask.



He nods. “The very first books they tried to confiscate in all of Santafaria. Did they bother the people in the Yellow Castle? No. The other merchants? Not them. The book store just three roads down? Given a light warning! But my father? They jailed him right away.”



“Is he going to be okay?” I ask.



“Oh, we’ll get him out. The Church of the Hero only has so much power, and while the guild might be slow right now, they will act soon. We can’t let the church interfere too much with business. If we let every church muck with our affairs, we would never accomplish anything.”



I nod along. “So, where is your father now? And where are the books?”



“Father is in the Yellow Castle. He’s unreachable. The books were sent to the capital yesterday.”



I take a long pull from the lemonade, barely tasting it as I think. “The capital? Oh, right, they need to inspect the books.”



“Exactly. I... am tempted to follow them there, and recoup them as soon as I can. We can’t fail in our contract with you, with your lady mother.” he swallows. I think he’s realized that he’s been talking to me really plainly for a while. Iago doesn’t seem like the sort of person who is fully in control of their emotions. “Forgive me!” he says.



“It’s alright? So, when did the shipment leave?”



“Yesterday afternoon. It left with a few priests, and a mercenary they hired to guard the shipment and to fight off any monsters.”



“Monsters would be great,” I say. “If they kill the convoy and the priests, it would be easy to get them to bring the books back home.”



“Yes, yes, of course,” Iago says, his skin turning a bit pale.



I lean back in the chair and think for a moment. I need those books, and now they’re a day away. A bit less; it’s not quite noon yet.



We could catch up, I’m sure.



“Okay,” I say. “We’re heading out of the city. I’m sorry about your dad, Iago. I hope you can free him.”



“You aren’t angry?”



“With you? Of course not. It’s not your fault the Church of the Hero are being bullies.”



“Thank you! My father will be overjoyed to hear it.”



I nod as I stand up. “Is there anything else I should know?”



Iago considers it for a moment. “If you are going to the capital, you will want to be quick about hiring transport. A Screaming Angel is due to pass along the route between here and the capital. Most caravans won’t risk travelling across its path.”



“Huh, good to know.” I gesture to Felix, and she gulps down the last of her juice, then takes my half-finished cup and downs that too. I can’t even fault her. “You ready to go, Felix?”



“Wait!” Iago says. He scurries behind the large desk dominating the centre of the room and throws a drawer open. He places a thick book onto the desk, then flips through the pages. A ledger.



I watch as he studies it for a bit, then jogs over to a wall where a painting of a rather plain landscape is hanging. He removes it, revealing a safe that he cracks open with a few twirls of its wheel. Iago counts out coins from a stack and slips them into a bag.



“Here,” he says as he places the bag on the desk before me. It’s a pouch made of thick cloth, dyed a deep blue.



“What’s that?”



“The sum your mother paid the Juárez and Sons Transport Company to carry her precious books to her domicile. We cannot in good faith keep that coin if the goods were not delivered.” He bows over the desk.



“Oh, well... okay.” I take it.



A bit more gold might help. Also, I think there’s some silver there, which might make me stand out less.



“Thank you,” I say.



Iago insists on escorting us out of his home, and when I ask about a carriage leading out of town, he suggests a company near the docks that I can trust.



Felix and I step out, a whole lot richer, and with a new goal in mind.



At least, if she wants to come.



“Hey, Felix,” I say as I start walking towards the lake. I imagine the docks are around there.



“Yeah?”



“Did you want to come with me? I could pay you, of course. And there will be food and such, I imagine. And, well, I’ll be there. I can teach you a bit of magic!”



Felix laughs. “Sure. I’ve never left Santafaria before. I thought of it. Some people live in the forests, even with the monsters. Strong people. But I think that’s because only the strong ones survive. But yeah, I’d love to come.”



“Great!”



“So, is your mom really a god?”



“Ah...”
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                Monster Five - Child​



Another book that failed to deliver on its initial premise.



She sighed a little and shifted upon her seat. Usually, the Dark Goddess would lounge to the side, perhaps with a cushion or some smaller, weaker monster next to her. Now she sat with her legs crossed at the knee and her back straight in a proper royal’s bearing.



It was, of course, all the fault of the child.



Luciana glanced away from the book held before her in the grasping claws of one of her beasts and to the far end of the library.



Finding the child wasn’t difficult, one had only to look for the stack of books set in a semi-circle atop one of the study tables. The child was hunched over a book, bent nearly in half so that her face was almost touching the page of the tome she read. Her lips were working as she read, perhaps sounding out the words? No, she read too quickly for that.



Luciana looked away and back to her own book. Another piece from Santafaria. Fiction again. She had long ago decided to be honest with herself, something which did not come naturally to her. One of the things she had to admit to was enjoying fiction over non-fictional texts. There was just more value as entertainment in a story over something informative. Not that she avoided purchasing every sample of both.



Her thoughts were wandering, she realized.



A slight gesture of her hand, a minute pulse of magic tinged with brooding, and the creature holding her book retreated. Another monster carefully set a bookmark in place and the book was closed and laid onto a nearby table.



Luciana leaned back into her seat and gazed over at the child, at Valeria. She was interesting, a little font of potential. A distraction from the mundane of her usual day-to-day.



It had been a week since the child awakened from the deep sleep Luciana had found her in. In that time the child had moved very little. She went from her rooms to the library, occasionally to the bathing room near her room, and twice a day down to the dining room. A simple routine, one that allowed the child to spend a maximum amount of time diving into old texts and tomes.



Diligent.



No, not merely diligent. Interested in the act of learning.



Of course, the child’s attention-span was about what Luciana was expecting from someone seeming so young. She jumped from topic to topic, her searches through the shelves often waylaid when she encountered an interesting text.



It was strange, to feel a presence moving through her castle that was not one of her monsters, and yet was.



It was... nice?



Luciana held back a grimace.



She might have chosen not to lie to herself, but that was no reason to start thinking such foolish thoughts.



The child was a tool. A strange opportunity born from a confluence of coincidences, and unlikely to happen again, but nonetheless, she was but a tool.



Luciana had plenty of those; this was merely one that had perhaps more potential than others.



Were she one of the lesser gods she might have forced the child to bend a certain way, or encouraged her with honeyed words and sweet promises. That was not her way. The child would be given the opportunity to grow into her potential, and that was it.



She rose, standing to her full height and stretching her back out. Perhaps she could afford herself a small cushion? Back pain was such an annoyance once one grew to be several millennia old.



Walking over to the child, Luciana folded her hands over the flat of her stomach and timed her approach to coincide with the child reaching the end of a section in the text she read. “Have you discovered anything?”



Valeria spun, wide eyes looking up to Luciana with undisguised emotions. Curiosity, suppressed fear, joy and that strange desire to impress that Luciana had seen very little of in her long life. “Hi! And, ah, yes, lots of things,” Valeria said. She reached to the pages of the book before her, paused, then let her hands retreat back under the desk.



The child rubbed at her skirt. A simple thing, part of an equally simple outfit in whites and greys thrown together by the same monster that cared for Luciana’s own outfits.



“Such as?” Luciana asked. She doubted there was anything the child had learned that she herself did not already know, but then, that wasn’t the purpose of the question.



“Well, I’ve been mostly thinking about classes. They sound... well, they sound incredible.” Valeria had a tendency to move her hands while she spoke. It lacked decorum, made her seem young, but Luciana left her to it. It went against what she stood for to stifle the wants of others.



“Have you made a choice then?” Luciana asked.



Valeria bobbed her head from side to side. “Maybe?” She turned, dismissing the Dark God for a moment to search through her stack of books, tongue pinched between her lips the entire time.



To be dismissed so easily... Luciana had had few guests in recent memory, but most of those would never have dared turned their backs upon her. It was somewhat refreshing. The child had no ill-will, else Luciana would have felt it.



“Here!” Valeria said. She placed a book onto the desk. A Guide to the Summon Arts. “I tried to read this one, but it doesn’t make a lot of sense. It talks about making animals out of magic, and... it’s really complicated sounding.”



“Summoning... an interesting art. One that is at once incredibly hard to master, and just as weak. It’s impressive when properly executed, and does have its uses, but it’s never truly been a magical art that was popular. Its downsides are many, and other magics do most of what it can do better.”



“Really?” Valeria asked. Her shoulders slumped. “It sounds so cool.”



Luciana touched the cover. “You would not be able to do this type of magic regardless,” she said. “It requires access to powers that are, and are likely to always be, beyond you. Yet...”



Was that wise?



There was a path to give the child what she wished for. It wouldn’t even be that dangerous, but it would infringe upon Luciana’s domain.



Valeria was looking up to her, eyes sparking, hope wafting off of her like the fresh scent of a flower in bloom.



“You will never be able to summon magical creatures as summoners can. That art is beyond you in many ways, and you would likely need texts and training only found in Iaria. The distance is rather great. There is another option, one uniquely available only to yourself.”



“Only me?” Valeria asked.



Luciana nodded. “I can do it too, of course. It would require that you have a good understanding of magic, a foundation, at the very least.”



“I can learn!”



Luciana nodded, then she indulged herself and patted the child upon the head. The strange joy that sparked in Valeria did not go unnoticed to her. “Then you shall learn. Perhaps some light instruction outside would do you good as well.”



“I’m okay not going outside,” Valeria said.



“I will not have you practicing some fledgeling magics in my castle,” Luciana said. “Now, go eat, you have been studying for far too long.”



Valeria jumped to her feet, almost tripped on her chair, then hesitated next to Luciana. Her arms rose a little, then lowered. “Okay!” she said before scampering off.



Luciana watched her go, then considered her own actions.



Was she really merely allowing the child to find her own path in the dark, or was she pushing things along?



“Hmm,” she hummed. “In either case, I wouldn’t go against my own word.”



If she started to do these things for the child, then that would require some small amount of aid from the outside. Which in turn...



Repercussions.



Perhaps not all bad, though.



She certainly looked forward to it.
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                Terror Seventeen - Flight​



Caravans are slow. They usually have a number of carriages in them, and wagons besides. Whatever is pulling those needs to stop every so often. I think donkeys and mules are the most common around Santafaria. Horses are much more expensive to keep, even if some might be faster and stronger.



Basically, that means I have a bit of time.



“Alright,” I say. “We’re going back to the inn first.”



“What are we getting there?” Felix asks.



“Food, for one thing. I don’t know how much time we’ll be spending outside of the city walls, but even if it’s just a day, we’ll want some food. Maybe some blankets and other supplies.”



“And we’re going to run after the books?” Felix asks.



“What? No, even a slow caravan will have made good distance in a day. We’ll never catch up on foot. At least, I doubt we could.”



I’m not going to say anything, but Felix doesn’t look healthy enough to run, let alone the sort of marathon we’d need to catch up. I’m... also not in the best of shapes. I’ve got a tiny bit of a tummy. Probably because I spent too much time reading and not enough time running around, even if I train every day.



“So we need to get a wagon,” Felix says.



“Something like that,” I say. I reach down and grab Felix’s hand. It’s nice and warm as I hold it tight and start off towards the street with our inn.



Soon enough, we’re back at the inn, both of us breathing a little harder, and the concierge at the front is looking at us a little weirdly. “Greetings, miss. I hope your business went well?”



“Not too badly,” I say. “Do you think the inn could arrange something for me? I need a basket with some food. Maybe enough to last a day or two? We’re heading out in a few minutes.”



“You are ending your reservation already?”



I shrug. “We have to be elsewhere. You can keep the difference, it doesn’t matter to me. Or maybe use that to account for the food basket.”



“Would the miss rather the food be packed in a bag then, if she will be travelling?”



I consider it, but only for a second. “That makes a lot more sense, yeah. Thanks. Something tough would be best, we’ll be riding fast.”



“Of course,” the concierge says.



“I’m going to go get my stuff out of my room.”



Felix and I climb upstairs and step into my room. One of my little friends jumps out of the shadows and I giggle as it nestles into my neck.



“Hey there, little guy,” I say.



“Is that a monster?” Felix asks.



“What makes you think that?” I ask, defensively.



“Your mom is the god of monsters?”



I blink. “Oh, right. Yeah, this is a monster.”



“I guess monsters won’t attack you,” she says. “They’re supposed to be very dangerous.” She’s not acting like someone who’s afraid of the monster only a pace away from her, which is great, because her being afraid would ruin some of my plans for later.



“Monsters are, yeah. They’re... wait, do you know how monsters are made?”



“I heard that they’re made from dead people.”



“That’s only technically accurate,” I say. I start moving around the room, coaxing my little friends out with little tut-tuts and kissy noises. They’re pretty clever, and soon I have a bunch of cute little creepy crawlies slithering away under my cloak and into my clothes to join their other friends waiting there. “When someone dies, their soul is freed from their corporeal body. There’s a small release of energy at the time, and you can actually weigh the soul. People have tested it by killing people inside tubs of water. Anyway, that freed soul needs to go somewhere.”



“Where do they go?” Felix asks.



“There are a few places they can go, but most of the time, and by that I mean with a ninety-nine plus percent chance, the souls will be captured in a black pit. Then they’ll slowly be turned into monsters. The form is usually a mirror of the person who died. Basically, the weight of their living sins will be reflected in their monstrous body.”



“So monsters are... people?” Felix asks.



“Yep.”



“And when I die, I’ll become a monster?”



I nod. “Pretty much. Not even a strong one... uh, sorry. The more classes and levels you have, the stronger the monster. It’s the excuse the nobility uses to limit growth in the average person.”



“Because stronger monsters would be bad.”



“Yeah. Not that monsters can’t become stronger all on their own.”



Felix nods, then her smile turns into a sort of contemplative pout. “I can see why people might not like your mom.”



“It’s hardly Mom’s fault. What else is she going to do with all those souls and monster gunk? Besides, she usually has her monsters avoid cities, so people still get to live. She made a deal with a couple of gods, and she hasn’t been forced to break it in over a century!”



I tuck away the last of my little friends, then stretch out my back.



“That’s the last of them. Is there anything here you want?”



Felix shrugs. “Not really.”



“Great! Then let’s head out!”



As it turns out, the concierge had been confused by my demand earlier. He produces two bags full of food when we arrive on the main floor. Mostly leftovers, according to him, but of the finest quality, as all things are at this establishment.



I thank the man for his service as I shrug on the backpack. I need to be careful not to squish my friends, even if they are rather hardy. I didn’t pick any of the more squishable ones to bring with me.



Soon, Felix and I are back on the road, this time heading south to leave the city.



I’m a bit worried about the whole “passing through rough territory” thing. Heck, I’m still wearing the same clothes as last time.



Next time, I’m packing a whole lot more stuff. This quick in-and-out mission is taking a lot longer than I expected it to.



No one harrasses us when we cross into the South Quarter. I see some shady types eye us, but there’s a decent amount of traffic on the roads, and there are a lot of guards patrolling the main stretch we’re on. It’s broad daylight too; I think most bandits would rather wait until night has fallen.



We arrive at the South Gate, and other than a concerned question or two from the guards, we don’t have any problems heading out.



“Ah, it’s nice to be outside again,” I say, arms spreading wide as I take in the countryside. The road is gravel and pitted, and the air still stinks a bit like the city, but it’s better than inside Santafaria.



“I thought you said we couldn’t run to catch up?” Felix asks.



“Oh, we really can’t,” I say. “Give me a bit of time. You’ll see.”



I glance back, and I can make out a couple of suspicious-looking guys leaving the city gates, but there’s a good hundred paces between us and them. I start walking a little faster while they’re milling around.



As far as they know, we can’t go anywhere but on the road. And to kidnap us, we need to be out of sight of the guard, at least.



All to our favour.



Felix and I move down a bend, and the last of the homes, and the city walls, fade over the rise of a hill. “Let’s turn off here,” I say with a gesture off to the side.



Felix and I find a spot where the ditch on the side of the road is barely a dip, and leap over. The woods aren’t too thick around here, but they should be enough to disguise us.



“I hear people following us,” Felix says.



“We should move a bit faster then,” I say.



It doesn’t take long, travelling through the increasingly thick brush, to find a good spot. I’m looking for something specific: an opening, without a clear view of the city, and where there’s enough stony ground to support some weight.



“This will do,” I say. “Let me focus for a moment, I need to cast a spell.”



Felix nods and just stands there, her customary smile on, while I pinch my tongue between my teeth and focus on the spell I need to cast.



It’s nothing too complex. A twist of dark magic, a tiny bit of lingering disgust at the smell in Santafaria. I raise a hand to the sky, and fire.



To anyone watching, it would look like a tiny comet of smoke, tail fading away almost immediately.



To someone with really keen magical senses, it might feel like the growling ping that announces the birth of a monster.



It’s not quite that.



Wing beats come from above, and I smile up at the sky as some familiar forms start to circle overhead.



“What are those?” Felix asks.



“Wyverns,” I say. “A whole lot faster than some donkeys and rickety wagons.”



“Oh,” Felix says.



She’s not nearly as excited as I am.
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                Terror Eighteen - Snack​



The lead wyvern, the largest in the pack, lands with the grace of a bird of prey, wings sweeping around and kicking up a gust that has me stumbling back a step.



“I, uh,” I swallow. “I have to admit I’m not super fond of flying. At all. But wyverns are very fast, and they can fly high enough that we won’t have a hard time spotting something like a caravan, even if it’s a day’s travel ahead of us.”



Felix’s jaw is hanging open. “Is that a dragon?”



I push my glasses up the bridge of my nose, happy that I can turn this into a teaching moment. “No, it’s a wyvern. Taxonomically, they’re in the same family as dragons, but you’ll note that their wings are actually ‘arms.’ At least, that’s how they’re attached to their skeletons. A dragon has four limbs, and their wings are actually on their upper backs, like shoulder blades.”



“It feels like a dragon to me,” Felix says.



“They do share some ancestry, I think. Well, not these, they’re monsters, so they didn’t exactly evolve into their shape. Which is interesting. Why do monsters look the way they do? And why do they so often look like creatures seen in nature? It’s an intriguing question, but no one seems to have explored it. At least, no one who I’ve found.”



“I’m not sure about all of this,” Felix says.



“We’ll be fine.”



And then the kidnappers, who I had totally forgotten about, burst through the underbrush. Six guys armed with knives and clubs.



“Got you, you little... oh,” the biggest of them says.



I blink at him, then follow his gaze to where he was staring at the wyvern next to me. It must have been somewhat intimidating to expect to come across two girls and instead find yourself up against a four-metre-long monster with scaled skin and teeth longer than a handspan.



“A-a dragon!” one of them squeaks.



“Actually, it’s a wyvern,” I correct.



They start screaming.



I sigh, and then point at them while glancing back to the wyvern. Another pair of the big flying monsters land in the clearing, and a few more circle overhead. I give the monsters a simple order.



“Snack.”



Felix ducks down as the wyverns shoot off after the would-be kidnappers; only the biggest of them stays back. I press a hand to its chest, keeping it in place. Well, not literally. It’s a lot heavier and stronger than me, but it listens to what I say because Mom would be really miffed if it didn’t.



“Let’s pack our things away,” I say as I shrug off my backpack and the bag full of food I got at the inn.



“Okay,” Felix says.



I’m glad that Felix isn’t too bothered by the sounds of people screaming and the wyverns having an impromptu snack. The kidnappers even have a chance to get away, what with the woods providing good cover. As long as they zigzag, they might be fine.



The wyvern, quite conveniently, has some large bags on its saddle, so it’s not too hard to shove my backpack in, then the one filled with food. Felix’s bag fits snugly on the other side.



“Okay,” I say once everything is set. I’ve pulled out my scarf from one of the bags and after a bit of consideration, give it to Felix, who hesitantly wraps it around her neck. I keep my flight goggles for myself, though, it’s not as if they’d help Felix at all. “There should be plenty of room on the saddle for both of us. I think. Just, uh, go on first, and I’ll get in front.”



Felix tilts her head, then takes a deep breath before she climbs up and into the saddle. “This isn’t very comfortable,” she says as she pushes herself back.”



“I know,” I say. “We can take breaks every couple of hours if you want. The saddle is cushioned, but your bum will still get sore. Better than a horse though.”



“I’ve never touched a horse,” Felix says.



“Huh... actually, me neither. We have horse-like monsters at home though. One of them is like a unicorn, but evil. It’s kinda neat looking, even though it really doesn’t like me for some reason.” I grab onto the saddle, and then a spine along the wyvern’s back, and hoist myself up. Felix leans back just in time to avoid an accidental kick, and I flop down onto the saddle before her.



It takes some shifting and wiggling--skirts aren’t optimal for wyvern-back riding--but soon we’re ready to take off.



I lean forwards so that I’m closer to the wyvern’s ear. “Let’s go. We’re heading west, along the coast of Ares’ Pond.”



The wyvern stretches its wings as wide as they’ll go, and I’m reminded why I don’t like flying when it launches itself straight up.



It feels like my stomach stays right where it is while the rest of me is tossed into the air, then everything snaps back into place.



Felix screams into my ears and I clutch the saddle.



“This... this is great!” Felix yells.



Her arms are splayed out, straight to either side, and she laughs as the wyvern beats hard against the air and pushes us higher and higher.



“Y-you like this?” I ask.



“Yeah! We’re moving so fast! I can feel so far!”



The wyvern isn’t using magic to achieve flight, just a lot of muscle and bone and simple physics. I guess that means that there’s nothing magical interfering with Felix’s wind-sense and, with the wingbeats no doubt helping her project her senses further, I can imagine her gaining a wider field of “vision” in exchange for a less accurate picture.



All very academic knowledge that in no way helps me as I’m working hard to keep my lunch where it belongs.



The wyvern tilts, and I scream as a pair of arms wrap themselves around my torso. It’s just Felix holding on, but I can’t help but imagine her being thrown off and carrying me with her.



Of course, that’s silly; the wyvern is flying slowly and steadily. Soon we’re joined by the others, some of whom have faces covered in splatters of blood and gore from their snacks.



I keep my eyes closed, at least until our flight levels off. Felix’s grip loosens and I peek out, looking over the side to the ground that’s far, far below.



“Oh boy,” I breathe.



If I can look past the fact that everything is very far away, it’s not hard to make out the road cutting across the landscape. Much of the area is entirely untouched. There are too many monsters this far from the city, so there aren’t any homes or anything.



The area around the road is cleared; no trees for a ways and the brush looks like it’s frequently burned down to keep the grass low.



It’s a precaution to stop monsters from sneaking up on any passing caravans.



I can’t see any caravans though, not for as far as I can make out, which isn’t that great with goggles on instead of my glasses.



Still, I figure it won’t be hard to spot them when we get close enough. The road is dry, and there hasn’t been rain in the last couple of days. They’ll be kicking up dust.



“Whelp, we have a bunch of time and not much to do,” I say.



“Do you know any stories? You’re smart, right?”



I cough. Obviously I wouldn’t blush at such faint praise, but it’s nice to hear. “Well, I guess I know a thing or two. Honestly, I don’t read that many fiction books, but I know plenty of stories that are at least a little true.”



“A little true?”



“Who wrote a story will tell you a lot about what was and wasn’t exaggerated. If you’re on the same side as the hero, you’ll speak well of them, but if you’re on the other side, they’re your enemy, and you’re not likely to consider them worth a lot of praise.”



“I think that makes sense,” Felix says. “We have heroes in the Roughs, but the guards are always talking about them like terrible people. Brie Who Stole Bread was my favourite hero.”



“I never heard of that one.”



“It’s about a girl that was real clever and who stole an entire bakery’s worth of bread,” Felix says. “And then she gave it out to everyone that needed something to eat, which is everyone in the Roughs.”



“That’s something,” I say. “Most of the stories I know are a bit... bigger in scope. My favourite story is about Roderic the Renegade. I like the ending.”



“His name and title have the same sounds at the start?”



“A lot of heroes are named that way. It’s easier to remember, I guess,” I say.



“How does it end?” Felix asks.



“Well, the official ending in the books is that after a big final battle in the land of monsters, he strikes a blow against the God of Darkness, and she’s so impressed she lets him return to his home where he lives happily ever after. But I asked Mom, and she said that he was a bit of an idiot, and by the time she noticed him invading, her monsters had already eaten him.”



“Oh,” Felix says.



“But the stories are really entertaining! He was the hero of his age!”
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                Terror Nineteen - Worry​



I think I’m getting used to flying.



More or less.



Having Felix clinging onto me helps a little. She’s like a warm teddy bear, but less plush and more... bones. At least she’s distracting, asking me questions and listening to me tell some of the stories I remember.



I’m not great at story-telling, I don’t think, but Felix doesn’t seem to mind, and some of the questions she asks are surprisingly insightful.



Mostly, I find myself talking about some of my favourite subjects. Magic!



“I know there are eight elements,” Felix says.



I nod. “That’s right. Mostly right. There are actually a few more than that. Sixteen by some reckonings, and twenty-four by others.”



“Which one’s the right number?” Felix asks.



“That depends. Is Ice an element? Or is it just Water but cold and solid? Is Magma an element, or is it just really hot, liquid fire? Even your own element has more than one form.”



“My element? You mean Wind?” Felix asks.



I nod, which tugs my hood back a bit, and the wind whipping past us does the rest, ripping it off... again. I tug it back on. “Yeah. You use wind to see, right?”



“I think so? It’s not so much wind, just, like, feeling the air move?”



I laugh. “Air moving is what wind is.”



“Oh. Then I guess it is wind. I don’t remember when I learned how to do it though. I’ve been able to for a long time.”



“Maybe you were blessed by one of the Three, or maybe Gaudium smiled down on you?” I ask. “Did you ever stay at one of their temples? I read that one way to unlock a praxis... technically it’s how I did it, but, well, I cheated a bit.”



“Because your mom’s a god.”



I feel my cheeks warming a bit. “I guess. I’m a bit privileged.”



Felix nods, her head rubbing against my back. “I wish I had a mom, period. Even if she wasn’t a god.”



“Well, you had to have a mom at... uh, nevermind. Hey, if you want family, then we can be as close as family! A lot of my books say that friends are the family you choose!”



Felix’s laughter is loud and clear, and she hugs me tighter. “Would that make you my sister then?”



“I guess,” I say. For some reason, I can’t stop my face from flaming. I don’t know what the emotion is, exactly, so it’s hard to pin. “W-well, anyway! Magic. Uh, you never had much of an education with yours, right?”



“More like none,” Felix says.



“Right, that makes sense. Well, Wind magic is pretty strong. A strong Joy mage can use the magic to speed themselves up, as well as to control the wind around them. It’s not super strong in a direct offensive way, but Wind magic can be used for all sorts of handy things.”



“Okay,” Felix says. “I know I can use it to hear people from afar, and to know where people and things are.”



“Those are probably some pretty advanced uses of Wind magic. You’re actually really impressive.”



“I’m really not,” Felix says.



I shrug. I’ll have to show her how far behind the average Joy mage her age is—maybe then she’ll learn how far ahead of the curve she is. “You probably spend more time practicing than most. Um. What kind of exercise do you use to regulate your emotions?”



“Regulate?” Felix asks.



I swallow. “Oh. Yeah, of course.” That’s not the best news. “Well, it’s not too late, I’m sure.”



“What is it?”



“Using too much of one emotion can be bad. It becomes easier to use that emotion over time, and eventually you feel that emotion constantly. There’s two paths you can take. One is to constantly spend that emotion, cycling it through your core non-stop so that it’s always low. That means never really feeling that way until you need to.”



“But I like feeling happy,” Felix says.



“That’s the other path, to feel that emotion constantly. The problem with the suppression route is that until you need to use that emotion, you won’t feel it. A Joy mage will be unable to feel happiness, an Anger mage won’t be able to feel anger. Then it comes out as a powerful burst when using that kind of magic. It’s... generally considered the better way of doing things.”



“And my way?”



“To always feel an emotion, without ever stopping, that means that eventually that’s all you’ll be able to feel. A Grief mage that feels nothing but grief will die of sadness. A Fear mage will have their heart give out.”



“But being happy is nice,” Felix says.



She’s still upbeat, still happy.



“Yeah, I know, but, but maybe sometimes you shouldn’t be happy? Even if it means hurting a little?”



Felix shakes her head. “That doesn’t sound right. If I’m not happy, I can’t see.”



“Yeah, I know,” I say. “Look, there are exercises, and there are ways to make it... not be so bad. You’re still young, you can still rebalance things. Even if that might mean not feeling so happy all the time, you’ll at least be able to live, right?”



Felix squeezes me a bit. “Thanks,” she says.



“You’re a friend, and friends don’t let friends turn into jabbering messes.”



Felix laughs.



The wyvern we’re riding on growls, a deep, resonating sound that makes it rumble beneath me. I lean forward, hands grabbing at the spikes nearest the end of the saddle. “What’s wrong?” I ask.



I squint ahead, and then grin as I see something, way off in the distance. A plume of dust, rising up into the sky. The caravan!



It’s nearing night-time already, and we haven’t had a break yet.



I’m not sure if attacking at night is a good idea. On the one hand, they’ll be stopped, but I don’t need to take out the entire caravan, just the wagon with the books, and maybe having some more help would be nice.



A dozen wyverns is scary, but I’m pretty sure the caravan will be somewhat well guarded.



“Let’s land,” I say. “We can walk around, maybe drink and eat a bit. And then we can plan things out.”



“You don’t want to get it over with?” Felix asks.



“Not just yet. We can surprise them in the morning. My books always mention the evening and morning as the best times to attack, and I’d rather do it in the morning. Let’s talk more on solid ground.”



Also, I really need to use what passes for a washroom in a big empty forest.



The flight of wyverns tilts to the side, and soon we’re falling gently towards the north, not quite away from the road, but closer to Ares Pond. The road follows the water for a ways, so it’ll be hard to get lost if we find a spot between it and the lake.



The wyverns find a nice clearing with long grass and some trees all around it, and they come down in a swooping landing.



I almost lose my lunch again, especially when Felix grabs me tight around the waist, squeezes, then screams happily into my ears.



I stumble off the back of the biggest wyvern, then find my feet and take a moment to catch my breath while Felix hops off. “I like flying,” she says.



“That’s nice,” I reply. “Can... can you get our stuff out of the bags? I think I have some blankets and ropes; we can set up a small tent if we find some sticks to use as pegs.”



“Is it safe out here?” Felix asks.



“Right, there might be snakes and stuff. I’ll find some smaller monsters to guard our tent overnight. And I guess I can start a fire.”



“You know magic for that?”



“No, I have a tinderbox.”



As the sun continues to set, Felix and I set up camp. It’s mostly me who does the work, and because of that, it’s not very impressive. A large tarp strung between two trees, with pegs holding the edges down, serves as a tent. It’s only enough to stop the rain, even though there isn’t any. We put some blankets down, and Felix helps me find some sticks to pile up.



By the time the sun sets, I have a small fire going--even though it takes me an hour of fiddling with my tinderbox to get it lit. We eat a bunch, some of it warmed on the edge of the fire, some of it burned inside the fire.



Most of all, I have a lot of fun, even if I can’t help that pit of worry in my tummy.



By tomorrow, I’ll have Mom’s books back, and it’ll be back home with me.



Maybe... maybe Mom will let me keep Felix around? Like, as a pet?
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                Monster Six - Chant​



For the first time ever, I went outside.



I kinda doubted it was actually the first time ever. I’d probably been outside plenty, but I couldn’t remember any of it, so really, I figured it counted as a cause for celebration.



Celebrations were best done indoors, of course. When I pointed this out to Luciana, she just stared at me expressionless.



I paused by the doors. Luciana had decided, halfway into our walk, to turn and bring us to a courtyard. She walked right past the doors and out into the open air while I hesitated by the threshold and looked out.



It wasn’t so bad. There were walls all around, and... and the sky was very high up.



“Are you coming, child? You won’t learn any magic just by trembling like a rabbit that has seen a hawk.”



“Right!” I said. It wasn’t a squeak.



With a bounce I ran over to Luciana, eyes focused on her and nothing else. That made it easier.



“Good. Sit.”



I hesitated, then looked back.



The courtyard had a small garden in it. A rock garden, with areas filled with raked pebbled and delicate stones stacked atop one another. Some shaped rocks served as benches which were across from each other. It was almost strange seeing the Dark Goddess sitting down on something that wasn’t a throne.



“We will start with the more academic side of things. I want you to understand before you try to use the art.”



I nodded. When I’d asked Milpiés for a notebook, the big old softie had scuttled around for a while until he found an empty notebook for me. They didn’t have pens though, just long, narrow sticks of charcoal in metal tubes with a screw in the side to hold it in place. It worked well enough.



“Ready,” I said as I set my notebook on my lap. If I pretended that the wind came from an open window, then it was easy to forget that the light beating down on me came from the sun sitting in the open sky.



I probably didn’t need to worry. Luciana was with me.



“Hmph. Very well. I won’t bore you with the philosophical questions and implications. You can read into those on your own. Magic is, at its base, the application of your soul towards a specific action. In layman’s terms, it means feeling so strongly about something that you turn that raw emotion into something tangible.”



I wrote that down as quickly as I could. It was hard, because she used a few words with ‘i’ in them and it was hard to draw little hearts for each dot. “Okay,” I said before re-reading what I’d written. That helped me grasp it a lot more. Fortunately, Luciana was really patient with me. “Does that mean that you just need to want something to happen for it to happen?” I asked.



One of her eyebrows rose. “There are two answers here. Essentially, yes, you only need to feel some way for you to be able to use magic. Want, the desire for something, is a good example to start with. The emotion associated with it would be anticipation. You’re familiar with that feeling?”



I nodded. I really wanted to go back to the library, so that was anticipation.



“Good. Anticipation, if you allow it to build in your core, can be used to fuel some magics. Particularly magics associated with earth and stone and the shaping thereof.”



“So cool,” I said. “Can you use that kind of magic?”



Luciana looked at me, then raised a hand before her. With a flick of her wrist a small bump appeared in the ground and tossed up a rock which she caught out of the air. “Most who focus on learning about magic itself will know how to tap into every emotion, using each one in the way best suited for it. That kind of person is rare though.”



“Why?” I asked.



“Because in humans the use of a particular kind of emotion reinforces that emotion. They become more adept at using it, and at feeling it. Those who use fire magics fed by anger and rage will often become little more than beasts. Mages who thrive with the healing arts need to fuel their work with sadness and grief. Often it overwhelms them, and they fade away or take their own lives.”



“That’s... that’s awful,” I said.



“Magic isn’t awful child, it has a price. Few are unaware of it, or the consequences of using magic. Do you understand?”



I nodded, then looked at my notes. “Um. Sadness is healing, anger is fire, right?”



Luciana made that little laughing noise she made. “Not quite. Sadness is used to fuel nature magic. Often called wood magic. Anger and rage feed fire. Joy brings about great winds and trust creates light. Fear is as deep as the deepest waters, and surprise is a spark that can turn to lightning. Anticipation is of the earth, as I have said. And disgust is the dark element.”



I scribbled that down, then paused over the last. “Wait, dark, and you’re the Dark Goddess?”



She nodded. “Yes. Disgust is part of my domain. Though, unlike any other part of my domain, there is a god that infringes upon my control there. The God of Magics. Its domain overlaps with my own, though only narrowly.”



“Oh, okay. What’s dark magic good for?” I asked.



“It's magic powered by disgust and loathing. What do you think those emotions would do, if given power?” she asked instead of answering directly.



I kind of liked these moments. Luciana was really nice, and super cool, but she seemed a bit lonely, but when she got to teaching like this it made her look happier. “Hmm, I don’t know. I guess it would help hurt the thing that disgusts you?”



“That’s part of it. Dark magic excels at hurting a single opponent. Unfortunately, Dark magic isn’t an offensive magic, insofar as any magic can be placed into one of two boxes.”



“Oh?” I asked. “In that case... does being disgusted by something protect you from it?”



“The disgust itself does not, but the magic does. Dark magic allows you to avoid the attention of others onto whom it’s applied. It allows you to better resist attacks from things which disgust you, and it allows you to shield your mind from the impacts of other magics.”



“That sounds important,” I said.



She nodded. “It is. All magics have more extreme forms as well. Spark magic becomes lightning, fearful water becomes terrifying ice. When the disgust you feel turns to loathing, you obtain void magic. Powerful, and dangerous, though of limited utility.”



I nodded and made more notes. I’d need to reorganize everything. This was a lot to take in all at once, and I was pretty sure I’d forget most of it soon enough. Oh well, I was sure using magic would help me remember all the bits and bobs of it. “So, should someone only learn one kind of magic? I feel a bunch of things all the time, I think it would suck to only feel one thing.”



“I suppose,” Luciana said. “A balanced approach isn’t terrible. It allows those who take it to live a more comfortable life. Temper your disgust with trust, your joy with sadness, your anger with the rationality of fear, and your surprise with anticipation.”



“Cool,” I said, noting that down. I definitely wanted to try dark magic. Luciana had to be the best at it, so I would learn a whole bunch. But the other sorts sounded cool too! Angry fireballs and scary water stuff! “So, do I just need to feel really hard at things now?”



“Hardly,” Luciana said. She stood, then idly wiped her hands against each other to wash them off. “Stand.”



I fumbled my notebook down, then jumped to my feet before coming closer to Luciana. Looking up to her, framed by the sky and castle walls, made it very obvious that she was a whole bunch taller than me.



I realized that I’d kinda forgotten to be scared of the sky for a bit. Neat!



“Every person can open their soul to its full breadth of emotions. It requires work and diligent study. Hours of meditation and years of contemplating your own feelings. There’s little doubt that those who open themselves to their feelings naturally have an advantage.”



“What’s the advantage?” I asked.



“A better, untainted understanding of your own emotions,” Luciana said. “Perhaps not the full spectrum of emotions though. Some people naturally gravitate strongly towards one or another. Some are destined to be sad, others have anger in their blood, still others are joyful without cause.”



“Oh,” I said.



Was I like that? I didn’t think so. I was a perfectly balanced and reasonable sort of girl.



“There is one advantage to having your soul opened by another,” Luciana said. “The time saved notwithstanding. You gain, in a small way, a part of their own understanding. When two souls touch, it is only natural that something of each will remain in the other.” She looked down at me, her face almost blank.



Almost. There was something there. I thought it was her being afraid, but that was silly.



“Would you allow me to open your soul, Valeria? To allow you to unlock your full potential? Know that refusing is fine. The act carries some small risk, and it would forever mark you as someone touched by the God of Darkness.”



I smiled up at her.



Maybe someone else wouldn’t have trusted her. She was a lady that lived all on her own, with only monsters for company, in a big scary castle. She didn’t shy away from admitting that she wasn’t always the nicest person... but she had never been anything but helpful and nice to me.



“I would love that,” I said.



Luciana stared, then her eyes looked away. For a moment, I imagined that her cheeks darkened, but it must have been the light, a passing cloud or something.



“Very well,” she said.



She placed a hand onto my head, pressing back my hair until her thumb came to rest on my forehead. Her other hand lowered and she knelt. Two fingers touched my chest, right on my sternum where my heart beat loudest.



I looked into her eyes, which suddenly seemed so very deep.



I stared, mouth falling open. My heart thump-thumps, louder and louder, until there’s only the rushing of blood in my ears and the drum-beat of my heart. The dark of Luciana’s eyes swallows me.



My heart stops.



“We are the will of the world. Disgusted by travesty and lies, we stride forth towards a future darker, but of our own making. By our will we shape the world. Infinite in potential and unbound by fleeting humanity, I liberate your soul, and by my hand, I give you freedom.”



***

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from RavensDagger
                        

                    

                    Are You Entertained?



I'm so hyped for tomorrow's chapter(s)! 







Please join my Patreon!

 



Some of my stories are on TopWebFiction!

-Cinnamon Bun

-Stray Cat Strut

-Lever Action

-Dead Tired

-Heart of Dorkness

Voting makes Broccoli smile!









The following books are available as paperbacks (and as Ebooks) on Amazon. Oh, and there’s an awesome audiobook for Cinnamon Bun Volume One and Two, and also Love Crafted!









(The images are links!)



All proceeds go to funding my addiction to buying art paying for food, rent, and other necessities!



Thank you so much for all your support everyone! And thank you extra hard for allowing me to do this for a living; I’ll do my best to keep you entertained!



                



Terror Twenty - Scream


                    
                        
                            
                            A note from RavensDagger
                        

                    

                    [image: ]

If you want more to read, consider joining my Patreon! Or check out my other original works:

Love Crafted (Interactive story about an eldritch abomination tentacle-ing things!) - Completed

Stray Cat Strut (A cyberpunk system apocalypse!) - Ongoing

Cinnamon Bun (A wholesome LitRPG!) - Ongoing

Fluff (A superheroic LitRPG about cute girls doing cute things!) - Vol One Complete!

Dead Tired (A comedy about a Lich in a Wuxia world doing Science!) - Hiatus

The Agartha Loop (A Magical-Girl drama!) - Ongoing

Lever Action (A fantasy western with mecha!) - Ongoing

Heart of Dorkness (A wholesome progression fantasy) - Ongoing



                

                Terror Twenty - Scream​



I wake up to birdsong, and the faint sound of someone breathing nearby.



It takes just a moment to realize that I’m not home. The forest ground isn’t my mattress, no matter how thick the blanket I put down.



Sitting up with a yawn, I look around the tent and find Felix curled up in a ball at the far end. She’s awake too, but the way she’s moving around and yawning tells me she only just woke up. Did she hear me moving? That’s... likely.



“Morning,” I say.



“Hey,” she replies.



Breakfast isn’t anything special. I’m too lazy to relight the fire, and it would take a long time to manage anyway. So we have some bread which has started to harden, as well as the rest of the meat we had packed away. There are some sausages and such that are salted enough that I think they’ll hold until the afternoon, so those I pack back into our bags. We have fruit too, and some pastries.



I think the guy at the inn just tossed everything that was nearby into the bags. I can’t really complain, though, it tastes pretty good. Not as good as some of the food I get at home, but certainly different.



Felix helps me pack away the tent and we kick around the remains of our fire. I don’t want to set the forest on fire, even if it’s not the dry season just yet.



In fact, it’s a little cloudy today, with big poofy and low-hanging clouds above. The ceiling is low, which might be useful if we’re going to ambush the caravan.



“Okay,” I say. “I have something of a plan.” A plan I’d come together with last night.



“What is it?” Felix asks.



“Well, first, we need more monsters. Just these wyverns aren't going to be enough. I think... we’re going to fly past where the caravan is, first on the left, then the right, and we’ll ask some of the monsters we find to block the road ahead and wait on the sides.”



“An ambush,” Felix says. “I used to listen to some of the boys when they’d make plans to ambush people. They never let me help, because of my eyes, and because I’m a bit weak.”



I nod. “I guess that’s what it is, yeah. We’ll hit them from four sides. A wall of monsters at the front, two waves from the sides, and then us on the wyverns from above. Hopefully the other monsters can make it safer for us before we come down.”



“Can the wyverns steal the books?” Felix asks.



“I’ll have to see how the books are secured, but I’d guess not. I remember seeing some book shipments—they’re really heavy. We’ll need to clear the area around the cart or whatever, hitch it to a monster, and ride it away.”



“Can’t do that with people around,” Felix says.



“Exactly.”



We finish stuffing the rest of our stuff away, and Felix and I jump back onto the largest of the wyverns.



I might be getting used to the whole flying thing, because I don’t feel quite as terrible when we take off this time.



We gain more and more altitude, until we’re flirting with the bottom of the clouds. I point to the side, directing the wyvern towards a few columns of smoke in the distance. The caravan!



We keep high, the rest of the flight of monsters staying above the cloud cover. Hopefully, this high up, they’ll just think we’re some large bird. Then again, if they do spot us, I doubt they’ll be able to do anything.



The caravan isn’t huge, but it’s bigger than I’d hoped. I count sixteen wagons, and a few pack animals loaded down with bags. There seem to be two groups of guards, one at the front and one at the rear of the line, maybe ten guards in each. And for each wagon, I count about two workers.



They’re not on the move yet, but it doesn’t look like it’ll take long before they’re back on the road. They’re snuffing fires and, for the most part, look like they’re formed up already.



Good!



I direct the wyvern to fly us further out, and soon enough we’re swooping back down what has to be a few kilometres ahead of the caravan. I search the woods and open plains until I spot a pack of monsters. Large wolves again, a common enough sort.



We come to a bumpy landing, and I whistle the monsters over.



They’re a bit leery, but after explaining things a few times, I think they understand. The smartest of their pack is just a Terror, but it seems smart enough to have kept its pack away from the roads and the bigger caravans.



We move on soon, and only stop when I see another monster, this one a large moose-like creature, with spiked antlers and a body rippling with muscles. It takes a bit more convincing, but it does listen, and stomps off towards the road.



My ambush isn’t exactly going to be an organized affair, I realize. More of a free-for-all, with more and more monsters showing up.



I’ll take what I can get though.



We add a bear monster, and a pack of frankly terrifying monsters called meat badgers who pop out of the ground and scurry over. They seem very interested in Felix, but I promise them plenty of fresh meat at the ambush location and they run off without too much trouble.



“You talk to them strangely,” Felix says. “Like they’re dogs.”



“That’s about how smart most of them are,” I say as we cross over the road and start looking for monsters on the other side. I see that pack of wolves from earlier already waiting in the middle of the path. Not where I told them to wait, but better than having them wander off.



I add another pack of dogs to the ambush, then a couple more cute critters. There’s this kind of monster that travels in flocks; they’re like geese, but with long, long beaks that end in a sharp point. They make these adorable honking noises when they chase people.



An hour passes, then two, most of that spent dipping up and down and looking for monsters I can convince to help in our ambush. Wasting twenty minutes on the lazier bore monsters was a bad call, but what’s done is done.



“Okay,” I say as we take to the air for the last time. “Now we just need to fly around and hit them from above when they break and start running.”



“Do you think we have enough monsters?” Felix asks.



I’m really thankful she’s not hung up on the morality of this. “I think so. We have about one monster for every person. That’s not counting the wyverns. We should be able to scare them off, at the very least. And if we see that it’s not working, we can try again. We’re... what, a day’s ride from the capital? Two?”



“I don’t know,” Felix says. “I never left the city.”



I nod, and then tug at the wyvern’s spikes. “Up, up!”



We move above, cutting a wide circle in the sky that eventually has us flying over the caravan from behind. They’re not moving fast.



I can almost tell when the guards at the front notice something’s wrong. All of the monsters in the middle of the road, the two packs of wolves, are a bit obvious.



I’m grinning like a loon as I watch my plan unfold.



“Hey, Miss Valeria, what’s that noise?”



“Noise?” I ask. I try to listen for something, maybe shouts from below, or the bark of the wolf monsters, but all I can hear are the beats of the wyvern’s wings, the hum of the wind and... and something else. Something like a heart-beat thrum.



I tilt my head back. It’s coming from above?



And then, from the grey of the clouds, I see it. A huge form, breaking out of the grey with the slow but unstoppable motion of the moon cresting the horizon.



An angel.



“Oh no. Wyvern! Fly!”



The angel descends until it is entirely beyond the bounds of the cloudy ceiling, and without anything obscuring it, I can see its full form.



It’s a disk, flat and round, like a gigantic coin made of rings hovering within each other. At its centre is a narrow rod, like a needle with a point on both ends, and a singular eye in its middle, an eye turned red by strain and grief.



“Faster, faster!” I shout.



A thunder-crack sounds.



One of the disks, the largest, which is as big around as an entire castle, has shifted in the time it takes someone to blink, it’s now perfectly perpendicular to the rest of the angel.



Another boom, and another disk appears in a different position, this one at an angle to the others. Then another, and the final disk is perpendicular to the last.



“Come on, come on! Move!” I shout.



“What’s happening?” Felix screams.



Below, the monsters are howling as they rush towards the caravan.



The angel’s disks spin, but then stop moving just as suddenly as they started.



Mouths open up all around the exterior of the rings. Human mouths, with strained lips and long teeth with no gums.



The world goes silent as the angel inhales. The monster’s howl’s fade. I called out, but my voice doesn’t produce so much as a whisper, and even the wild beating of my heart is silent.



Then the angel screams.



The shout flattens trees and shoves us ahead with a powerful gust of wind.



It’s not just a scream, even though there’s no denying that it sounds like a hundred people wailing in terror, there’s more to it than that. Raw magic and tender emotions. It’s a noise that has me wincing in pain, not just because it’s so unbelievably loud, but because it digs into my head and squeezes.



The monsters on the ground are torn apart, as if a giant’s scythe has sliced through them all from above.



I wince, the noise leaving my ears ringing.



A glance up and I see the angel’s eye locked onto us.



“No no no no no!”
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                Terror Twenty-One - Angel​



The wyvern dives, gaining speed even as it veers away from the road and starts to fly off towards the east, away from the angel.



I glance over my shoulder, eyes squinting as I take in the angel hovering closer and closer, moving slowly, but without any motion. It’s like a brick, floating there in a way it shouldn’t be able to.



I inspect it.



My hand comes up, slapping me in the forehead even as I let out a cry.



“Miss?” Felix asks.



I shake my head, hand waving her away. “Tried to inspect it—hurt.”



“What?” Felix asks. “I... I can’t see, miss. I can’t see, Valeria.”



“We need to land,” I say, both to Felix and to the wyvern.



The angel screams.



I wince, then look up as a shadow falls above me. It’s one of the other wyverns, and it’s moving in close, almost as if it’s trying to land on us, but that...



The scream hits, and the wyvern bursts apart.



I scream as I feel stinging pinches across my body, and the wyvern beneath me twists around before screeching. We’re falling faster, a lot faster.



The angel follows. Slow, and huge, and unstoppable.



All across the forest, monsters are moving, running away, taking flight—trying to escape. The angel screams, and the largest groups are torn apart, and still it follows us.



I turn back so I’m not looking at it anymore. It’s not like seeing it will help any.



What can I do?



I have magic, but nothing that would bother an angel. I couldn’t even scratch it if it was standing still next to me. Even Mom would need to do more than sniff haughtily to kill something like that.





The wyvern starts flapping, and I see the others swooping over us. A few turn around, squawking as they fly towards the angel.



They won’t be hurting it, but maybe, just maybe, they’ll manage to distract it for a moment.



At least, I hope.



We sweep lower, trees skimming just beneath us.



A scream hits us, like a giant flyswatter.



I join in as I see the head of the wyvern burst apart just before me, and our smooth flight turns into a wild tumble through the air.



We shoot past the edge of the forest and over rocky shore.



I have a moment to gasp before a wall of water is suddenly right there.



Everything twists and turns, and I feel myself being thrown off the wyvern’s remains.



I’m under water.



I choke, water pushing into my throat before everything stops spinning and my thoughts catch up. My lungs burn, but I know I can’t cough, can’t try to breathe.



The wyvern’s corpse sinks down, and that’s enough to tell me which way is up.



I kick, arms swinging out in the worst, most ungainly attempt at a swim I’ve ever managed, but I break the surface.



I suck in air, then retch burning water and bile as I try to catch my breath. My heart is a hammer in my chest, and my clothes are making it hard to tread water.



Felix is calling for help, wild splashing sounding out behind me.



I turn, taking in the shore just a couple of dozen metres away. Felix is in the other direction, arms flailing.



She can’t see.



I hesitate for a moment before doggy paddling closer, still choking on a lung-full of water. “St—” I try, then retch. I can’t. So I grab Felix’s shirt and pull her closer.



She kicks me, hands grabbing at my shoulders and pushing me down under before I have a chance to take in more air.



Water slips up my nose, and I shove Felix away before resurfacing. “Fe-Felix! Stop! Stop, I can’t!”



She’s flailing.



So I grab her again and pull her close, hugging her to my chest so that her arms can’t hit me or grab me. I cough over her shoulder even as I kick out even harder. “Kick! You need to move your legs, like you’re running.”



“I-I can’t!” Felix cries.



“Just do it!” I shout.



She calms, just a little, her legs swinging this way and that in some ungainly facsimile of swimming, but it’s enough to keep us afloat.



“Okay, okay, stay close, don’t— don’t let go,” I say. Water laps at my face, but I think we’re both light enough that we can float.



I tear my goggles off and toss them aside, then I regret it when water splashes my eyes.



I start dragging us back, one arm swinging in wide arcs. We don’t move fast, but we are moving closer to the shore.



It’s a beach. Not a nice sandy one, but one covered in jaggedy rocks. But it’s land.



I hiss as the back of my foot hits something under the water, but I can ignore the pain. It’s a rock! We’re closer. I start swimming faster, heedless of saving energy, then I find another stone underfoot, and I shove off of it and towards the nearing shore.



Soon, we’re close enough that I can stand.



Felix and I bob, half in, half out of the water. We’re hugging each other. The wind is cold, and my clothes are wet and clingy. I should have tossed off my cloak, and Felix probably doesn’t need her scarf.



Felix pulls me closer, quiet, uncertain sobs pushing against my neck. “We’re okay?” she asks.



I swallow when a shadow brings a deeper chill over me.



I look up, and the angel is there, hovering a hundred metres above. It’s looking at us with its one, reddened eye.



“Yeah,” I say as I hug Felix closer. “Yeah, we’re safe, we’re okay.”



She doesn’t need to know.



I stare at the angel, waiting.



I hope Mom won’t be too sad.



The angel stares for a moment later, then hovers off.



I pull Felix in close and start crying too.
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                Terror Twenty-Two - Move​



I slump on the shore and sit there, water dripping off of me and onto the drier rocks around me.



Felix is no better; she’s staying close to me, very close. If things were different, I might call it uncomfortable, but, well, no.



Today hasn’t been the best day.



“The caravan will have moved on,” I say.



“Oh,” Felix replies.



The angel targeted the monsters, not the people. It... it has to be an angel of Elestmorte. I remember reading some books that mention gods and goddesses that aren’t part of the current pantheon, and when I asked Mom about them, she said they were dead.



I know Mom is responsible for some of those.



Elestmorte the Vile Singer, a goddess of singing remorse. Her domain rubbed against Mom’s and that caused the two to fight. Mom won, in a very decisive way. That doesn’t mean all traces of the goddess are gone. The angel being a rather big remnant.



Why didn’t it kill me?



I’m me, a monster who looks like a girl.



Maybe... magic? Monsters tend to radiate Disgust, and I don’t think I was feeling any of that when it hovered over us. There was just Fear.



I shiver, then stand up and pull my cloak off. “We can’t just stay here,” I say.



“It’s dangerous?” Felix asks.



“Well, no... maybe. I... I have my little friends, but I think a lot of the monsters will be dead or scattered. I mean, we need to... I don’t know.”



Felix shuffles closer, then hesitates a bit. I’m not sure what she intends to do, at least until she leans to the side and hugs me. “It’s okay?”



I laugh, just a bark, but it does help. “Thanks,” I say. “We need to gather some things; it’s not even afternoon yet.”



“Are we going to walk back?”



“To Santafaria? I don’t think so. We can find some helpful monsters, maybe a black tar pit. Once we have some help to act as an escort, we just need to follow the road all the way over to the capital. I think we’re past the halfway mark.”



Felix nods. “If you say so.”



I press my hands down the front of my blouse, squeezing some water out of it. There are things washing up to the shore, some of our bags and the stuff within, which probably broke open on hitting the water.



We were lucky.



I don’t want to rely on that again, not if I can avoid it.



“I’m going to grab what I can,” I say. I remove my shoes and my stockings. No point in getting those even wetter, and I’ll have a better grip on the wet rock in my bare feet anyway.



I don’t find much, but I do grab a bag with a little of our food in it. It’ll be soggy, and I think we might have to throw some of it away, but some food is better than no food. I also pick up a blanket that floats to the surface. The rest is so torn up or wrecked by the water it’s not worth grabbing.



On returning to the shore, I give the blanket to Felix and ask her to do her best to wring it out while I move off to the side and inspect myself. I have a lot of little cuts and nicks I haven’t been paying attention to. Nothing serious, I don’t think, but nothing good either.



I don’t need to catch something while so far from home. There’s no Mom here to give me soup and read aloud while I try to sleep.



So I rely on my magic. Finding a kernel of disgust isn’t hard. It’s aimed at me. At being so weak, so unknowledgeable I almost died to something that should have been so preventable.



I was a bit stupid, and I regret it.



The magic fills my core in starts and fits. Once I have enough, I channel it into a spell, Dark magic rushing through me like tar melting over my skin and coursing through my veins. Dark magic is great at preventing things; in this case, I hope it’ll work for infections and the like.



I shiver once the spell has run its course. It feels... yucky. Like choking down a thick syrupy medicine, but from all over at once.



Better than catching a cold.



I can’t do much to help Felix. I don’t have spells that are designed to help others, and I don’t exactly have my Mom’s collection of grimoires on hand. Even if I did, they’d probably be wet and soggy.



Designing a spell on the spot and experimenting on a friend sounds like a terrible idea.



“How are you feeling?” I ask Felix.



She smiles my way. “A little better,” she says. “I’m getting drier.”



The sky is still cloudy, but the air is warm, or at least warmer than the water. I think we’ll be entirely dry within an hour or two. “Not much for us to do out here,” I say. “We should start walking. If we go that way, we’ll eventually intersect the road.”



“We might run into the caravan.”



“Hmm, maybe, but I kind of doubt it. Unless they stopped entirely, by the time we reach the road, they’ll be long gone. They’re not moving too fast, but they should be moving consistently, which makes up for a lot.” Mom is big on consistent but small improvements; she says that it’s one of the true paths to power.



Felix and I fold up our last blanket, and I put on the bag with what’s left of our food. We’ll need to figure that out later, maybe once we take a break.



I start off into the forest, only to slow down when I notice that Felix is tripping over branches and into bushes. She’s smiling, but I imagine it’s hard for her to see in her own particular way.



“Here, take my hand,” I say, and she reaches out and grabs it with no hesitation.



“I can’t sense some of the branches; they’re too small,” she says.



“Huh. How does your vision work, exactly? I mean, mechanically.”



“I don’t think it uses a machine?”



“No, mechanically means that, ah, well, things that work with a system, something that’s been done over and over again, can be said to be mechanical. So when someone asks what the mechanics of something are, they want to know what the steps are to make that thing work.”



“Oh, I think I get it. My wind... when I’m happy, I can make the wind move.” I nod. That’s basic Joy magic right there. “And I can sense where it’s moving to. So if I push the wind out around me, it will bump into stuff, and I can tell where it bumped into things.”



Her nose twitches, and I feel a bit of air moving away from her, then back in. It’s not super noticeable, but I do see some leaves flutter on the ground and on the lower branches around us. “That’s really impressive control,” I say. “Well, maybe less the control and the sort of... sense that you’ve developed for it.”



“Is it?”



I nod. Talking like this is more fun than worrying about food and long walks and possibly getting sick. And maybe Felix knowing more would make her that much stronger. “Oh, definitely. I can sense where my Dark magic is, but it’s... amorphous. And vague too. Just a sense of how much of it I’m moving and more or less where it is. I could probably make it take a shape if I wanted to, but I wouldn't be able to guess at the shape from feel alone.”



“I think that makes sense,” Felix says. “Like a smell?”



“I... yeah, sure, like a smell. I can smell that I have Dark magic, and where it is, but I can’t tell much more than that.”



“Well, my wind magic’s not that strong. I can make a big gust, but then I feel... wrong? Sad?”



“You spend it all in one go,” I surmise. “But can you keep your vision up all day?”



“Yeah,” she says.



“Then you've probably trained your core to reabsorb your own essence, or you can just produce a decent amount, but your reserves aren’t big.”



“I don’t get it,” Felix says.



I hum as I bring us around a particularly rough patch of the forest. There are plenty of bushes and viny things in the way here. “Think of it like... food. Imagine someone has a whole pantry full of bread, and someone else has a... tube leading from a bakery. The one with the big pantry can eat a lot in one sitting, because they have a lot of food available. The one with the tube can only eat so much because there’s only one loaf coming in every minute, but at the end of the day, the one with the tube is getting more bread because it’s always coming in.”



“I... think I get it.”



“Awesome! Now, if you want to be even stronger, I think I know a couple of exercises, and some very basic spells we could test you with...”
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                Monster Seven - Options​



[Congratulations!]

[Through your actions you have unlocked the potential to obtain the following classes:

Acolyte of Darkness

Lesser Cultivator

Do you wish to learn more about these classes or accept them into yourself?]



Two new classes, both added to my growing list of classes I could learn, both of them sounding kinda weak.



That was the sum total of the rewards I’d gotten from two weeks of hard work, from practicing and studying until my eyes went blurry.



Well, no, there was one more reward, but it wasn’t from my studying.



[Congratulations!]

[You have unlocked the title:

Touched by the Dark One

Do you wish to equip this Title?]



When I poked at the title, all I got was a description that wasn’t all that helpful.



Touched by the Dark One

Your soul itself brushed the Dark God’s. You have felt her essence, and have shared, for a fleeting moment, her will and that of the world.

You will find Disgust and Loathing, both within yourself, and without.



I pouted at the description, but it didn’t help any. What the heck did that even mean?



Of course, I equipped it. It wouldn’t do not to experiment a little, and this was the first thing I could do with my system that Luciana hadn’t warned me against. Equipping the title did nothing obvious. Removing it did much the same.



I even had a notebook out to take notes and everything! It was very disappointing. I did leave it on. It was, in a way, a gift from Luciana



I found that most of my days post-magical awakening weren’t any different to my days before. I spent a lot more time studying magic now, but most of the books I found were very advanced, talking about techniques and spells and powers people could use. There were plenty of texts that warned people of over-emoting--apparently over-using one kind of magic in quick succession--but not one book I found taught the basics.



“You seem irate.”



I jumped in my seat and looked up from the manual I was reading. It was about the more esoteric emotions and their possible uses. Things like remorse being somewhere between loathing and sadness, and being able to fuel spells from both emotional domains, but not very well. Very interesting.



Not as interesting as finding Luciana hovering over me. “Hi!” I said. “And, uh, yeah, a bit.”



“Are you having difficulty?”



I hummed, then rubbed at my chest, the spot where she’d touched me, where our souls had mingled, if the Title was to be believed. “I think so, yeah. I was thinking that I’d find a guide on how to unlock my magic, but I haven’t found anything yet.”



The Dark Goddess nodded serenely. “It is doubtful you will. There are many ways to find out how to use magic. Most involve careful study and meditation, cultivating your emotions and their power within yourself. Usually focusing on only the one initially.”



“That sounds like it takes a while,” I said. It wasn’t a complaint, really.



“It does. Those who are destined to become warriors and fighters will start when they’re even younger than you are, and will have discovered how to use one or two domains by their mid to late teens.”



“That’s years!” I said. I kinda wanted magic now. “I thought the thing you did would make it easier.”



“It has. I can feel your disappointment now, your disgust at your own inability. It’s just a kernel, too feeble to be of any use, but it is there.”



“Really?” I asked.



“And now it’s snuffed out by hope,” she said. She made that little noise again, her almost-laugh.



“Shucks.”



The Dark Goddess hummed. “There are other ways of opening the paths you need to use magic.”



“Oh?” I asked, very interested.



“Indeed. You need only feel extreme emotion. It’s a quick path to power, but a dangerous one. You obtain one emotion’s strength, but often cut yourself off from others. For example, if I pushed you to do a task you loathed, surrounding you by what you perceive as disgusting, you might stunt your own ability to feel admiration or trust.”



“Do emotions work that way?” Just because I felt something, didn’t mean I couldn’t feel the opposite anymore. That didn’t make sense. I could be sad, then happy.



She nodded. “They do when magic is involved. Give me your coal.”



I handed her my coal pen, and shifted a bit as she leaned over my shoulder and pulled a blank sheet over. She drew a shape on it, like an eight-petaled flower, then labelled all eight of them. I recognized the eight emotions she’d mentioned before.



Joy. Trust. Fear. Surprise. Sadness. Disgust. Anger. Anticipation.



She then drew a plus in the middle, linking four emotions together. Disgust and Trust, Anticipation and Surprise. “Before you try anything drastic, you should consider forcefully unlocking multiple emotional paths, all adversarial, so that your thoughts and feelings are still unaffected. These four would keep you in relative balance.”



“Not Joy?” I asked. That was easy to feel. So was Fear.



“Ecstasy, Terror, Rage and Grief are some of the easiest emotions to use for the common man. They would also, if you push yourself, become hard for you to use. You would only feel them when you want to, or, if uncontrolled, would feel them ceaselessly.”



“Oh,” I said. That would be awful. “Won’t I have a hard time with, um, Trust and Disgust and Anticipation and Surprise then?”



“Yes,” she said. “But you want power, don’t you?”



So a sacrifice then? “Yeah, I guess I do. I still don’t know what my dream really is, but I’m sure it’ll need me to be strong.”



She made that noise again, then she pat me on the head. “I’m sure. Now, a four-path route like that is complex. To awaken it properly would take a decade or more of careful study, all without a class interfering. The power from it wouldn’t be that impressive either, though you would have utility to compliment that power.”



“Hmm,” I said. “That’s a long time.”



“To you, perhaps,” she said. “The second method, of feeling great emotion and opening your paths that way, would also be complicated. Can you have four moments of supreme emotion in one lifetime? Likely, but still difficult to orchestrate.”



“So it can’t be done?” I asked. The hard way sounded hard.



Luciana looked down and blinked at me. “I am literally a god. I did not become one by thinking to myself that things could not be done.”



“You’ll help?” I asked.



“Certainly. For a price.”



“Oh,” I said. “Okay.”



“Okay, you want to hear the price?” she asked.



“No, I’ll accept it.”



Luciana stared at me for a moment longer. “Without hearing it?”



I shrugged. “I trust you.”



For a moment, her mask cracked and she looked genuinely confused before her emotions returned to something more normal. “I see. Then... one year of servitude for every path unlocked.”



“A year!” I said. “That’s... so many chores.”



“I was thinking more than chores.”



I flopped onto the desk. “Do I still get to stay in the library?”



“Certainly, when your... chores aren’t keeping you occupied elsewhere.”



So, did I want magic now, or in a decade or so? “Yeah, alright, I’ll do it.”



She nodded, not surprised this time. “It may take some time to prepare it all.”



“Oh, well, less than a few decades, right?”



“Indeed. Now, there is one use to having your magic unlocked that you may not yet be aware of, though I’m certain what you’ve read may have referred to it in passing. Follow me.”



I jumped out of my chair, set all of my notebooks together to the side, then skipped after her. One of the librarians would probably look after things if I left them out too long. They were alright with leaving books out during lunch, but if I left a book on a table overnight, I’d always have to go looking for it again the next morning.

Luciana went up instead of down. That was neat; I’d never been to the higher floors.



I regretted it four flights of stairs later. My legs were aching and I felt like I needed a rest, but Luciana wasn’t slowing down, so I grit my teeth and caught up.



When she finally stopped, it was on a floor that only had a little alcove next to the stairs, and a single door.



It opened onto a round room, with a tall ceiling and some windows on three sides, all of them way up and far from the ground. There wasn’t anything there except for one chair, and a monster.



[Barbatius – The Soft – Lesser Servant of the Dark Goddess]

Monster of Swinging Fists



“This is Barbatius,” Luciana said.



The monster in question was short and squat, not even as tall as I was. It had wide shoulders and long arms, like some sort of ape, maybe, though its face was a bit squished, and it was covered in thick white scales that looked almost like hair.



“Barbatius here will be fighting you. It’s time that you learned how to defend yourself. And it’s a wonderful way to learn how to use your magic to lessen blows and harden your body.”



“Uh... what?”



And then Barbatius roared and leapt at me.
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                Terror Twenty-Three - Road​



“Road!” I call out.



Felix and I stumble across the grassy expanse just outside of the forest, and towards the edge of the road. There’s a small ditch there, but it’s barely an inconvenience to jump over it, and Felix is light—and happy—enough that she hops over in a single bound.



“This is good, right?” Felix asks.



“It’s great,” I say. And it is. The road means we have a direction. It’ll be basically impossible to get lost now. As long as we head westward, we should stumble into the capital eventually. Also, I like being able to walk on solid ground. No roots, no bushes, nothing to trip on, and clear sight for a long way in at least two directions--which is better than the no directions in the woods.



Felix smiles and points down the road. “That way?”



“Yup,” I say. “That’s west.”



“I never get lost in Santafaria, but I think I might get lost out here.”



“No landmarks?” I ask.



“Landmarks?”



I walk next to Felix, keeping pace. “A landmark is a large thing that’s easy to see and that can help guide you.”



“Oh. Do landmarks count if they’re noises?” she asks.



“I... have no idea. I guess so. As long as it helps you figure out where you’re going.” I tug my cloak off, then fold it over an arm. It’s nice out, warm. Monsterra is a hot place. Or at least this part of it, around the Kingdom of Heroe. Mom’s place to the north of here is actually warmer, despite being further away from the equator.



I don’t know enough about geography to know if that’s normal or not.



“I’m happy you’re here,” I tell Felix. She tilts her head to the side, an obvious question. “It makes it less lonely. If you weren’t here, it would just be me and some monster pals, but they’re not too talkative, not unless they’re in their upper levels.”



“You’re welcome, Miss Valeria,” Felix says.



“Just Valeria, I told you... Miss Felix.”



Felix laughs. “I don’t think I can look like a Miss.”



“Looking like a Miss isn’t important. It’s the attitude. Mom gave me a few lessons about it; she thinks that it’s very important, and I trust her when she says that.”



“The attitude?”



I nod. “Yup. A good-enough actor could walk into a town naked and have people snapping to attention. I’m pretty sure Mom has convinced people not to mess with her just by walking into a room the right way. She keeps telling me that being an evil person is easy, but being a good villain requires a lot of hard work.”



“You want to be a villain?”



“Well, yeah, my Mom’s the big bad of this world. Do you know how many books have her as the bad guy? Well, I guess you don’t. But yeah, no one likes Mom, even though she’s really cool and awesome. So I don’t really have much of a choice. I’m going to be the best bad guy ever, for Mom.”



Felix is quiet for a while as we walk on. I’m starting to worry that maybe I said something wrong. I was a little enthusiastic about the whole villainy thing, but it’s basically true. I look like a monster, and unless I want to hide for the rest of my life, I don’t have much of a choice.



Not that I mind. Sure, I think--and Mom agrees--that my natural way of acting leans more towards helping people. But that doesn’t mean that I can be a good Dark Princess of Evil if I don’t put in the work!



“If you become a villain, can I be one of your thugs?”



“A thug?” I ask.



“Yeah, like Fancy has.”



I scoff. “Felix, Fancy isn’t a villain, he’s like... some profiteering guy. He’s barely a footnote. No, no, Mom and I—well, mostly Mom—are capital ‘V’ Villains. Villains don’t have thugs, they have minions.”



“What’s the difference?”



I hum in thought for a moment. “Mostly it’s in level, I think. Thugs are pretty common, and they’re not that impressive. Goons and minions are a lot rarer and stronger.”



“Oh,” Felix says. “If I get a class like that, maybe I’ll take it.”



I nod. “You might get some looks for having two classes.”



“But if I act like I deserve them, it won’t be a problem, right?” Felix asks with a grin.



I laugh. “I guess not.” Two classes isn’t so uncommon. Most people with an important job will get one, and I think most full-citizens can get a second class. It’s really hard for a woman to become a citizen though.



Maybe Felix can pass for a boy later? Or a noblewoman with a bit of make-up and a nice dress.



“We’ll figure something out,” I say. “Especially if you come home with me.”



“Home, you mean where the Dark Goddess lives?” Felix looks apprehensive, and I can totally understand her. I’d be nervous about meeting a friend’s Mom too, especially if she was the best mom ever.



“My Mom’s ni--”



Felix raises a hand before me, then turns her head around to look behind us. Her steady walk slows down a bunch. “There’s something coming,” she says.



I listen, but I can’t hear anything in the distance. Still, I’m not going to just stand around out in the open while trouble comes running. “Let’s get off the road,” I say.



Felix nods, then gives me her hand so I can help guide her off the road and over the ditch on the other side. The boundary space between the road and the woods isn’t too thick here, so we don’t have far to go before we’re half-hidden by a few trees.



I pull on my cloak, just in case. If there are humans coming, it would be best that they don’t see us.



The problem is, I can’t see anything coming, and the road is clear for a long way.



“Are you sure?” I ask Felix.



The girl nods. “I can still hear it. I think it’s a cart?”



A cart means people. It might also mean slow people. “We have some time, then,” I say. I find a fallen tree that can serve as a bench, then fetch one of my little friends from my clothes. They don’t like it when I’m moving around too much, but they’re usually pretty good about complaining. “I’m going to need a minute or two. I want to do something.”



“Sure,” Felix says as she sits next to me.



I send one little friend up into the air on a mission to find something. Meanwhile, I grab another, a small beetle friend that isn’t always useful in a fight, but he has great wings and a good head on his... well, he doesn’t have shoulders, exoskeletons being what they are.



I whisper a message to my little friend, just something to relay to Mom. I’m okay, though my adventure is more complicated than I’d expected it to be. I tell her that I could probably use a tiny bit more help, but that I’ll be fine. I spent a lot of my gold, but I still have a little. Oh, and she doesn’t need to worry! I’ll get her books back, and make sure to find out as much as I can about the people who burned her temple down!



My little friend returns, and he brings a strange new friend with him. A moody-looking raven monster, the sort that will caw at people from outside a city wall until they go mad. “Hello,” I say. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”



“Caw,” the monster replies.



“Indeed. I need a small favour. I have this friend here.” I show the raven-monster my little beetle monster. “And he needs to be brought to Mom—that is, the Goddess of Darkness.”



The raven monster eyes me critically. “Caw.”



“I know, it is pretty far. And I don’t really have anything to give you.”



He looks at my shirt, with all of its shiny embroidery. “Caw.”



“No, not even a shiny.” I do need my remaining gold, and I’m not about to go around shirtless! “But I’m positive Mom will be very pleased with the brave bird that flew so far to deliver such an important message. She’s sure to reward you. You can even tell her that I told you as much.”



I rub at the monster’s head for good measure.



It looks to Felix. “Caw.”



“No, you can’t have a snack for the flight. Here, open your beak.”



I slip the beetle in, the entire thing too big to be swallowed by accident. “Chaahw,” the raven monster says past a full beak.



“Yup,” I reply. “Now go, fast! It’s important that you deliver this as quickly as your wings can take you.”



The monster bows its head, then takes off in a flutter of pitch-black wings.



Now we just need to see about the oncoming company.



***

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from RavensDagger
                        

                    

                    Are You Entertained?






Please join my Patreon!

 



Some of my stories are on TopWebFiction!

-Cinnamon Bun

-Stray Cat Strut

-Lever Action

-Dead Tired

-Heart of Dorkness

Voting makes Broccoli smile!









The following books are available as paperbacks (and as Ebooks) on Amazon. Oh, and there’s an awesome audiobook for Cinnamon Bun Volume One and Two, and also Love Crafted!









(The images are links!)



All proceeds go to funding my addiction to buying art paying for food, rent, and other necessities!



Thank you so much for all your support everyone! And thank you extra hard for allowing me to do this for a living; I’ll do my best to keep you entertained!



                



Terror Twenty-Four - Caravan


                    
                        
                            
                            A note from RavensDagger
                        

                    

                    [image: ]

If you want more to read, consider joining my Patreon! Or check out my other original works:

Love Crafted (Interactive story about an eldritch abomination tentacle-ing things!) - Completed

Stray Cat Strut (A cyberpunk system apocalypse!) - Ongoing

Cinnamon Bun (A wholesome LitRPG!) - Ongoing

Fluff (A superheroic LitRPG about cute girls doing cute things!) - Vol One Complete!

Dead Tired (A comedy about a Lich in a Wuxia world doing Science!) - Hiatus

The Agartha Loop (A Magical-Girl drama!) - Ongoing

Lever Action (A fantasy western with mecha!) - Ongoing

Heart of Dorkness (A wholesome progression fantasy) - Ongoing



                

                Terror Twenty-Four - Caravan​



Felix’s hearing is definitely better than my own. Like, way better. I didn’t hear the caravan until they were in sight.



Now that they are, though, it’s hard to miss the sound of wooden wheels crunching across the gravel road, and the clack-clack of hooves echoing across the open space between the road and the woods.



I squint ahead to make out the caravan better. There’re definitely at least four wagons... no, five; there’s a fifth a little to the rear of the others that’s smaller. They seem to be pulled along by donkeys, with the three at the lead being covered wagons meant to just carry stuff.



“Can you sense anything from here?” I ask Felix.



She shakes her head. “No, sorry. I’m too far away. All I can tell is that there’s noise coming from there.”



I guess that makes sense. There’s only so far a normal person can reach with their emotions before things fray and break apart.



I shake my head, cleaning away that kind of thought. It’s not time for speculations about magic. We need a plan before we can return to that kind of thing.



The caravan has guards. Some six or seven people walking alongside it with spears tucked against their shoulders and gleaming armour occasionally catching in the beams of sunlight breaking through the cloud cover.



Some of them look like they have crossbows slung over their shoulders. Or maybe they’re arbalests? It’s too far to tell.



I’m pretty sure fighting that many people isn’t a good idea. But then, I don’t think fighting is what we want to do anyway. “I guess we say hi,” I say.



Felix nods. “Yeah, they’re probably going to the capital, right?”



“They might be heading to Silegre or Toncia or Valiente,” I say. “But all three roads split off near the capital.”



“We could hide and then just walk,” Felix says.



“I guess,” I say. “But I’d rather ride, and if we ride on monster-back, we’ll catch up with this caravan anyway, so that’s not much better. I don’t know if it’s smart, but I’d like to try. That doesn’t mean we can’t be clever about it.”



“Clever?” Felix asks.



I nod. “Yeah. I’ll have my little friends look for some monster friends around here. They can follow after the caravan, and if I call out for help, they’ll rush in.”



That’s mostly in case the people in the caravan discover who and what I am, or if they decide to rob a pair of unarmed girls on the road.



I kinda doubt they’ll do that. Some of those guards are probably actual guards, and the caravan looks clean enough that I imagine it’s somewhat official, not a band of travelling bandits or whatever. That doesn’t mean they won’t try to take advantage of us, but I don’t think straight-up murder is something they’d try.



“So, the plan is... I guess we walk out and stand in their path until they catch up?”



“That’s a very simple plan,” Felix says.



I pout. “Well, if you have better ideas, I’m all ears. I can hardly plan around what they’ll do when I don’t know how they’ll react. So we’re going to have to wing it a little.”



Felix shrugs. “I’m okay with that.”



“Let me send a few little friends out now, and then we can go stand out by the road.”



I really doubt my little friends will find any truly fearsome monsters, which means we really will have to be careful once we’re out there. It’ll be really easy to mess up and have everything come crashing down on our heads.



Once everything is as ready as I can manage with the limited time I have, Felix and I move out of the woods and over to the edge of the road.



The caravan keeps on moving. I see some of the guards calling out to each other, and a rather rotund man jumps off the back of one of the carriages and jogs up to the guard.I figure the guard the fat man is talking to has to be the person in charge. He has the nicest hat, which is usually a good sign someone is important.



I’ll never understand the love for feather-covered headwear. And those with big poofs of fluff just look like they’d be a pain in the butt to keep clean.



The two guys move up to the front of the caravan, and I notice two of the guards with crossbows moving up as well. The others stay where they are, and the caravan doesn’t slow down or anything.



“Here we go,” I say.



What I imagine is the guard captain jogs ahead, then stops some dozen metres away. “Hail!” he says, one arm raised above his head in a traditional greeting.



“Hello,” I call back.



Felix does the same, and the guard approaches us while his chubbier companion catches up with some heavy pants. “Are you travellers?” the guard asks.



“We are,” I say. “We’re heading to the capital now.”



“Alone?” he asks.



“Yes,” I say.



The other man bends down, hands on knees for a moment before he straightens. “Greetings, little misses.”



“Hello,” I say again. Are we just going to greet each other in circles?



“Well then, if you don’t mind standing aside for us to pass on by,” the guard captain says.



“Where are they headed to?” the man I suspect is a merchant asks.



[Pedro Pérez – The Jolly Merchant]

Adept Customer Pleaser

Initiate Nose for Business



An interesting pair of classes there. Definitely a merchant.



“We’re heading to the capital,” I say. “We have some things that we need over there.”



“And you’re on the road, alone. Two girls?” the guard asks.



[Matias Brion – The Cautious Captain – Devotee of Caement]

Novice Leader of Adventurers

Initiate Sword-Dancer



“We didn’t have anyone to escort us,” I say. “And besides, we can take care of ourselves.”



Matias sniffs. “Yes, I’m sure,” he says. It’s a little weird to see a servant of Caement out and about like this. He’s not a god known for sponsoring adventurers or anything like that. Unless he’s branching out? Then again, I guess you can be devoted to a god and do something unrelated. Even the god of heroes has cooks that worship him. “Did you see the monsters?” he asks, snapping me out of my thoughts.



“Yes, a dreadful lot of them,” Pedro adds.



I hesitate for a moment, then nod. “Yeah, we did. There were a lot of them. And there was an angel too.”



The guard nods. “You saw it as well then. We only caught a glimpse of it heading around and to the south.”



“It was heading north,” I say. Is he trying to trick me?



“Not anymore. But that’s besides the point. Pedro, we should continue moving.”



“And leave these young ladies here? Come now, Matias, what sort of monster would leave mere children on the road, with so many monsters about?”



“So few, more like—the angel did a number on them,” Matias says. Pedro’s brows meet, and he places hands on hips like a chastising mother. Matias sighs. “Our contract is for the caravan.”



Pedro’s frown turns into a knowing grin. “Ladies, I am Pedro Pérez, known throughout the kingdom as the man who can make anyone happy. Man or woman. I know what people love, and I give it to them in abundance. Now, little misses, I see that you aren’t used to long treks across great distances. Perhaps I could entice you to join our caravan? For a small fee, you could rest your weary feet from here to the capital.”



“That does sound nice,” I say.



“Indeed! Just think, we are somewhat faster, and due to arrive before nightfall. I’m certain you don’t wish to spend the night under the stars. Not with monstrous creatures about. The god’s own luck shines upon you if an angel has cleared your path thus far, and for a little copper, the gods could smile upon you again and whisk you away to the very gates of the capital.”



“Tch,” Matias scoffs. He’s likely unimpressed by the merchant’s spiel, but I’m not like him.



“I think we’d both enjoy a ride to the capital,” I say. “How much would it cost?”



“Why, that would depend on how much it is worth to you.”



I’m about to offer some of my gold when Felix cuts in. “Two copper.”



Pedro slaps a hand over his heart. “Two copper! Each, I suppose? My poor donkeys will starve. You weigh little, of course, but the added strain...”



“I thought your thing was making everyone happy?” I asked.



“Of course! And I will! How much happier would you be if you didn’t need to carry your goods! For two pieces of copper each, we’ll allow you to place them on a wagon. I’m certain a brisk walk would do you good in the meantime, especially with less weight on your shoulders.”



I chuckle. He’s really trying to get more out of us.



“Five coppers. Total,” Felix says.



“That’s not much of an improvement, dearest,” Pedro says.



Felix huffs back. “Fine, six. And don’t tell me your donkeys dine on meat and wine.”



“I suppose for six coppers each...”



“Total,” Felix says.



“Five each, perhaps?” Pedro tries.



Felix turns her head my way, and I shrug. “That sounds good to me,” I say. “Five copper each, and we can ride along in one of your carriages.”



“It’s a deal!” Pedro says.



“Good. Do you have change for gold?” I ask as I remove a coin from a pocket.



Felix smacks herself in the face next to me.
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                Terror Twenty-Five - Drugs​



Pedro the merchant is a lot more obsequious than I expected him to be initially. I think flashing some gold before him has turned the already happy merchant into an instant friend.



Of course, I don’t trust him as far as I could throw him, and I couldn’t even lift him if I spent every spell I know trying.



Pedro has one of the carriages slow down so that Felix and I can hop on. It’s not very roomy in the back. There’s a bench up against a tall stack of boxes, and two little wooden planks on the sides that also serve as benches, but the majority of the space is taken up by crates.



“This is where the adventurers I’ve hired rest. They take turns,” Pedro says. He grunts as he sits down on one of the wooden slats, then he starts rubbing at his knees. “It should be comfortable enough, I hope. It’s out of the sun, at the very least.”



“Thanks,” I say. Felix and I are both small enough that we can squeeze in together to one side. I figure Pedro’s going to start asking questions soon, and it would be best if that could just... not happen. I’m not exactly great at all the socializing things though.



“So, Mister Pedro,” Felix says, saving me from having to figure out how to talk. “What do you sell?”



“Ah, whatever will make my clients happiest!” Pedro says with an expansive gesture. He taps at the side of one crate with a knuckle. “Today we’re carrying liquid joy.”



“Liquid joy?” Felix asks.



Pedro nods. “Laudanum, my dear. One spoonful and you’ll be buzzing with joy. Joy mages are frequent buyers, of course, but there are others. Physicians use it quite often. It’s wonderful at relieving head and heartache, at soothing toothache and... for women's issues. Perhaps you would like a bottle?”



“No, thank you,” I say. Drugs are bad. Mom would be very disappointed in me if I returned home addicted to something. “Do you sell a lot of drugs?”



“Not drugs, dear,” Pedro says. “These are emotional assistants. They help cultivators feel the right sort of emotion in order to better use their powers.”



“That doesn’t sound great,” I say.



Pedro shrugs. “It’s what my clients want. Hashish from Endoraga, to make one calm. Ginger root for disgust. I once purchased a jar of hundred-year-old lady caps from an auction. My, what a prize that was!”



“Lady caps?” Felix asks. She’s tilting her head to the side again, curiosity radiating off of her.



“A mushroom. Wonderful for Fear mages,” Pedro says. “But enough about my old self. What are you two ladies doing on such a long and dreary road?”



“Just going to the capital,” I say. I think fast. “Felix here was injured, so I’m going to find a healer.”



“Is she?” Pedro asks. I can’t imagine he’s missed the bandage over her eyes. “The poor dear. Do you know any good healers in the capital?”



“Not yet,” I say. “But I imagine they’re way better than those in a little place like Santafaria.”



“Oh, certainly,” Pedro says. “You will want to see the temple of Acacia. Her healers are second to none, and she has one of her major temples right next to the palace in the First Walls.”



“First Walls?” I ask. “I’m sorry, I really don’t know the capital that well.”



Pedro nods. “Your accent reminds me of an Iarian one. You’re not from the kingdom?”



I shake my head. “I’m from elsewhere. But Felix is a local. And we don’t want to travel too far. Can you tell us about the capital? I’m sure you’ve spent a lot of time there.”



“Oh, I’ve travelled lots. Pedro calls no place his home but the open roads. But the capital.” The merchant rubs at his chin. There’s a pinch of stubble there. “There’s no place quite like Montele. The city is vast! It stretches out for leagues, with a sea of homes across it. The walls around the entire city leave much to be desired, especially when compared to other capitals, but they are impressive, if only because of the great distances they cover.”



“So it’s a big city?” I ask.



“One of the largest. It would be more appropriate to call it four smaller cities though. That’s what it once was. Four settlements around a central river, though you can hardly tell where one ends and the other begins anymore. Do take a look at the grand cathedrals; they are a sight to behold!”



“We will,” I say.



It’s likely that the books have been transported to the Church of the Hero’s cathedral. At least, that’s where I’d guess they are. I’ll have to snoop around before I know for certain.



I just hope the god himself isn’t around. “Do you think I’ll be able to see the Great Hero himself?” I ask.



“Perhaps! A few of the minor gods might also be around. They don’t spend much time toiling in the affairs of mere mortals like us, but on occasion they will appear to direct and assist their worshippers. Ah, I would give a third of my gold to be blessed by Mortimer.”



I nod along. Pedro starts talking about the pretty architecture, and the nice homes in the areas where the more affluent nobles live. It’s nice information to have, but I can’t help but feel it’s not all that important right now.



Maybe Pedro senses it, because he sighs and presses his hands on his knees and stands. “I must return to keeping an eye on things. Watched water never boils, as they say, and I have more than one pan on the fire.”



I wave him goodbye, and watch as he climbs out and jogs at the back of the wagon for a bit before moving on to the others in the caravan.



A sigh I didn’t know I was holding escapes me. “Well, we know a bit more, I guess,” I say.



“Yeah,” Felix says. “This is nicer than walking, but not by much.”



The wagon is on the bumpier side, and the seats lack some cushions. “Here, let's set the blanket down; that might help.” I stand and Felix does the same, and we unfold our remaining blanket so we have something soft to sit on.



“Did you mean it?” Felix asks.



“Mean what?” I ask.



“About healing me.”



I blink, then grin over to Felix. “I don’t see why not. I still haven’t paid you for your services.”



Felix laughs, one of her still-too-bony arms wrapping itself around my waist to pull me into a sidelong hug. “Thank you!” she says. “You’re wonderful.”



“Hardly,” I say as I fight back a silly blush.



The hug is nice though.



It ends after a few seconds as Felix straightens and looks out the back of the wagon. A hand grabs the edge of the panel there, and a moment later an unfamiliar person leaps aboard with a grunt of effort.



He’s a tallish man, skinny under his padded gambeson, and with a small moustache riding his upper lip. He stares at us before nodding, then he wiggles his spear into a set of hooks above the entrance. “Hello,” he says.



“Hi,” I reply.



“Sorry, it’s my turn to rest my feet.” He sits across from us, and winces as he raises his legs. I think he’s stretching the arch of his feet inside of his thick boots. “We’re hardly at noon yet and I’m already looking forward to arriving.”



“I can imagine,” I say.



“Oh, yeah, I guess you two have walked this far, huh?” he asks as he leans back. I guess him to be in his late teens. He can’t be more than five years older than me. “Brave of you. I wouldn’t want to be all the way out here without Matias and the others.”



“Are you all part of one group then?” I ask.



He nods, the pride in his eyes obvious. “We are. Biron’s Brigade. The best adventurers between the Dark Gulf and the Montibus mountains!”



“That’s nice,” Felix says. “What’s an adventurer do?”



“You... don’t know?” he asks.



Felix shakes her head, and I have to hold back a snort at the crestfallen expression that he wears for a moment.



“We fight monsters and keep people safe,” he says.



“And you guard merchant caravans,” I say.



“Well, yes, we need to do something to earn a living, after all.”



“Very heroic,” I say.



He pouts, which isn’t very nice to see on a boy that old. “We make sure that things are delivered safely between cities. It’s important work. Though... yes, I do wish we’d spend more time fighting against monsters and less time doing patrols.”



“I guess I understand,” I say.



He nods. “It’s very difficult and important work. All the women think so.”



I look at Felix, and she tilts her head my way. Our eyes can’t meet, but I think we communicate something to each other anyway.



We both giggle at the same time, and the poor boy looks very unimpressed by it all.
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                Monster Eight - Malicieux​



Lord Malicieux gestured to his manservant to twist the mirror a little, then he stretched his neck back and adjusted his doublet. It was a fine thing, made in Caselfella by a true artisan, and covered in fine brocade work.



Nothing too flowery, nor anything too loud in its brilliance. He was an older gentleman, not a young peacock. He had no need for bright colours, and in a place such as this, they might well be to his detriment.



It was a garment he had carefully chosen in his Nafpraki estates and that he had brought all the way here.



It felt... wrong, to wear something so refined in a place such as this.



“You look well, sir,” his manservant said. The man tried to hide his nervousness, and did a poor job of it.



“It will have to do,” he said. “Do you have the letter?”



The manservant nodded, then patted a satchel upon the bench next to him. “I do. It will be given to your ladyship should the... unfortunate happen. I swear it.”



Malicieux nodded. “Do so,” he said before opening the coach's door.



He had seen the Land of Monsters from within the carriage. Now he was seeing it unfiltered by glass.



A blackened land--fitting, he supposed--with leagues of grassless fields and torn, rocky surfaces. Crevices hinted at great destructive magics being unleashed decades ago. Now they were the homes of soul pools, where monsters were even now crawling out into the light of day.



He felt as though it should have been thundering, perhaps with a cold wind and blistering rain. Instead, the sky was clear, the sun was bright, and the weather fair.



It had taken him three weeks of travel to arrive here. First a coach from his estates to Vizeda, then two days of waiting and travelling to Blajón by ship. The rest of the time was spent on the cobbled roads of the Kingdom of Héroe until he reached Santafaria.



He expected that it would be difficult to hire a coach from there, one to bring him to the Land of Monsters. He was prepared to stoop so low as to steal one from some merchant to make the trip, but it seemed as though trips to the Dark Goddess’ abode were... perhaps not common, but not entirely alien.



A carriage with her symbol upon it, the Dark Dragon, would pass unmolested to and from Santafaria.



An interesting detail, one that seemed to irk the priests of Héroe and Acacia, but the people of the city didn’t seem to care. It was a sign, to Lord Malicieux, that the Dark Goddess’ reach went farther than the clergy said.



He took a deep breath, and settled his nerves. He was a practitioner of Spark magic, once a devout servant of the God of Surprises. Now... he chose not to dwell on that. If he was lucky, perhaps there wouldn’t be any surprises to come in the next few hours.



The Dark God’s castle was unlike any godly abode he had seen, though his experience with those was limited. The God of Surprises had none, of course, but a few minor gods had estates and humble homes across the world, and he had once allowed his curiosity to bring him near them.



Humble would not describe the dark towers and jagged stone battlements of the Castillo De’la Sombra. It was a place of legend, the site where many battles had ended, and where great heroes had fallen trying to breach the gates.



Those gates were open now, welcoming him in.



By their side, still as statues, were two monsters. Banes, both of them. Strong enough to give cities reason to worry. Perhaps it was not surprising that there were two guarding the front doors.



A smaller monster, mouse-like and nearly timid, stepped up to him and bowed, then gestured back into the castle.



“Lead me,” he said, his voice even and calm. He funnelled Surprise through his core; wasteful, but it would prevent him from being taken entirely off guard. He wished he could use Loathing as well, but he dared not risk it here, not in her domain.



The castle’s interior was bare and utilitarian. There were few statues, and few decorations, and all of those present seemed to be there to hide creatures in the darkness they cast.



The place would be a nightmare to fight in, he realized as he noticed small passages leading off to the sides, some with doors difficult to distinguish from the walls.



The mouse-like monster walked at an even, unhurried pace, and soon they were climbing a wide staircase up one floor. His attention was wavering, focusing on what he would say, and how he would say it.



He did not fool himself into thinking that this would be a meeting between equals. He had certain things he wanted, and in exchange, he would give more than their worth to the Dark Goddess.



He was so focused that he initially missed the sounds of fighting, it wasn’t until he heard a heavy grunt that he started to pay more attention.



The mouse monster was still walking at the same pace, which wouldn’t give him a lot of time to see anything, even if it was a relaxed walk. Still, they crossed a pair of large doors, both opening into a nearly empty room.



Within, a monster with long arms and a distinct lack of natural weapons was sparring with... a girl? A child wearing long robes and a hood upon her head.



He wondered what a child was doing here. A girl, no less. An urchin, perhaps? Maybe the Dark Goddess had servants within her castle, though why she would need men as well as her monsters, he did not know.



He inspected her.



[Valeria – Touched by the Dark One]



Touched by the Dark One



A shiver crawled down Lord Malicieux’s spine. For someone to earn that title... no, perhaps he was thinking too far. Some titles were very literal. Perhaps the Dark Goddess had literally poked the child. No family name, so not a noble, though she was well dressed. No classes, despite seeming to be in her younger teens, perhaps as old as thirteen. Strange. Most would have a class by then. Those training for battle, or of noble birth, might well have two.



He watched the child fling magic ahead of her only for the monster to weave out of its way and hit her in the chest. She stumbled back, aura sparking to deflect the blow. And in doing so, her hood fell back.



A gasp may have escaped him, had he not spent his Surprise already.



Pale skin, lined with blue veins, eyes that were entirely dark.



He walked fast to keep up with the monster. He was not here to question what he saw.



His prayers had been answered, and now he was here.



Lord Malicieux followed the little monster before him into what was very obviously a throne room. Grand windows of stained glass cast purple and deep blue light across the hall, enough light to see everything, but not so much that the throne at the end of the room was properly illuminated.



Walking down the middle, he idly noted that the mouse-monster split away and scurried off to the shadows, leaving him alone. It wasn’t an issue, this was the moment he had prepared for.



He reached the middle of the room, then dropped to one knee, head bowed and one arm tucked into the small of his back. He wished that he had dared to enter armed. A hand on a pommel always felt more natural.



“Rise.”



He stood. Could he read into that? Being asked to rise so soon? Perhaps, perhaps not. This place was far from the courts; different rules applied.



For the first time, he laid eyes upon the Goddess of Darkness.



In all the paintings she was a malevolent thing. Vaguely feminine, in the way a truly old crone was feminine. Always horrific and monster-like.



Above him, reclining on a seat of cold stone, was a regal woman, with high cheeks and a delicate nose, purple lips and veins that thrummed with magic. Purple, the royal colour; the colour of the deepest magics.



He cursed himself for his stupidity.



He had just reminded himself that this wasn’t the royal court. There was no question about power in the hands of a woman here. The shape the creature before him took was meaningless. A monster or a beauty, it did not matter. She was a god first.



“My goddess--”



“No,” she said, the word sharp and fast. “I am not. Not yet. But perhaps I can make some use of you, and likewise, you may find some good in serving me.”



He swallowed, but negotiating was something he was familiar with. And so, in their own way, they began to dance.
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                Terror Twenty-Six - Montele​



“There she is!” Pedro calls out from where he’s standing next to the driver of the wagon behind our own.



Felix and I have been cooped up in the back of this wagon for most of the day. The caravan stopped during noon, for food and to give everyone time to go visit the woods nearby, but other than that, it’s been in constant movement.



I guess it only makes sense. Monsters tend to roam in packs, but they stay within an area and most of them won’t bother chasing anything too far. They’re a bit lazy on the whole.



That means a caravan moving at a good speed should be able to slip through a lot of monster territories in quick succession.



I stand up, and with a hand wrapped around the pole at the rear of the wagon, lean out so that I can see ahead of the caravan. There’s only one cart in front, and it does nothing to block the view.



Montele looms large ahead of us.



A wall pushes out and around, the top of it uneven as it follows the dips and bumps in the terrain. That doesn’t change how impressive it is. The thing has to be at least twenty metres tall, with bigger towers every hundred metres or so. I can see yellow banners flapping in the wind with the kingdom’s crest on them. Ahead of us is another walled section, this one a good ten metres taller than the outer wall, with a large rounded tower that encompasses the entirety of the gatehouse.



The woods are cleared for quite a ways, leaving plenty of room for guards to see any monsters coming. A patrol of them is out by the walls, six men in armour, riding on horseback along a path made of beaten dirt.



There’s so much to look at. The guards atop the walls, the towers within the city that are big enough to be sticking out, the mountain range that juts out of the ground like a brown wall. The mountain is probably the most impressive thing. It’s right in the middle of the city with the tallest peaks just barely dusted with snow at their tops.



The gates swing open, and, to my surprise, we’re let in immediately, the shadow of the gatehouse passing over us and sending a chill down my spine.



“Is it nice?” Felix asks.



“It’s certainly big,” I reply. “Not sure about nice.”



My nose wrinkles as the wonderful scent of a city with thousands of people living in it hits me. “It smells worse than Santafaria,” Felix says as we pass under the gatehouse and into a large walled courtyard.



Drivers dismount from the wagons, and I see Pedro climbing off of his and extending a hand to what can only be a member of the city guard.



“I think this is our stop,” I say.



I really don’t feel like being inspected or taxed or anything, so slipping away now might be for the best. I hesitate over our bags. There’s... nothing important in them, I don’t think. Food that will spoil soon and not much else.



“Leave the bags here; we’ll be less suspicious without them, I think.”



“We don’t have much other stuff,” Felix says.



“That’s fine,” I reply.



I help her jump out of the wagon and then look around. There are plenty of guards, all of them in gambesons with yellow tabards over them. Their hats, equipped with long, dyed feathers, are similar to those the guards over in Santafaria had, though these look like they’re better maintained.



At the end of the courtyard is a second gate with a doorway next to it.



I take a deep breath. “If anyone talks to me, interrupt them and tell them that your miss is busy,” I say.



“Uh, alright?” Felix agrees, though she sounds confused about it.



I nod and start walking ahead the way Mom walks. My back is straight, my shoulders are set, and my nose is raised just a little. I can’t walk with my head entirely back, not with my hood on.



My steps are sure and fast, like someone that has somewhere to go.



There are two guards by the portcullis, and both of them snap-to when we come closer. “No passage until the inspections are over,” one of them says, the younger of the two.



“The Miss is busy,” Felix replies from over my shoulder.



“Uh, well, okay?” the guard replies.



I sigh. “Open the door, please,” I ask. It’s polite, but it’s also an order.



“Um, no?” the guard says. “We need to wait for the inspection to be over.”



“Fine then,” I say.



I stay where I am.



The guard stares. “Uh?”



“I’m waiting for the inspection to end,” I say.



“I... guess,” he says. “You’re just going to stand there?”



“Until the door opens, yes,” I say. “Do you need any kind of identification? Perhaps you want to search my person?”



“No, no, we don’t do that,” he says.



“Then we’ll all stand here and wait,” I say.



The other guard, older and looking tired, sighs and reaches back. He undoes a bar on the door and shoves it open. “Welcome to Montele,” he says.



“Thank you,” I reply before walking past, Felix on my heels.



I don’t pay attention to where we’re going, only noting that there’s a sort of open plaza on the other side of the gate down a long road. Instead I turn into the nearest alley and glance around for company.



“That was something,” Felix says.



“I didn’t want to wait around,” I say.



We’re in the capital, after... quite a bit of an adventure to get here. We don’t have much gold left: five or six coins and a bunch of change. I won’t be able to bribe my way past as many obstacles.



“Now what?” Felix asks.



I was afraid she'd ask that. “I have no idea,” I admit. “The books probably made it here safely, which means we... basically need to find and secure them, somehow. Then we need to figure out how to get the books back to Mom. That’s... well, I suppose the logical thing to do would be to break it all down into manageable parts and tackle each one in turn.”



“So, what’s the first part?” Felix asks.



I rub my chin. “I guess lodging? Then... then we find out where the books are being kept. We can hardly plan anything without knowing that much.”



“Oh, that shouldn’t be hard,” Felix says.



“It shouldn’t?”



Felix shakes her head. “Come,” she says, one hand extending to me.



I grab it, and she pulls me deeper into the alley.



“Do you have a copper?” she asks.



“I have some boille,” I reply as I start fishing in the pockets of my skirts. The same skirts I’ve been wearing for multiple days. I’ve done worse, of course. Sometimes a reading binge goes on for long enough that one must sacrifice some essentials like eating and sleeping and bathing, but it’s been three days and I’m afraid I might start to stink soon.



I shake those thoughts off as I fish out a copper coin and give it to Felix.



She pulls out of the alley and stares ahead for a moment. The homes here are nearly all built with two storeys and quaint little balconies on their topmost floors, often with flowers or nice vases as decor.



Felix probably doesn’t care for any of that. She pulls me along, only slowing down as we reach another, thinner alley. We pause by the entrance, and Felix lets go of my hand to move in with slow steps. She stops before a pile of cloth on the ground. “I’m looking for something,” she says.



The pile of cloth moves, revealing a crease-lined face covered in grime. “Yeah?” the man asks.



“Books,” Felix says. She raises the coin. “Where can we find books?”



The man’s eyes barely register the coin, and he doesn’t seem all that excited. “Can’t you spare a little more?”



“No,” Felix says.



The man grunts. “The Grand Library is past the yellow pavilion. It belongs to Semper.”



Felix tosses him the coin. “Which direction?”



“North, then east. It’s on the mains.”



Felix nods, then turns to me with a beaming smile.



“Well done,” I say. I didn’t know there was a big library here. Then again, that’s not too surprising in a city as big as this. “Alright, that gives us a first objective.”



Libraries are the best, so there’s no going wrong visiting one!



***
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                Terror Twenty-Seven - Dorks



Felix and I walk along a wide street, where a few overhanging lamp posts mark off a section where pedestrians can move without having to worry about being run over by a passing cart.



There’s more than enough traffic here to make that a concern. Montele is a busy place. More so than I’d imagined, even if it’s the capital. It’s noisy, with people talking, music playing from a few street performers, and the barks of dogs in the distance punctuating the surprisingly festive feel of the city.



“I’m not sure if I like it here,” Felix says. She raises her voice over the clattering of wagon wheels on cobbles to be heard.



“Why not?” I ask.



“The wind moves weirdly,” she says, with a vague gesture at the air around her for emphasis. I can’t feel what she can, but I imagine the taller buildings and the lack of a persistent breeze from any nearby lakes might throw her off.



“We shouldn’t be here too long,” I say. “I think I’ll need to sneak out of the city soon, if only to see if Mom has tried to contact me again.”



Felix nods along. “Okay,” she agrees.



Semper’s library isn’t difficult to find. The homeless man’s directions are pretty accurate. The building is tall and squat, made entirely of local stone, with two stairwells on either end meeting by the middle, and a large statue at the front and centre. A woman, tall and wearing a complex skirt with a half-cape over her shoulders, half her face concealed by a veil.



I think Semper is one of the very few gods Mom gets along with. More or less. She’s never said they’re friends, but Mom visited her for tea once or twice, so I imagine that’s a good sign. She’s a goddess whose domain is very close to Mom’s, but not so close Mom thinks of her as a rival, which is great.



She also likes to brag to Mom about having a bigger library. I can see why she gets away with that if this is one of her library-temples.



Felix and I cross the road—after looking both ways! I haven’t forgotten basic safety!--and move closer to the library. I don’t notice the trouble until I’m near the steps.



There are guards by the library doors. Three for each door, though one of those three isn’t in the same garb as the city guard. Long brown robes, with armoured plates over them, and longswords by their hips—those are Semper’s Combat Archivists.



“Don’t bother,” someone says.



I blink, then look over to the side where a girl is sitting on the bottom-most step leading up to the library. “Don’t bother what?”



She looks up to me, sunlight reflecting off of her glasses before I see her eyes looking for mine under my hood. “The library is closed.”



“Is that normal?”



She shakes her head. “No. It’s never closed. Not even on most holidays.”



I look back up to the library. “Well, it’s closed now,” I say.



The girl jumps to her feet. I thought she was about my age, but I’m not so sure now. She’s half a head shorter than me, and I’m not tall. She stomps a foot, and I expect anger to radiate off of her, but there’s nothing. “I know! They won’t even let me in. And I’m a junior librarian!”



“That’s awful,” I say. She nods her agreement, then flushes.



“Oh, uh, sorry. I was supposed to be brooding in anger, but I forgot.”



“Does that happen a lot?” Felix asks.



“The library?” she asks.



Felix shakes her head. “You forgetting to brood or whatever.”



The girl sighs. “Yeah. I want to be a Contempt mage, like Semper, and like my parents, but I keep getting distracted. I can do a few tricks with sparks though!”



I nod slowly. Spark magic is pretty far off from the combined magic Semper uses.



“So, there’s no way into the library?” I ask.



The girl shakes her head. “Nope. The guards won’t let anyone in. It’s not fair.”



“Is this because of their disgusting book banning thing?” I ask.



The girl nods. “That’s it! They’ve been going on and on about it, and today they decided to shut down the library for an inspection. Semper’s Grand Librarian himself showed up and told Héroe’s people to skedaddle or else. So now they’ve stationed guards at the door. It’s stupid!”



I nod. “It is.” I hate it when Mom grounds me by not letting me use the library. Not often, because I usually do what Mom tells me, and it never lasts long—Mom’s a softie—but it’s super annoying when it happens. “You were trying to get in before?”



“I told them I worked there. Imagine, a whole workday with no one to bother me. I could have done so much reading.”



“Don’t you have books at home?”



She blinks. “Well, yeah, but those are my books. I could read them whenever.”



Perfectly understandable.



“We were planning on learning a few things while we were at the library. Maybe you can help, though,” I say.



“Oh?” the girl asks.



I nod. “My name’s Valeria, this is my friend, Felix, and we’re having book trouble too.”



“Because of Héroe’s church?” the girl asks. “Oh! I forgot to tell you my name back. I’m Esme! Feel free to inspect me anytime!”



That’s kind of her. Some people find it impolite to inspect others, not that the vast majority of people can tell they’re being observed that way.



[Esmeralda Fidelis – The Shocking Reader]

Novice Librarian

Novice Spark of Surprise



Two classes. Not hard to get, but I wasn’t expecting it on someone my age, not around here. “Thanks,” I say. “And yeah, because of the Church of the Hero. You... don’t happen to know much about them, do you?”



“I know a bit,” she says, then her cheeks puff out and her brows draw together. “I wish I knew more. No-good, bothersome busybodies, banning books! What’s next, banning air? Making the act of drinking water illegal?”



I nod. They are jerks. I’m surprised by how nice the people here are. Or at least the current sample size of people (currently one) I’ve met in Montele. “Say, I don’t think talking out here is for the best. Do you know a place where we could sit down and chat? Maybe somewhere with food?”



Esme perks up at that, and I see Felix standing a bit taller. “Like a café? Oh, so many books I’ve read have scenes set in cafés. But I don’t spend much time in them. They’re a bit pricey, and they always insist that I leave.”



“I’m sure I can cover some of the cost,” I say. “Also, we’re both new in the city—do you know any good inns?”



“I know the best one,” is her immediate reply. “I can show you after.”



With Esme at the lead, we start another trek across Montele. Well, not so much across it as across a tiny portion of the city. Pedro was right when he said it was a big city. The place just goes on and on. Sometimes, between two buildings, I can catch sight of the rooftops of hundreds of homes stretching out in waves over the hilly landscape. It helps that the parts of the city nearest the mountains are elevated from the rest.



“This is a nice one,” Esme says as she points across the road.



There’s a cute little café, with a balcony encroaching on the sidewalk and an awning above, protecting the seats from the sun.



We move over and occupy one of the free tables. I notice a serving woman within spotting us, but she doesn’t come out right away.



“So,” Esme asks. “What kind of book trouble do you have with the church? Did they confiscate some of your collection? They’re really terrible about that, but so far they’ve been sticking to the poorer parts of Montele with their surprise book inspections. At least until today.”



“Something like that,” I say. “You wouldn’t happen to know where all of the books they take are being stored?”



Esme nods. “Yeah, of course. The Heroes’ Academia. The priests there are the ones looking over all the books to check them.” She glares at nothing in particular. “Bunch of old guys who can’t even read a book a day. It’s going to take ages for them to get anywhere.”



“Well, maybe we can help them along,” I say.



I’m going to take a risk. A small one, but I think it might pay off.



“The church stole some books from my... family. So I was thinking, why don’t we just steal them back.”



Esme jumps in her seat, eyes going wide and electrical sparks snapping at the air around her. Then she leans forward, hair all poofed up and in disarray. “You’re going to rob the church?” she whispers.



I grin. She really is a spark mage. “Yeah, and I could use your help.”
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                Terror Twenty-Eight - Plotting

The waitress arrives, a nondescript girl with an uninteresting class and an expression that clearly conveys how bored she is with her work. I order some tea, and then a few pastries from the menu. Nothing too expensive, but plenty of them. I’ve seen how much Felix eats.

“What do you like to drink?” I ask Felix.

“Juice?” she tries.

It doesn’t take long for Esme to place her own order, and soon enough the three of us are alone again as the waitress leaves to get our things. Esme leans forward. “Are you serious?” she asks.

“It wouldn’t do to say, not unless you’re willing to promise not to tell.”

Esme nods. “I promise. I don’t tell people things easily, I swear. And I don’t really have friends to tell secrets to anyway! Tell me, please!”

I can’t help but to giggle at her enthusiasm. “Why are you so eager to fight the Church of the Hero?” I ask.

“It’s not fighting them, it’s, uh, taking back something they took unfairly.” She nods, as if confirming that what she’s said was correct.

“I guess so,” I say as I lean forward too. “Felix, can you make sure no one’s listening in?”

“I can keep watch... sorta.”

“Thanks,” I say before addressing Esme. “So, there’s this big shipment of books that goes to Santafaria every so often. Have you heard of it?”

Esme shakes her head. “Nope.”

“Right, well, that shipment’s delivered to my mom. She’s a big fan of books.”

“My mom was too,” Esme says. “Both of my parents were.”

I’m not going to ask about the tense there. “Right, so the church confiscated the entire shipment and brought it back here. They didn’t even bother sorting it first.”

“That’s awful.”

“I know! So I want to get those books back, but I don’t know where to find them or anything.”

“Do you have a plan?” she asks.

I hesitate. It really wouldn’t do not to have one. “Well, uh, yes. But it’s a plan that’s still being planned.” I have a plan whose first step is: make a plan. That counts, I think. “Before I can really do anything, I need to scout out the location where the books are held. Figure out how they’re guarded, what sort of resistance we’re likely to face, and how.”

“Like how to sneak by guards and things,” Esme says. Her eyes are sparkling. “You’re planning a heist!” 

We both jerk back as the waitress returns with our pastries and sets them on the table. I look away until I sense the woman moving off. 

“That’s exactly it,” I say.

“Like in Fogborn?”

“Oh no, more like in Earth’s Nine,” I say. 

Esme nods. “I liked that one, yeah. It was really neat. The sequel isn’t too bad either.”

“There’s a sequel?” I ask.

“What are you both talking about?” Felix asks.

I swallow, sit back down, and ignore the warmth touching my cheeks. “Uh, just some stuff. Anyway, yes, we need information and things.”

Esme hums for a moment, her eyes never quite leaving me. “And the first person you thought to help was an assistant librarian?”

“Uh,” I say. Maybe I should be trying to find someone a bit more... more than Esme to help. I guess I’m getting carried away again. Mom would have found the best break-in experts and spies and assassins by now. I’ve found one Esme. “I guess?”

Esme laughs, then picks up her tea. “Thanks. I don’t know why you decided to talk to me, but it’s nice to chat with someone new. Most of the time people just ask me to find some weird book, or ask me if I’m lost in the back of the library. The archivists are nice, but they mostly help because of my parents.”

I sip my tea. It’s not bad. “Basically... I’m kind of in a little bit of trouble.” I pinch my fingers together before me, the universal sign of ‘not a lot.’ “And the best way to fix everything would be to get those books back.”

“And you’re going to try to steal them?” Esme asks. 

Her facade of being a normal happy girl drops a bit. Oh, sure, she still looks happy and normal, but I can see the same doubt writ across her features that Mom has whenever I explain one of my more interesting ideas to her. 

“Yes. And, technically, it’s not theft if they’re supposed to belong to me. Pretty sure they’re paid for and all.”

“I guess,” Esme dismisses. “But you’re just a girl. You’re not actually going to sneak into the Heroes’ Academy, get past all the guards and the students there, then walk up to the place with all the books and hide a few away.”

“Of course not,” I say. “I don’t want to steal, uh, reacquire just a few. I want all of them.”

“Miss Valeria,” she whines. “You’re being very silly.”

I pout right back at her. “I’m not being silly. If you think I can’t do it, then I don’t need your help. I can find someone else. It’s not like I reached you on purpose. Though I would appreciate it if you kept your word about keeping things secret.”

Esme eyes me critically for a moment, then adjusts her glasses. They’re foggy from the tea. “What’s in it for me?” she asks, her voice low, almost dangerous.

I shift.

She snorts. “Whoa, that sounded really neat, didn’t it?”

“Were you quoting someone?”

Her head bobs up and down. “Yeah! A few mercenary characters. You know the sort.”

“Mmhmm,” I agree. “As for what’s in it for you... I guess if we succeed, I could let you pick out a book.”

“One book,” she asks with the same tone I’d use if Mom offered me one cookie to clean my room.

“Two books then.”

“We could get into big trouble, you know!” 

“Fine, as many books as you can carry on your own. How’s that?”

Esme pauses, her eyes narrow. She flexes her arms a few times, biceps... not so much bulging as squirming under her shirt. “Yeah, I think I like that one.”

“Do we actually need her help?” Felix asks. 

Her head isn’t turned towards either of us, but I still have the impression she’s focused on me. “I... well, maybe we do, maybe we don’t,” I say. “Esme, how can you help us?”

Esme blinks. “Uh... I don’t know, I’m just a librarian... a trainee librarian! I know a bit of spark magic, because it’s easy to do and fun, and I guess I know how to read and write and all that.”

“So do I,” I say. It’s a lot more fun being on the other side of the interview table, even if the table we’re at is round and doesn’t technically have sides. I shake my head. “I don’t know, Esme, maybe your help is only worth half the number of books you can carry.”

She gasps, her cheeks go red, and a spark of electricity smacks the table before her hand crashes into it with the full force of a puppy running into a patio door. “Fine, I’ll help you, then, and it’ll be the best help you’ve ever gotten.”

I grin. And Mom said I’d never be good at manipulating people! Here I did it entirely on accident. 

“Alright!” I say as the pastries arrive. “In that case, you’re on the team. I think the first thing we’ll need is a proper idea of where things are. We can’t plan an extraction without knowing that much. Then we just need to, uh, figure out the rest. But that’s the most important part.” I nod. “Oh! And we need a place to stay and plan all of this. Preferably a place that’s not too far from the church and the books.”

The waitress places a bill on the table and I thank her absently. I have some change now, so I stack a couple of silver on it and watch them vanish. 

“I think I know a place,” Esme says. “I can show you right now. But the rest, uh...”

I rub my chin. “Do you think Semper’s Library would have the plans for the Academy’s layout?’ I ask.

Esme nods. “Oh, we do have that, I think. We have all of the building plans for a lot of the big churches and temples.”

I snap my fingers. “That’s it then. Your job, Esme, is to get us those plans. We, in the meantime”—I gesture between Felix and myself—“are going to scout out this Academy place. See what we can learn about it from just walking around.”

“I... I guess that’s a plan,” Esme says. “Did you want to see that place I was talking about?”

“Sure!” I say. I reach over and grab one of the last pastries. Felix was kind enough to leave two of them untouched. The rest have all disappeared down her mouth and I think in her pockets. No wonder she’s been so quiet. “Let’s finish this up, and you can show us everything,” I say.

***
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                Monster Nine - Mom



“You’re grounded.”



I looked up. I had to blink a few times, since I was in the middle of reading something, and my eyes had to readjust. “I’m what?” I asked.



I was in the library with Luciana again. I’d finished my training for the day, and had taken my bath to get rid of the sweat and bruises. Now was the period where I’d sit down and read until lunch, after which I’d sit down and read until supper, then I’d sit down and read until bedtime. It was going to be a very busy day.



I also had to find some time to read other things. And maybe I could practice my magic if I had some time between books.



“You’re grounded,” the Dark Goddess said. She stood tall next to me, back straight, nose tilted ever so slightly towards the ceiling.



“Grounded?” I asked. That didn’t make sense.



“In the sense that you, Valeria, are being punished.”



I sat there, mouth working open and closed until my brows came together. “Why?” I asked.



She crossed her arms under her chest. “You are living here, in my home. I hardly mind that you occupy my home, eat my food, and use my servants to assist you. What I do mind is you abusing those privileges.”



“Huh?” I asked.



I hadn’t tried to sneak any food into the library... ever. I was way too clumsy to trust myself not to spill something, and besides, those were the rules and rules were meant to be followed.



“Your room,” Luciana said. “Your room that I so graciously allow you to occupy and do with as you please.”



“Yes?” I asked. This whole thing was a bit confusing.



“Have you seen the state of it?” she asked.



I felt the confusion leaving, replaced by a warm flood of embarrassment that rose to my cheeks and made them burn. “Is my room messy?” I asked.



“I don’t know, Valeria,” Luciana asked, though it was very much not a question. “Is your room, as you say, messy?”



I winced. “A little?”



“Yes, I suppose it is a little messy. How many weeks worth of clothes are on the ground? What percentage, exactly, of the estate’s cutlery can be found in your room? And, in my name, how many books would I find tucked away in your room, outside of their rightful place in my library?”



“Uh,” I said.



“Therefore, you’re grounded. For... I suppose a week should be enough time for you to muck out the pigsty you sleep within?”



“Okay. I’m sorry,” I said. I really was. Luciana was really nice and cool and it was my fault the room was messy.



She nodded. “Good. No books or magic for a week.”



“Gah!” I said as I jumped to my feet. It wasn’t even a word, just a sound of pure.... something! A week with no books! That wasn’t a grounding, that was torture. “A-a week!” I said.



One of her eyebrows rose up. “Do you need a calendar to assist you?”



“A whole week! That’s too much!”



“You have been here for nearly six months now; that’s how long it took you to transform your perfectly clean room into the state it’s in now. I suspect a week is how long it will take you to restore it.”



“That’s too long,” I repeated. I added a stomp for emphasis.



Luciana sniffed. “Two weeks then. One to clean up after yourself, another to reconsider the merits of talking back.”



“T-talking back?” I asked. I was a little stunned.



The Dark Goddess uncrossed her arms. “Yes, talking back. It’s what a petulant child does when she refuses to acknowledge things.”



I was, for a moment, gobsmacked. I place my hands on my hips, the same pose she had right then. “You can’t ground me,” I said.



“Of course I can. Are you implying I cannot do so physically? Perhaps by magical means?”



Now she was just being condescending.



“It’s just a messy room! No reading for two weeks is too much.”



“I could make it more.”



“No, you can’t!” I gasped.



“Watch me,” she said.



I glared, sputtered, then finally pointed a finger at her. “You’re not my mom,” I said. “I’m not...” My words were lost as my throat closed up, and I realized that I’d been holding back tears. It wasn’t my sadness that choked me though.



Luciana was staring at me, her expression neutral, but there’d been a crack, a moment I’d almost missed where she’d recoiled, hurt.



I’d hurt her?



“I’m sorry,” I said.



Her nostrils flared. “So, you’ll take your punishment?” she asked.



I nodded quickly. “I’m so sorry,” I repeated. “I didn’t mean to hurt you.”



“Hurt me? What are you--”



“I don’t know what I did, I didn’t mean to!” I said. My voice was rising, levels that were already unacceptable in the library.



Luciana shook her head, “What are you speaking of?”



“Is... is it because I said you’re not my mom?” I asked. I was focused on her, every sense I had zeroed in on her face. It was a good thing, or else I would have missed that strange, almost impossible to see twinge of emotion.



I crashed into the Dark Goddess, arms wrapping around her waist.



“What are you doing?” she asked.



I’d never actually hugged her before, which now that I realized it, felt wrong. So I squeezed even harder. “I’m sorry,” I said. “I’m so sorry.”



“Valeria, what are you doing?”



“You can be my mom if you want.”



“Pardon?”



“I’m sure you’d be an awesome mom. You’re so cool, and nice, and you’re very soft.”



“I am no such thing,” she said.



I buried my face into her. “I didn’t mean to hurt you,” I repeated. “I’m, I’m a terrible daughter. I’m sorry!”



Luciana paused, then her hand patted me on the back of the head. “No?” she tried. She sounded a little confused.



I hugged as hard as I could, but it didn’t do much. I never realized how bony Luciana was. “Can I call you Mom from now on?” I asked.



Luciana’s hand froze. “I’m not your mother,” she said, sure and decisive.



I hiccupped, tears coming to my eyes even harder. Oh. Is that how I made her feel? I shook my head. “You are. I said so, and so there.”



“That’s not how it works,” Luciana said.



“You’re a god, if you say so then that’s all there is to it,” I said.



“Yes, well, not in matters of... motherhood. That’s very much not my domain.”



“I don’t care. You can be my mom, anyway.”



“I won’t let you bully me into motherhood,” she said. I tugged my head back and looked up to her and-- and was she blushing? I didn’t know she could do that! It wasn’t a very strong blush, but there was definitely some red there.



I laughed, at first a giggle, then a full blown laugh. It wasn’t too pretty, especially with my nose being all runny and my cheeks feeling puffy, but it felt good. “It’s not bullying if you’re doing it because you love someone,” I said.



“Yes, well, I... I’m not... please unhand me.”



“No.”



“I’m not used to being refused, child.”



“You can call me daughter, if you want. I’ll call you Mom.”



“I’d really rather you didn’t,” she said, sounding pleased with the idea.



I was getting good at understanding her, I think.



I pushed my head back down, hugging her as best I could again. “I’m sure you’ll be a great mom. We already do all sorts of mom-daughter stuff.”



“We do not,” she said.



“I bet you can’t wait to scare off boys.”



“I think that’s a father’s prerogative. And it’s hardly as if I would have difficulty scaring off any boys... please stop changing the subject so quickly. It’s uncouth.”



“We can do dress-shopping, and we can hang out, talk about our books and our day, and you can teach me about women stuff.”



“I would very, very much rather not,” she said.



I laughed. “Thanks, Mom.”



“I-I... you’re still grounded.”



I pulled back. “Mom!”



“Don’t Mom me,” she said. “You’re grounded. For... three days.”



I dropped the hug. “Okay,” I said.



Luciana paused, her arms rising, then dropping. There was a complicated bunch of expressions that crossed her face for a moment before she shook her head. “Yes, well... yes.”



I grinned. No books for three days was a small price to pay for such a cool mom.
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                Terror twenty-Nine - Gertrude



Esme’s morning has been, in a word, surprising, which is pretty great. She’s storing so much surprise that some of it is leaking out. Already her blouse and skirt are clinging to her with the static she’s giving off, and she knows her hair looks even nuttier than usual.



“This is it!” she says with a wide sweeping gesture to the building before her.



It’s not the prettiest, she knows. The roof has a few shingles that are missing, and there’s rust from the gutters that’s leaked down onto the white stucco walls. Still, it’s not an ugly place, and there’s plenty of rooms for guests, especially if they’re friends.



“Is it an inn?” Valeria asks.



“Seems nice,” Felix adds.



Esme’s not entirely sure what to think of her new friends. Are they friends? She’s never really had any of those that were her age. There are a few people who work at the library she’d consider friends, of course. But they’re mostly old. The younger archivists are all travelling the world, studying things, meeting people, getting their hands on precious books.



Esme can’t wait to be older so she can become just like them; the way her parents were.



“It’s not actually an inn,” Esme says after a pause. Sometimes she forgets she’s supposed to reply to people. “This is Miss Gertrude’s place. She has rooms upstairs that she rents out. It’s really not much, a couple of billon a day.”



Valeria nods, then Felix sighs. “A couple of billon a day is very little,” she says.



Esme can’t help staring at Felix. Who says that kind of thing? Of course a couple of billon a day isn’t much. It’s like... half a loaf of bread. “It’s because Miss Gertrude mostly houses archivists. She used to be one herself, but she’s retired now.”



“Oh,” Valeria says. “So the place is filled with high-level adventurers who all have skills and classes centred around finding out secrets?”



She can’t help but think that Valeria sounds a bit tense. That makes sense. The archivists are super interesting, and they’re world-renowned as well; anyone would be awed, Esme thinks. “Sometimes, yes, but on most days it’s just me and Miss Gertrude. My parents left her a whole heap of gold to take care of me while they were gone, so I’ve been here for a while.”



“Is there anyone there today?”



“No, not that I know of. Like I said, most of the time it’s just Gertrude and I.”



Valeria’s shoulders slump, and she gestures ahead. “Well then, lead on. I guess saving some money wouldn’t hurt.”



Esme takes the lead, walking ahead of her maybe-new-friends while fishing her keys out from a pocket cleverly sewn into her skirt. It’s a pocket too small for even the smallest book, so she uses it mostly for keys and snacks.



“Miss Gertrude!” she calls out as she walks in and kicks off her shoes. There’s a small living space right inside, and the kitchen and dining room are just off to the side of that. Space is at a premium in Montele, so even someone as well-off as Miss Gertrude can only afford a house that’s so big. “I have customers!”



Miss Gertrude stomps out of the kitchen. She’s stooped over, with a bad bend to her back and a metal-capped peg in place of one leg. Still, her eyes are sharp as they stare past Esme and at the two girls behind her. “Hello, Esmeralda,” she says. “Who do you have here?”



“These are my new friends,” Esme says after a moment’s thought. It’s okay to call new friends “new friends” right? After all, it implies she doesn’t know them that well, and it gives her room to back out of the friendship if something terrible happens, like one of them secretly disliking books. “This is Valeria, and this is Felix. They’re in Montele to... uh...”



Esme stumbles. She can’t just say “rob the Church of the Hero.” That’s very likely not legal.



“Sightsee,” Felix says.



Valeria giggles, snorts, then cuts herself off with a hand before her mouth. “Yes, yes, that’s right.”



Miss Gertrude eyes them all for a moment, then she smiles, just a little. Esme hasn’t seen her smile that way in a while. She feels her hair rising as a bit of her surprise spills out. “Well then, you girls need some rooms, I imagine? And a hot meal or two. It would be positively monstrous of me not to help. My goddess would be quite ashamed.”



There’s a lot of emphasis there that Esme hears, but she can’t figure out why. Valeria and Felix might have though, judging by the way they tense up.



“Your goddess, huh,” Valeria says. “She’s, uh, pretty swell, yeah.”



“Yeah indeed,” Miss Gertrude replies. “Now, Esme, show them to some of the free rooms upstairs. And girls, don’t make a mess of my place.”



“Yes, Miss Gertrude,” Esme says. “Come on! I’ll show you to my bedroom!”



Esme races up to the second floor and down the corridor that bisects the building and ends at a pair of double doors leading onto a small balcony at the back. She only pauses once they’re halfway down, and it’s to point to a room whose door is ajar.



“That one’s free,” she says. “It’s right next to mine, and there’s a nice view onto the street. There’s not much to look at though. Oh, and that room over there, right across from yours, is the library. Nothing rare, but there are some nice books!”



“That’s neat,” Valeria says.



Esme nods. It is neat.



“And this is my room!” Esme says.



Her room is neat and tidy, the way it should be. It really isn’t right to let her room become disorderly, especially when it’s really Miss Gertrude’s place and she’s just renting a room.



She has a small bed with a nightstand next to it, an oil lantern sitting atop that so she can have some light to read at night. That’s the boring stuff. The fun part is the floor-to-ceiling bookshelf all along two of her walls one of their guests built for her some years ago. She has all manner of books! Guides and cookbooks and a few religious texts, because the other churches are always eager to give those away.



Of course, it’s mostly fiction, but Esme stands proud before her collection of non-fiction titles too. She’s read every one of them. She can’t remember half, but some of that knowledge probably stuck, and she’s quite proud of her partial knowledge of many things.



“Nice,” Valeria says.



“Complicated,” Felix replies. “Are those books?”



Esme blinks. “I... yes, those are books? What else could they be?”



“Oh, okay,” Felix says. “They just look like boxy rectangles to me.”



“What?” Esme asks. She has never been this insulted since... since that one man.



“Felix is blind,” Valeria says.



Esme glances at Felix and yes, she is wearing a blindfold, but then that might be some strange fashion. Esme doesn’t know anything about those; she just wears whatever the ladies at the library give her as second-hand stuff. Somehow they always have things that fit properly. “Oh,” she says as her mouth catches up to her thoughts. “Uh... how do you read?”



“She doesn’t,” Valeria says, the same pain Esme instantly feels in her voice. “But one of our goals while in Montele is to get Felix’s eyes looked at.”



“There’s not much to look at—there’s just two holes.”



Esme’s shock (and surprise!) is drowned out for a moment by a surge of uncomfortable disgust. She shoves the dark emotion away. It’s likely nothing worse than what she’s seen in some of those medical textbooks the librarians were displeased to find her reading.



She shakes her head and tries to refocus. She has too much Surprise in her, too much staticy electricity running up and down her spine and to the tips of her fingers. “I think I know a place or two,” she says. “There’s a temple of Acacia not too far from the middle of the south city.



“We should visit that,” Valeria says. “Do you think we can go there now?”



“Now? It’s a bit early, um, I think they accept people at all hours, because people get hurt all the time, but unless it’s an emergency, they don’t like people showing up outside of their specified times,” Esme said. She’d only been to the temple once, when a particularly large tome had dropped onto her toes. One of the risks of being a junior librarian.



“Well, tomorrow then,” Valeria says.



Felix’s smile can’t get any bigger, it’s almost scary.



“Tomorrow then,” Esme agrees.



“Now,” Valeria says. “What should we do between now and tomorrow?”



Esme thinks about it for a second, then shrugs. “Clean up, have a bath, then read before bed? The sun’s going to be setting in a few hours.”



“... Well, that does sound like a pleasant way to end the evening. Maybe we can read something together?”



Esme nods. She’s never done that before. This whole friends thing sounds like it might work out just fine!
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                Terror Thirty - Letter



I settle down on the edge of one of the two beds in the guest bedroom. The mattress isn’t super soft, and the cloth covering the bed is on the scratchier side of things. Still, it’s better than nothing. I can’t exactly complain.



Felix slumps onto her bed with a happy sigh, arms and legs splayed out every which way. “Comfy,” she says.



I guess it is better than sleeping on the ground again. “Yeah,” I agree.



I remove my cloak at long last, and then get rid of my outfit until I’m only in my slip. The little friends I have left all scurry away to find a place to hide in case I need them.



Then I toss up the blankets and slump down myself.



I’m more than ready to sleep.



It’s been one of those long days, the sort that goes on and on and feels like it’ll never end. But here we are, late into the evening, and in a more-or-less safe place.



Miss Gertrude scares me. She’s strong, really strong, despite her age. And I can’t help but feel she’s seen right through all of my disguises. It’s probably only because Semper and Mom are sorta-friends that I’m still alive.



There’s been a lot of that, lately. Things that can kill me but don’t.



Gosh, I really do need to get stronger.



If I can manage it, I’ll head out of the city and find a tar pit nearby. I need more friends. They’re a great trump card. That won’t be enough though. I need to be stronger myself. Maybe a second class? I haven’t unlocked anything really great though.



“Are you okay?” Felix asks.



“Huh? I’m fine,” I say.



“Oh, okay. It’s just that the wind from your direction felt weird.”



I blink, then realize that I’m exuding a lot of Disgust around me. Probably not the best thing to do in this house. Then again, Semper is a goddess of contempt. That’s basically just disgust mixed with anger.



“Sorry,” I say.



“I thought you farted or something.”



I sit up. “I did not,” I say.



“Sure.”



“It was disgust.”



“Yeah, farts usually are.”



I swear, if I had more than one pillow, one of them would be smacking Felix right about now.



I’m about to protest some more when I hear a clicking. As of something tapping, tapping on the bedroom window.



Shifting, I look out the window and notice a black silhouette perched on the edge of the window. A bird? It looks too dark to be one of the pigeons I’ve been seeing all over the city.



The creature turns, and I see a red glint from its eyes. A monster? I toss my blankets off and jump out of bed to rush to the window and fiddle with the locks. It’s definitely a monster. And a familiar one, at that. “Hey, mister raven,” I say as I finally figure out the clasp on the window and shove it open.



The monster bird squawks and hops into the room on one leg. His other leg is busy, holding a rolled up piece of parchment. For a moment I’m worried. Is that my own letter? But no, the paper’s different, and there’s a seal on it that’s oozing with powerful void and dark magic.



The bird flaps over to my bed, and lets go of the letter before flying a quick circle around the room. He’s at least nice enough not to squawk and croak as he flies around and finds a perch on a bookshelf.



“What’s that?” Felix asks. “Oh, is that the same one?”



“I think so,” I say. I leave the window partially open. The cooler air is actually nice, even if it stinks. It’s not like I can escape from the stench while in the city. I flop down on the edge of the bed, and the bird swoops down and rams me in the chest, immediately demanding pets. “No, mister bird, I don’t have time,” I say with a laugh as I scratch the bird.



“Can I pet it?” Felix asks. She’s sitting up too, now.



The bird-monster croaks and flaps over to Felix’s lap while I reach over and pick up the rolled letter the bird dropped on my bed. The seal on the front is unmistakably Mom’s, all intricate and old-looking, with so much magic oozing off of it that I’m pretty sure even someone entirely untrained would be able to feel it.



There’s a spell to keep water off, another to prevent tampering, and definitely one that makes the paper tougher. The other dozen or so spells are beyond me. I might be able to figure out some of the simpler ones if I was at the library back home, but that’s a big maybe.



I press a thumb to the seal and wince as it tugs on my core. It’s an icky feeling, like when I’m about to retch but it’s not coming out yet.



Then the seal pops off and disintegrates, all the spells coming undone like a knot that was snipped in half. Nice touch, that.



I unfurl the letter and immediately my eyes are drawn to a sentence right in the middle.



You are, of course, grounded.



I close my eyes for a moment. It’s going to be one of those kinds of letters. That’s never a good thing.



“What is it?” Felix asks. She’s still petting the bird, who’s just enjoying all the attention.



“It’s a letter from my mom,” I say. I scoot over to the edge of my bed and reach for the nightstand where an unlit lamp is sitting. Mom is always on about me ruining my eyesight even more if I don’t read with proper lighting, so I set the letter aside and turn on the lamp with a match from a small box.



Then I settle down, and by the light of the lamp, I start reading.



Dear Valeria,



I lower the letter. I’m in so much trouble.



But there’s nothing for it. I take a deep breath and dive into it again.



Dear Valeria,



I’m quite grateful that you found the time to write to me, what with your adventures. It’s surprising that you have any time at all whilst running for your life, investigating things that are beyond you, and avoiding death or worse by what I can only assume is the thinnest margin.



You are, of course, grounded.



I have attached a token to this letter. Breaking it will summon Livonas, who will be happy to bring you back home. She’s hovering high above the region you are within already. You merely need to find a nice, open place, break the seal, then let Livonas do the rest.



It is very simple. Nearly foolproof. Quite similar in difficulty to the small chore I sent you out to accomplish, in fact.



If that bird you sent with your last letter is unable to reach you, it will break the seal itself. If you’re imprisoned, that should help, though if that were the case, I doubt you’d be reading this. Also, your grounding time would then be doubled.



If you are not home within a week, I will come and retrieve you. Personally.



Your very worried goddess,



Luciana



I wince. I wince hard. I’m in so much trouble. Mom is never sarcastic, not unless she’s particularly peeved.



The seal she mentioned is a little tablet on the bottom of the page. I carefully rip the paper around it and place it on the nightstand. There’s some weird magic coming from that, but I don’t want to tempt fate by poking at it.



“What’s happening?” Felix asks.



“Uh, I might be grounded, a lot?”



“What’s that mean?” she asks.



I consider the question. “It means that my mom’s not in a very good mood because of, uh, my not following the plan, I guess.”



“So, we’re not going ahead with the plan to steal the books?” Felix asks.



I flop back onto the bed and stare at the ceiling. I’m not sure what I’m feeling, but it’s not nice. It’s like I failed... a lot.



“Yes,” I say.



“Yes what?”



“Yes, we’re going to steal those books back.” I roll the letter back up and tuck it under my pillow. “Or at least, we’ll do our best. Heck, I think I have something of a new plan... one that might be even better than my last plan.”



“Didn’t you have a plan already?”



“Nevermind that,” I say. “Yeah, I’ve got some great ideas. But we’ll need a good night’s sleep. Tomorrow’s going to be one heck of an exciting day!”
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                Terror Thirty-One - Goo



The next morning is an exciting one. I have to scramble to put my cloak on while Felix distracts Esme at the door. It’s only when I’m entirely covered that I notice the raven monster resting with its head tucked under a wing on Felix’s nightstand. I dive across the room, grab the bird, and flick it under the covers fast enough that its protesting squawk is drowned out by the blankets.



“What was that?” Esme asks.



“Nothing,” Felix and I say.



Felix backs up, letting Esme into the room. She flounces around, eyes wide behind her glasses before she sits down at a chair next to a desk by the corner. “Did you sleep well?”



“Very,” I say. “And I came up with a great plan. But it’s one where we’ll need your help.”



“Oh?” Esme asks.



I can sense Felix’s curiosity too. “Yep. So, before we can really get into the nitty-gritty of everything, we need a map. Or at least a blueprint of the Academy and the places where they’re holding the books.”



Esme nods slowly. “I... I think I can do that,” she says. “I’ll need to ask for a few favours over at the library, but it shouldn’t be too hard.”



“That would be wonderful,” I say.



Esme puffs out her cheeks, then points to me. “But you need to actually go through with all of this. And you need to let me help more.”



“Yes, of course,” I say. “Felix and I will be... uh,” I fumble. I can’t exactly say “going out of town to collect a whole heap of monsters,” that might give a few too many things away. “Going to see about Felix’s eyes. And we need disguises.”



“Disguises? Oh, that’s clever,” Esme says. “A lot of the people at the Academy aren’t too old. Well, they’re older than us, but not by too much. They’re, like, sixteen and stuff.”



That’s pretty old, but I guess it’s not that much older. “Do they have a uniform?”



Esme’s head bobs up and down. “They do! They have these white robes, with a coloured trim, and a big hood. Some decorate theirs.”



“Great! It shouldn’t be too hard to find someone that can sell us something similar, right?”



“I don’t see why it would be hard,” Esme says.



That will make sneaking around inside the Academy a lot easier. Our classes might still give us away, but as long as we look like we belong, we could just be three random junior priestesses in the background. It’s a perfect plan.



“Right, so that’s what Felix and I will be doing.”



“Okay,” Esme says. “Where do we meet up?”



“How about right here? Um, in this house, I mean,” I offer. “It’s close enough to other places in the city, and I’m pretty sure I can find my way back here in a pinch. I’m not that bad with directions.”



“Sure!” Esme says.



The next thing we need to deal with is, of course, breakfast. I’m a bit peckish, and I know that Felix never says no to more food. Esme gives us a moment to get dressed up for the day, then we all rush downstairs to where Miss Gertrude is serving an entire meal in the dining room.



It’s mostly oatmeal and bread and a few bits of fruit, but it’s good and it’s filling without being so heavy that we’re stuffed, which is great because I predict that I’m going to be moving around a lot today.



“Right!” Esme says once she’s done. “I’m off to break into the library. I’ll see you two in a few hours?”



“Yeah, of course!” I say.



Esme grins then darts back up the stairs. I’m guessing to grab a few more essentials.



I finish off my oatmeal sponging the last of it with a piece of bread, then I catch Miss Gertrude’s eyes as she stares at me. “Esme,” she starts,” is a good little girl. Don’t you go hurting her, you hear?”



I swallow. “Yes, ma’am,” I say.



I can’t get out of the room fast enough.



Soon, Felix and I are both outside, walking at a brisk pace down one of Montele’s rather narrow roads. “Our first step is gathering more little friends,” I say.



“Like more spiders?” Felix asks. I’m glad she doesn’t seem to mind my little friends because she’s going to have to carry her share. I’ll ask them not to bite, of course.



I nod. “Yeah, and other sorts too. Wasps, beetles, a few that don’t really match up to any real creature. I’ll need a lot of them, I think.”



“This is going to be dangerous, isn’t it? That academy place is like a rich person's house, and those are always well guarded. They don’t like it when people stay close or touch their things.”



“It might be,” I say. “I... we only have a little bit of time to work here. Mom is getting antsy, and nervous... and probably angry at me. So we’ll just need to move as fast as we can.”



The plan is still nebulous in my head, but it’s starting to come together. I think I have all the tools I’ll need, at least. We reach one of the big gates leading out of the city. There’s plenty of traffic heading in and out, with the same sort of... I guess it’s like an airlock? It looks like it’s designed to let the guards inspect stuff without having to open up the city entirely.



The line for pedestrians heading out is fairly short, and when a guard at the gate asks us where we’re going, I just say we live outside and he lets us through without a second glance.



Bored guards are the best.



Black tar pits are pretty common. They appear where people die often, which means a city should be full of them. Of course, there are ways to burn them off, and I’m sure there are priests whose entire job is to make sure no monster spawns inside a city. So we’ll need to go adventuring to find one.



I pause to take in a deep breath after stepping out. The sky has cleared up, and there’s a gentle, warm wind coming in from the north. It’s barely strong enough to replace the stench from inside the city.



A glance over to Felix reveals that she’s smiling, her head turned my way. I grin back, even if she can’t see it. It’s too nice of a day not to be in a good mood. “Come on! The nearest forest isn’t far off.”



We follow the main road, but as soon as I spot a trail leading off of it, I follow that. There are plenty of farms around the capital, little fenced-off fields and pastures where some sheep and goats are doing farm animal things under the watchful gazes of some farmers with big shady hats.



The farms are set up so there’s space between them and the edge of the nearest forest. I guess it gives the people living there time to spot any monsters coming. Not that most monsters would come this close to such a big city on purpose.



Then again, a newly born monster might be confused. No one could blame them for accidentally stumbling into a field full of tasty snacks and having a nibble.



The forest must be tended to, or maybe there’re just a lot of people who dive in for wood to burn, because there are hardly any fallen branches around, and the paths are well trodden and easy to navigate, even for Felix, who is more blind than usual in a forest.



“Alright,” I say once we’re deeper in. “Let’s find one of those tar pits.”



“How do we do that?”



“The easy way,” I say as I pull a few little friends out from under my cloak. “Hey, guys, we need some death goop. Can you find me some?”



My little friends dart off, flying out every which way to search out a puddle for me. It doesn’t take very long before a cute little tarantula wasp monster comes back, his little stinger bottom all covered in goop.



“Well done!” I say. I wipe the goop off, then pop him on my shoulder in a place of pride before grabbing Felix by the hand. “Come on! Oh! And when you get near the goop, don’t fall in. You can drown in there really easily.”



“I’ll try not to,” Felix says. “When I have eyes, I want to learn how to swim though.”



“Oh, even if you know how, you really shouldn’t try to swim in tar. It’s gooey and sticky, and a bit yucky. I’ll let you touch some if you want!”



***

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from RavensDagger
                        

                    

                    Are You Entertained?

Guess what!






Cinnamon Bun Volume 3's audiobook is now up for Pre-Order! Picture is a link! Check it out! More news as it comes out! (I'll try to grab a sample for y'all)




Please join my Patreon!



Some of my stories are on TopWebFiction!

-Cinnamon Bun

-Stray Cat Strut

-Lever Action

-Dead Tired

-Heart of Dorkness

Voting makes Broccoli smile!



The following books are available as paperbacks (and as Ebooks) on Amazon. Oh, and there’s an awesome audiobook for Cinnamon Bun Volume One and Two, and also Love Crafted!









(The images are links!)



All proceeds go to funding my addiction to buying art paying for food, rent, and other necessities!



Thank you so much for all your support everyone! And thank you extra hard for allowing me to do this for a living; I’ll do my best to keep you entertained!



                



Monster Ten - Class


                    
                        
                            
                            A note from RavensDagger
                        

                    

                    [image: ]

If you want more to read, consider joining my Patreon! Or check out my other original works:

Love Crafted (Interactive story about an eldritch abomination tentacle-ing things!) - Completed

Stray Cat Strut (A cyberpunk system apocalypse!) - Ongoing

Cinnamon Bun (A wholesome LitRPG!) - Ongoing

Fluff (A superheroic LitRPG about cute girls doing cute things!) - Vol One Complete!

Dead Tired (A comedy about a Lich in a Wuxia world doing Science!) - Hiatus

The Agartha Loop (A Magical-Girl drama!) - Ongoing

Lever Action (A fantasy western with mecha!) - Ongoing

Heart of Dorkness (A wholesome progression fantasy) - Ongoing



                

                Monster Ten - Class



I leaned forwards onto my desk, eyes blinking the slow blink of someone right on the edge of sleep, but who was too focused to give in to actual sleep. I’d sleep later. There was reading to do now.



I had a book before me, as was usual. It was an ancient text written by the Dark Goddess herself. Once, a long time ago, the Dark Goddess had had more human followers, and she had penned a few guides for them to use the more complex parts of her own element.



I didn’t know what happened to the followers, but the books remained, and while the wording in them was dated, there was a lot to be learned from studying them. No one knew Dark magic like the god of Darkness herself.



I blinked a few times to clear the blurriness in my vision. My lips moved, and I leaned closer to the page. So far, things had only made tangential sense. There was the first layer, which was, for the most part, common sense, but past that things grew more complex, and I had a hard time connecting the dots.



But this, this was like having all the puzzle pieces, then catching a glimpse of the puzzle box. Suddenly all the little bits that I had all came together. “I...” I started. It was there, a moment of absolute comprehension, like finding the word that had been on the tip of my tongue at long last.



[Congratulations!]

[Through your actions, you have unlocked the potential to obtain the following classes:

Harbinger of the Dark Tide

Do you wish to learn more about these classes or accept them into yourself?]



I had to stare at the prompt for a good long while before the words truly registered.



Then I was out of my chair and screaming. “Mom!”



My voice echoed out into the corridor as I stumbled out of my (very clean and tidy) bedroom. It bounced up along the corridor, followed by the rapid pitter-patter of my footsteps as I rushed towards the far end of the castle.



“Mom! Mom! Mom!” I shouted louder and louder as I sprinted for all I was worth.



I reached a staircase and my screams were cut off as I panted my way up the steps, taking them two at a time. It didn’t take long to reach the top, not with the amount of manic energy I had at my disposal.



At the top, I rushed down another corridor, then towards the room at the end. Two monsters guarded a large set of reinforced doors, each made of the wood of some extinct tree and covered in delicate carvings of monstrous creatures bowing to a great, three-headed dragon.



I rammed through the door and stumbled into the room beyond.



Luciana was seated at a small desk, night gown draped casually over her form like a wispy afterthought. She looked up from the text she was reading, one eyebrow raised.



I was just glad mom wasn’t sleeping. The Dark Goddess only slept when she was in a particular mood. It was, the goddess said, a good way to rest and meditate.



“Mom!” I shouted as I scampered across the room.



Luciana stood up with easy grace, then stumbled back with less easy grace as I ran into her at full speed.



“Mom!”



“Yes?” the goddess asked.



I took a deep, deep breath. “I got a new class!”



The goddess stared at me for a moment. “And you thought that this was important enough to barge into my room at this sort of hour to inform me?” she asked.



“Yes!” I said as she unhugged her. “It’s a super cool class! I think it might be the one!”



The Dark Goddess rolled her eyes. “Yes, I’m certain it is. Well, go on.” Luciana sat back down on her office seat, one leg folding above the other.



I looked around, and failing to find any place to sit, jumped backwards onto the god’s bed and sat there, legs kicking out with poorly restrained energy. “So! The class is called Harbinger of the Dark Tide!”



Luciana nodded slowly. “That seems interesting. Harbinger classes are rather uncommon. To be the one to announce something, or to be the forerunner. That would mean either being at the front, or near enough to it.”



I bounced on the spot. “That’s not the cool part!” I said. It wasn’t a whine, but it wasn’t far from one. “The Dark Tide bit!”



“Yes yes, the Dark Tide. Unfortunately there is no dark tide, not as far as I know. I do believe some of my old adversaries who had a more poetic outlook on matters used the term to describe the approach of a monster hoard, or at least a larger migration.”



“If I become the Harbinger of a Dark Tide, doesn’t that mean that I’ll get to lead one?”



“Perhaps. The name of a class is hardly prophetic. You could become the harbinger of a dark tide, then utterly fail to do anything of the sort if you bounce off that bed and break your neck on my nightstand.”



I pouted. “But it sounds like such a useful class!”



“Oh, I don’t doubt it,” Luciana said. “A link to not only a specific kind of magic, but also the monsters of this land. Harbinger could mean that you might gain access to skills and abilities that haven’t yet been made available.”



“Isn’t that strong?” I asked.



The Dark Goddess hummed. “Just because something is unknown does not mean it is powerful. Though, yes, it’s likely the class will be a stronger one. Time will tell, I suppose.”



“Should I take it, then?”



Luciana eyed me for a long moment. “I wouldn’t advise against it. Which only means the choice is entirely within your own hands. It’s possible a more powerful, unique class will appear to you, but then that may yet take some time.”



“Then I’ll do it!” I said.



The Dark Goddess nodded. “Very well then, accept away.”



I wiggled myself back, heedless of what I was doing to the goddess’s carefully laid bedspread, and focused.



[Congratulations!]

[Through your actions you have unlocked the potential to obtain the following classes:

Harbinger of the Dark Tide

Do you wish to learn more about these classes or accept them into yourself?]



“Yes!”



Luciana made her little laughing sound and I looked her way, confused.



“You don’t answer any of the system’s prompts aloud,” Luciana explained. “It’s mental, first and foremost.”



“Oh,” I said. I screwed up my face, bunched up my nose, and concentrated very hard. Then I realized I wasn’t focusing on anything in particular and tried to think “yes.”



[Congratulations!]

[You have unlocked the Harbinger of the Dark Tide Class.]

The Harbinger of the Dark Tide is the one at the fore, maker of monsters and nemesis of Order. The Harbinger raises grand armies of monstrous servants to accomplish tasks both mundane and cruel. Clothe yourself in the destruction of your foes, and strive ever forwards as the forerunner of the endless Dark.



“Whoa,” I said as she read the prompt. I quickly relayed what I read to Luciana. “What do you think?”



The goddess sighed. “Terribly dramatic and needlessly convoluted. Every class receives such overblown descriptions.”



“Oh,” I said, shoulders hunching a little. “I thought it sounded nice.”



“Yes, well, I’m certain you’ll... live up to the hype, as it were,” The Dark Goddess said. “I look forward to seeing you become a... fearsome forerunner of the endless dark.”



My spirits were instantly lifted. “Yeah!”



“What were you doing before all of this excitement?” Luciana asked.



“I was studying. One of... uh,” I paused.



“One of?” Luciana asked.



I felt blood rushing to her cheeks. “Nothing. Just a plain, normal book.”



“Yes, certainly not one of the not-so-plain books I explicitly forbid you from reading?”



“‘Course not,” I said. “I should go back to my room now.”



“Yes, you should,” Luciana said. “You’re still in your day clothes. And at this rate you won’t be waking up before noon tomorrow. Such an undisciplined child. Perhaps instead of being excited about your new class, you should forerun back to bed?”



I stared.



The Dark Goddess stared back.



“Was that a pun?”



“Go to bed, Valeria.”



“Yes, Mom!”



“And stop calling me that!”



“Night, Mom!” I called back. I had to stifle a yawn next. I really was tired. “Love you lots!”



“... Yes, well, go to sleep.”
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                Terror Thirty-Two - Butterbutt



“This is it,” I say as I walk up to the edge of the tar pit.



The pit isn’t all that big, not like the huge ones back home where no one’s ever tried to reduce their size. This one’s maybe a pace across at the widest, and it’s shaped like a rough-edged teardrop.



The black ooze shifts slowly, like a slow-motion video of the surface of boiling water. There’s motion, but a lot of it’s hard to spot, especially since there’s a layer of fallen leaves and branches over the top of the pit.



If someone were to dig a tunnel under the hole, they’d likely find that it’s only a few centimetres deep. But if they were to stick a pole into the pit, it’d go far deeper than that. There’s a strange quality to these things. They’re both there and not.



“It just looks like the ground to me,” Felix says.



I pout. “Well, I guess. But trust me, there’s a tar pit there.”



My friend shrugs, obviously not impressed by the tar pit. I guess that’s fair. I kneel down next to the black ooze, then realize that kneeling hurts, so I spin around so that I’m sitting on my butt next to it.



“What are we doing now?” Felix asks.



“I’m going to make some friends. The problem is I’m not entirely sure what sort of friend we’ll need. I have a skill—well, it’s my only skill, really—that lets me make monsters as long as there are souls in the pit I’m using.”



“Like, people souls?”



“Animals too, and I guess insects and other living things. Usually you need a proportional soul though.”



“What’s that mean?” Felix asks.



“It means the soul of a person can make a bigger monster than, say, the soul of a bug. Unless it’s a really big and powerful bug, I guess. It’s not an exact science. Or maybe it is. I don’t know. Soul stuff is mostly the domain of the gods, and Mom said that if I touched her books on the subject, she’d spank me... again.”



“She spanked you?”



“Anyway,” I say, my face absolutely not flaming. “I know we’ll need some combat friends, at least one that can break locks, and... uh, well, some communication friends wouldn’t go amiss.”



“Can you make just anything?” Felix asks.



I nod. “Yup, but it’s probably better not to experiment too much. Most of the time my experiments don’t work at all. It can take days to figure out one new type of friend, and weeks to perfect the design. Most of those I use a lot of aren’t even as good as I wish they were.”



“Is it like that for every monster?”



“No no, most monsters are just... born. They’re not in the most effective form they could be, not unless they’re lucky or something. I think they’re generally shaped like monsters that have come before, though there’s definitely some sort of... pattern going on. I never really spent that much time thinking about it, actually.”



“Alright,” Felix agrees. I think she agrees to anything I say when she doesn’t really get it. When she gets some eyes, one of the first things I’m going to do is teach her how to read.



I shuck off my cloak, then roll up my sleeves until they’re bunched up near my shoulder. Then, finally, I dip my hand into the goop, the black tar moulding around my fingers and wrist and tugging at me. I feel it shift, grasping and sucking. It’s a bit like sticking my hand in a dog’s mouth—if dogs had more tongues.



“We’ll start with stealthy fighters,” I say, my voice sounding like a distant mumble. There’s something about the black tar that makes it feel as if everything is becoming muted and distant. It takes a little while for me to get used to it and for me to clear my head enough to focus.



I can imagine someone inexperienced just... falling in, the tar clawing into their mouth and up their nose, thick and viscous and impossible to breath through.



It’s not hard for me to reach into my core and capture some disgust. Then I send that magic crawling down my arm and into the tar.



There’s a reaction, a gurgle in the surface of the pool.



Then the first of my new friends claws its way to the surface. It’s the size of my closed fist, with delicate, dragonfly-like wings and a fat little body that has four long, sharp limbs beneath it. Its rear ends in something like a scorpion’s stinger, though it’s pointed in the opposite direction. The creature is hard to see against the black tar, being so dark it looks like nothing so much as a moving shadow.



“Come on, little guy,” I say as I move my arm closer.



It grabs onto my arm with its wee little claws and uses it as a ramp, only stopping when it’s near my elbow. Its little wings beat hard, flicking off the rest of the goop.



Splitting my attention a little, I tell it not to eat Felix, then watch as the little bug flies up and away. I lose sight of it almost right away.



“What’s that one?” Felix asks.



“I call them butterbutts.”



“... Why?”



“Oh, because when I went to show Mom what I made, it flew crooked and it landed butt-first in the butter Mom was using. I didn’t know how to make wings right back then, so they used to be real clumsy.”



Felix tilts her head to the side. “I guess that makes sense?”



“Mom doesn’t like my names either,” I say. “Anyway, butterbutts are great. See, their skin is covered in these small rods that are wrapped in ridges. They’re actually really shiny up close, but the way they're positioned makes them hard to see. It’s based on light diffraction which—you know how light works? Physically, I mean?”



“I’m blind.”



“Right... well, uh... basically, they’re hard to see?”



“Okay,” Felix agrees.



I roll my eyes--which she can’t see, fortunately--and wiggle my hand in the muck again. I focus more on my disgust and the way it roils around in my core. It’s not easy, but it’s manageable. A second, third, and fourth butterbutt come out of the black tar. I squeeze my eyes shut and push, creating more and more of them until I have a full dozen.



I yank my hand back and pant for a bit. “Whoa,” I say.



“What happened?” Felix asks. She’s close, squatting next to me with a hand on my back. I didn’t even notice her coming closer.



“Just... it’s a lot of focus and a lot of magic.”



She starts rubbing circles over my back. “Can I do anything?”



“No, no, but... thanks, that feels good.”



She chuckles. “No problem. Do you have enough?”



“Monsters? Not even a third of the amount I want or need,” I admit. This is going to take a bit more effort.



“Are you sure you can do it?”



I nod. “I’ll be fine,” I say. I’ve summoned more monsters before, and while it tuckered me out, I’m a bigger, stronger girl now. I can do it.



Still, maybe a teeny tiny break wouldn’t hurt. I lean back into Felix’s rubs and close my eyes, letting myself enjoy them and the peaceful quiet of the forest.



“Alright,” I say a few minutes later. It was enough of a break that I’m feeling better. “We need a friend that can pick locks. Then the communication friends.”



I plunge my hand back into the muck and focus once more. It’s easier this time.



“This one is called a squirter,” I say as a new friend wiggles its way out of the muck. It’s a spider-looking friend, with ten legs that each end in differently shaped spikes. It has a proboscis, like a mosquito, and one of its abdominal sections is basically a small sac filled with black goop.



“Weird looking,” Felix says.



“Squirters are designed to pick locks, and they can squirt acid. It’s not super strong acid, but it works really well on metals.”



“Why do you know how to make those? Don’t they take a while to figure out?”



“Because Mom can be real mean sometimes, and she started hiding some books away in these rooms with locks on them.”



“Forbidden books?”



“I guess? Mostly they’re just yucky romance books about guys with big muscles and princess-y girls who are useless. I never get far in them. There’s nothing forbidden there, just a lot of boring romance stuff.”



“Why would she lock that away?” Felix asks.



I shrug. “I don’t know. I’m hardly going to ask her.” I set my squirter next to me, then wiggle my shoulder blades. “Okay, next!”
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                Terror Thirty-Three - Acacia



I adjust one of my butterbutts so it’s more in line with the others. Felix and I have cleared out some of the leaves and the topmost layer of dirt on a patch of the forest. I have room to work with now.



All of my little friends are laid out in more or less neat rows. It’s hard to get them to line up, especially since they’re not all identical to begin with. I have about two dozen butterbutts, three shinies--those are the smart little beetles that can transmit messages to Monsters.



Next to those are four echos. They’re little cricket fellows who can zip around real fast and are good at repeating things and noises.



Of course there’s my squirter, in case we run into any locks. That’s a good precaution, I figure.



And finally, of course, there are about three dozen hummy boys. Hummy boys aren’t the stealthiest of my combat friends. They’re long, with dragonfly-like wings near their middle they can fold back to make themselves smaller. They have big mandibles that can inject a really painful venom, and their long tails have two little blades on the end they can swipe across someone when they fly past them.



They’re very dangerous, at least against anything with skin.



That’s about all the little friends I have that I think I can bring with me. It’s not that many, but I need to be able to hide them on my person, which is pretty important. That, and I’m tired, and the day is moving on. The token in my pocket feels like it’s burning away at me.



“I think we should head back now,” I say as I get up. “Do you mind carrying some of my little friends with you?”



“I... don’t, I guess,” Felix says. “You mean in my arms, right?”



I look at her.



“My arms, right?”



Felix isn’t super happy when I explain that no, I meant just about everywhere but her arms. “They won’t crawl all over you. You’ll probably even forget they’re on you.”



“I don’t know,” Felix says.



“Just a few of them,” I reply. “If they make you nervous, we can have you carry just the non-lethal ones.”



“Lethal?”



“That means those can kill you.”



“I don’t want to die because of a bug,” Felix says.



I snort. “None of them are technically bugs. Their body isn’t made the right way for that. They’re not even technically insects. See, most don’t have six limbs, which is usually the big giveaway.”



Felix’s mouth twists in distaste, and she turns her head away before sighing. “Okay, but not right on me.”



I grin as I pick up some of my cuter little friends, not that they’re not all really cute. “Look, they’re perfectly safe. If you feel them wiggling into you, that ‘s just them giving you a teeny tiny hug.” I didn’t have any of my burrowing friends along, so no risk of one of them digging into her skin or anything like that too!



The trip back to the city is done with much fussing from Felix as she tries not to scratch at the friends under her clothes. I can’t help but laugh at the way she jitters. But it’s best she gets used to them now before we try to sneak into someplace dangerous.



I walk hand in hand with Felix as we approach the gate. I’m worried about the guards inspecting us, or maybe asking about my cloak. The weather is on the warmer side, so maybe I can say it’s for the sun?



We reach the gate behind a donkey-pulled cart filled with what looks like bundles of wheat, and... no one stops us as we move right on in. I guess we either look like we’re not threats, or none of the guards are really paying attention.



I’d complain about them being lax if it weren’t in my favour, so I’ll just keep mum about that.



“Where to now?” Felix asks.



I consider it for a moment. I have a long list of things that need doing, but they can wait. I squeeze Felix’s hand tighter. “How about the temple of Acacia?” I ask. “It shouldn’t be too far from the place where Esme said the Academy is, and we can snoop around while we’re there.”



“The temple... for my eyes?” Felix asks.



“Yeah, sure,” I say. I can’t help the huge grin on my face. Felix has been a great friend, even if I’ve only known her for a day or two.



Felix doesn’t so much walk next to me as she skips. I’m pretty sure her smile could be weaponized, it’s so bright and cheerful. It’s not just her body language, though, I can feel the wind shifting around her in happy little swirls, kicking up dust off the road around us and filling the air with.... well, joy. Happy swirls dance around us and the wind whistles like cheery birdsong.



I don’t think I’ve ever been so close to so much Joy magic unfettered and loose. It’s strange but nice. The laughter comes easy, and I can imagine people getting addicted to the contagious smiles.



The people we cross tend to look at us weirdly, but only for a moment before they move on with a content smile and maybe a cheery wave that Felix returns with great gusto.



I almost get lost, what with Felix distracting me and the roads of Montele not exactly being straight. But I think I’m doing alright navigating the city. It’s not too hard to figure out where the temples are, especially once we get closer to them, and their spires and towers poke up over the roofs of all the nearby buildings.



We cross the temple of Spectalum, with its big mirrors and huge stained-glass walls. The temple is as big as it is ostentatious, with fountains and pretty young people sitting around outside of it.



Then there’s the much more subdued temple to the Three Goddesses. Technically, I suppose it’s three separate temples, but the buildings are super close together and they all have a similar look to them. There isn’t even a fence between each of them, so people can easily cross over from one to the next.



The road opens up onto a wide square, with some statues in its centre and a few planters with flowering trees. Stalls selling sweet fruits and honey-dipped nuts line the sides and even Felix’s over abundance of joy gets lost in the hustle and bustle of the place.



The temple of Acacia is a large facility. It’s wide and walled, with a proper building at the rear, but the entire front-most section is made up of a large platform with columns on it, each as wide around as my arm span, and tall enough that I need to stretch my neck way back to see where they reach the ceiling.



They’re painted in soft greens, the columns decorated with carvings of birds and deer, and people in a state of undress that has my cheeks warming.



It’s all very pretty though. The temple has a small yard around it, with large bushes and patches of flowers, and, of course, a few big trees. As I walk in, still holding onto Felix, I can almost feel the serenity enveloping the area.



It’s a place of healing and also a place where people pass away. Not painful, but still.



“This area feels strange,” Felix whispers. She’s smiling, but there’s a curious edge to it. Her joy is still in the air, but it’s wrapped around us, snug instead of reaching out and touching everything.



“This is a temple of healing, a sombre place, where grief allows for rebirth,” an older gentleman says as he steps closer. He’s a broad-shouldered man, with big muscles his robes do little to hide. I’d think him a warrior or something if he weren’t unarmed, barefooted, and looked so... not quite sad, but close. Weary, maybe. “Welcome to the temple of Acacia, young ones. How may we assist you?”



“Are you a priest?” I ask.



He nods. “I am.”



“Oh,” I say. Acacia is famous for her priestesses, so I’d kind of expected that there should only be women here. I think some of that shows on my face because the big man nods to me.



“Acacia doesn’t discriminate. It is merely that more women tend to resonate with her teachings than men. Nonetheless, I’m certain I can help.”



That’s good enough for me, I guess. “My friend, Felix, she’s blind. We, ah, wanted to see if you could help.”



“To lose your sight, and so young,” he murmurs. “Come, we will observe, we will pray, and, goddess willing, perhaps we can remove one small blight of sadness from this world.”



With that, the priest turns and shuffles deeper into the temple.



Of course, we follow.
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                Terror Thirty-Four - Tears



The priest leads us past the columns at the front and into the rearmost part of the building. The back wall is covered in bas-reliefs, images of forests and people gardening and playing. It looks very peaceful, if bland. Mom has better taste in interior decor, I think, though maybe she can be convinced to try some imagery that isn’t so dark and broody.



Mom is big into the whole gothic style.



The temple very much isn’t. It’s all wide corridors and white tiles, perfectly clean and sparkling.



The place is beautiful, and I really don’t like it.



I don’t know what it is, but there’s... something in the air that’s heavy. It reminds me of a hospital, maybe. No matter how pretty the waiting room is, it’s still a waiting room. But this place is worse than that, somehow. Grief, I think. Sadness pushed even further, until it becomes painful.



There’s a lot of powerful magic going on here.



One of the doors in the corridor we’re walking down opens, and I hear someone wailing, as if they’re in horrible pain.



“Don't pay it any mind,” the priest says.



Felix squeezes my hand a bit harder, and I think she’s paying it a lot of mind. I sure am.



“Right here,” our guide says as he gestures us into a small room. It reminds me a bit of a doctor’s office. There’s a small cot at the back, soft cloth on a bed a little higher than usual. A stool rests next to it, and there are shelves around the room with all sorts of mysterious things within.



Felix pauses, then points to the cot. “There?” she asks.



“Indeed,” the priest says. “I am not the one who will do any necessary healing today. It is my griefless day. But I will be inspecting any wounds you may wish cured. Which means I will have to see them. Are you comfortable with that?”



“I can stay with her, right?” I ask.



He nods. “Certainly. If she wishes. You have your guardian’s permission to be here? It is uncommon to have a child come without a parent.”



“We’re plenty old enough,” I say while suppressing a pout. I don’t think he’d enjoy it if Mom showed up to watch him work.



“Of course. In that case, miss: you mentioned the issue was with your sight?”



Felix nods, then reaches up. Slowly, carefully, she unwinds the cloth wrapped around her head. Her hair shifts as she undoes the blindfold. She’s clearly never had her hair cared for by anyone, and it’s been cut by a knife whenever it gets too long, if I had to guess.



She lowers her hands, band in hand, and opens her eyes.



Only there’s no eyes there, just two ugly pits, with roughened skin on the edges and an ugly pinkish red tinge to the back. “Tilt your head up,” the priest asks. He lays a gentle hand on Felix’s chin and moves her head back while his other hand pries her eyes open a little wider. “When did you lose your eyes, and how?”



“Um, a while ago. I was young. And I don’t know how. They started to hurt, and then I lost them. There were maggots, and they ate my eyes away. It hurt a lot.”



“I can imagine,” the priest says. “So long without... you’re a Joy mage? It’s radiating off of you.”



“I am,” Felix says. “It’s hard to see here.”



His eyebrows rise up. “See? Ah, you use wind to feel around you?”



Felix nods.



“Interesting. Grief can rebuild your eyes, I think, but there are a few things you may wish to consider. First, it will be a rapid but delicate operation. I don’t think some fledgling Grief mage will be able to do much to help you. It will also be costly. I’m afraid that an experienced mage will be required, and one in the throes of Grief at that.”



“How much?” I ask.



The priest looks to both of us, sadness tinging his expression. “A couple of gold, at the very least.”



That’s not bad! I have a few gold, and some silver besides. It might use up some of what I have left, but it’s worth it for this, I figure. “I can pay that,” I say.



“It’s a lot,” Felix whispers. “Like, a lot a lot. A few gold can buy so much.”



“And a few gold can buy you some eyes,” I say. “That’s worth a lot too.” I try to make it clear that it’s the end of that discussion. I don’t need her being reluctant to accept what’s basically a gift. I’m sure Felix would do a bunch to help me too.



Felix smiles. It’s a big, wobbly smile, and it pinches the corners of her eyes in a strange way, but it’s a smile. I sit next to her and rub her back before the priest speaks again. “Our accounts manager will be with you shortly, then. I will be back soon, to clean the wound, then the mage will come and try to fix things. Ah, but I was interrupted. There may be one complication.”



“A complication?” I ask.



“Yes. It has been a long time since she’s lost her sight. Her soul might have imprinted itself upon the idea that she is sightless. I doubt it will reject the new eyes, but it is possible that even with new eyes, her sight will be less effective. It may also be impacted by the magic she has been cultivating. The meridians that control sight might be infused with wind chakras.”



I blink. I’ve heard of those things, but they always sounded very... esoteric and rather mystical to me. Mom is more down-to-earth about the mystical side of magic and cultivation, but she did tell me there was some power in that stuff. “Is that bad?”



“Not necessarily. It might mean a vision well attuned to her emotion of choice, though what that would mean is something we will need to observe after the procedure is completed.”



I nod, and soon enough the priest heads out of the room. “Are you okay?” I ask.



Felix nods quickly. “Yeah, it’s... thank you.” her voice is low, a whisper, almost. “I’ve been dreaming of this for a long time.”



I grab her in a side hug.



The priest returns, and with him is a weedy looking man with a lot of missing hair and a pin on his lapel. A worshipper of Mortimer. Mom always told me to trust them when it comes to money. I step to the side with him, and he hands me a sheet of paper with a small ledger on it. The price and everything is noted down in neat, careful print.



I barely register it as I fish around for three gold and hand it over. He nods, and soon I’m given the very exact change before the Accountant of Mortimer leaves.



Felix is being treated by the priest, who is carefully cleaning her face with a cloth and some sort of liquid that smells like alcohol. I guess it hurts, from the way Felix hisses and her feet twitch at every touch, but she doesn’t fight it off. She’s braver than I’d be in her position.



I feel a chill run down my spine, and the door opens to admit three people. All women, with two of them tending to the third. She’s older, with long white robes that hug her close and carefully braided hair.



The air around her sings with grief, and I can’t help but stare at the tears pouring down her cheeks. She bends over, almost in double, and wails while hugging her chest.



Her companions shush and rub at her back, both of them younger, in similar but less elaborate robes. They wear veils that cover the lower part of their faces, but I can still tell that they’re sad too.



“Oh, oh no,” the woman says. She stumbles towards Felix who scoots back, but not before the woman grabs her by the shoulders, then places her hands over the sides of Felix’s head.



“Don’t move, and don’t worry,” one of the veiled women says. “Let the priestess do her work.”



I fidget on the edge of the room, watching as Felix squirms. The woman starts to cry even harder, and I feel a wall of sadness pushing out of her. The others don’t seem surprised or affected at all, but I... I don’t know if I can handle it.



Warm tears are pouring out of my eyes, and I feel my arms grabbing around me, but they’re not enough.



I want Mom.



Felix screams and I can’t do anything for her. I just cry more.



“Take her out of the room,” someone mutters.



“Come, come, child. It wasn’t wise to leave you so close.”



I don’t even know who it is that helps me out of the room. But when they hug me, I hug back. It’s not a lot, but it helps.



I can see why so many of my books warned against Grief magic. It’s awful.
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                Monster Eleven - Cat



I shifted on my feet next to the dark pool.



I was at the very bottom of the castle I’d begun to consider home. Far below the first floor, past the twisting caves and natural passages, and in the cavern where Luciana said I’d been born into this world.



It wasn't the nicest place. The cavern was deep and long, with a ceiling covered in stalactites, some so long they reached the ground and turned into columns. Small monsters with large, distended stomachs, filled with glowing juices, flitted across the air above, casting soft, shifting lights across the grand cavern.



None of those features were as attention grabbing as the dark pool. It was made of that familiar black tar, the one found in pools all around the castle. None of those ponds came anywhere near this pool though. It had a depth to it, something I could feel in myself. It oozed with a sense of wrongness, of revulsion, that made me want to turn away, even as it whispered for me to come closer and surrender to the depths.



“Don’t stand so near to the edge,” Mom said. Her voice snapped me out of my contemplation. “You’ll get your clothes dirty if you fall in.”



I nodded and skipped back from the edge.



We were here so I could use my newest skill.



Every class was given five options for a new skill once they reached a certain level. I had reached Initiate with Harbinger of the Dark Tides, unlocking my first set of skills to pick from.



Dark Leader

As the Harbinger of the Dark Tide rushes ahead, their dark companions naturally fall in line.



Flooding Disgust

The Harbinger masters the art of enveloping their foes in the darkest of magics.



Shadow Born

The Harbinger’s task is facilitated by the subtle arts, and these arts are made easier, allowing the Harbinger to blend into the ever dark and strike with the shadows.



Doom of the Devoted

The Harbinger leads an expendable tide of dark ones. They now fight with the ferocity of creatures knowing their end is near.



My first four skills, those I had declined to take. They seemed interesting, but they didn’t feel right. When I didn’t know what to pick, I approached Mom and listed them off. The Dark Goddess had nodded along until I reached the last skill.



Heart of Darkness

The Harbinger of the Dark Tide pours the darkness of their soul into the blackness of creation, and from this blight, a servant is born.



Luciana had reacted strangely to that skill’s description, but she did insist that I take it, even if I didn’t know what it meant. We came down into the caverns for me to learn just that.



“Monsters are born of the souls of the departed, whether they are man or creature. As long as they have a soul and their body is broken to the point that it is no longer usable, then their soul will be brought to a place like this,” Luciana said. She gestured to the black pool.



“So this thing’s full of dead people?” I asked. Neat!



“No. Souls of the dead, not the actual dead. Though I would hardly consider any black pool to be sanitary,” she said. “Regardless, once a soul enters a pool, they begin to shape and form a new body. This process can take moments or days. It depends entirely upon the soul and the form it is destined to take.”



“Okay,” I said. I didn’t understand entirely, but I got the gist of it.



Luciana moved closer to the edge of the pool. “Your Heart of Darkness skill seems like one that would allow you to shape the creation of a monster. Imposing your will over a fledgling soul so that it takes a form of your choosing.”



“Oh,” I said. “So I can make my own monsters? Using my soul?”



“By using your soul as a bridge, perhaps, but not as the catalyst for the creation. Using an errant soul infused into your creation before its birth would work. I doubt you would even require much effort to push things along that way. The souls within the pool will want to inhabit a new form.”



I looked at the pool, then back at the Dark Goddess. “Is it dangerous?”



“Terribly so, yes.”



“Uh, that’s not very reassuring, Mom.”



“Please don’t call me that,” was Mom’s reply. “And as for any danger, it would only be dangerous if you were to do it without supervision. Seeing as how I am here, there is little to be concerned about.”



“You know how to do this too?” I asked.



The Dark Goddess looked down at me, one eyebrow slightly raised. “Of course. I have shaped monsters from conception for millenia.”



“But not all of them, right?”



“No, only when I require a very specific form for a specific task. You’ll note that monsters shaped personally tend to be... different, than those shaped naturally. I think you’ll find them more liable to follow your instructions.”



“Neat!” I said. I now had a way to make my own pets; that was exciting. “How do I start?”



“Approach the pool. You may want to do this on your knees,” Luciana said.



I nodded, then fell to my knees next to the dark pool. I didn’t dare stare at it too much. The surface up close seemed to have some depth to it. I could almost see past the very topmost layer of the pool, where it rode up onto the gentle incline of the shore. Despite having all the depth of a piece of paper, it still looked as though the pool was fathomless on its very edge. I didn’t want to look into the parts that were actually deep.



“Place a hand into the water, and keep a hold of your soul,” the Dark Goddess instructed. She walked closer, the hem of her long robes brushing by the edge of the pool.



“Alright,” I said. I trusted mom not to let me hurt myself.



I dipped my hand in with a gasp.



“Cold!”



“It is actually quite lukewarm,” Luciana said. “The impression of coldness is entirely in your mind.”



“My mind must be good at feeling cold then,” I said. I shivered, and my teeth started to click-clack together like a typewriter in a hailstorm.



A warm hand pressed itself against my back, and my shivers stopped as warmth pushed into me. It was a soft warmth, like being wrapped in a thick woolly blanket after stepping in from the cold, then being sat down next to a hot fire.



I leaned back into the hand. “That’s nice.”



“As I said,” Luciana replied, “it is terrifically dangerous. Now, I want you to focus on an image, that of a creature. Merely try to imagine a monster that is familiar. The better the image, the greater the result.”



“Okay,” I muttered. I closed my eyes and tried to think of a creature. Something simple. “Just anything?”



“Within the bounds of what is possible,” Luciana said.



“Does it have to be a real thing?”



“It does not. Though I would advise that you shy away from certain forms. The level of complexity in the body of a dragon, for example, might be beyond you. Imagine something simple for this first test.”



“Alright, so something simple.” I screwed my eyes shut even harder and thought as best I could about all the animals I knew. Then I settled on one. “Okay, I think I know what I want. Now what?”



“Envision that creation, the making of it, as though sculpting it in the void. Then press that image towards the very edge of your soul, as when casting a spell, and push it into the black.” Luciana’s voice was calm and low, a murmur that I found myself sinking into even as the woman’s hand rubbed circles on my back to keep me warm.



I pressed the image down into the depths, my soul extending even as something rubbed up inside me in a way that would have been sickening if it wasn’t for the warmth protecting me.



“Carefully,” Luciana murmured.



I felt a familiar soul snake around my own, like a favourite pet circling to keep me safe and warm. It banished some of the queasy feelings that sending my soul into the murk had created.



I nodded, and focused on the image even harder. I could do it! Mom was helping me, after all. Like a normal mom teaching her daughter how to bake cookies, but a little different.



The black waters gurgled and bubbled, and for a moment, I felt a feeling of... completion.



I opened my eyes. “Was that it?”



“It has been hours,” Luciana said.



I blinked a few times, my hand carefully coming out of the black tar. I looked at it, all wrinkled as if I’d been reading in the bath again. “Oh.” I stood, knees aching from being on them for too long. “Did it work?



“Indeed,” Luciana said.



The tar gurgled and bubbled, and from its surface... a cat. Black and lithe, with eyes that looked around sharply with a feral intelligence.



“Interesting,” Luciana muttered.



I grinned. It worked! The cat was... strange. The more I looked at it, the more the proportions seemed wrong, like when I tried to draw things. Its head was a bit big, and its tail too long, and its front legs weren’t as long as its back legs. And maybe those back legs were bending the wrong way? But it was definitely a cat.



“I made it so you have something to keep you warm when you’re reading,” I said. “You know, when you’re sitting on your big chair. You need a cat to pet. It makes the reading better.”



“I... see,” Luciana replied. She eyed the cat for a moment, then returned to gazing at me. “Well, this was productive. Though you have a long way to go before you can attempt this unassisted.”



“I’ll get better,” I said. I bent down and scooped up the cat. “So, what are we gonna name her?”



“We are not keeping the cat.”



“But Mom!”
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                Terror Thirty-Five - Sight



Felix can’t remember ever being in a place that feels like this. The temple is big, she knows that much. Sound echoed in a strange way when they walked in a few minutes ago, and, even in this room, there’s obviously a lot of space. The problem is that everything she feels is fuzzy.



Usually that only happens when she’s sad, but she’s not sad, even if the temple feels like a sad place.



She usually avoids places that have a sad feel to them, though it’s hard to figure out why some locations are like that. There are a lot of angry spots too, and places where the air is filled with a weird feeling, as if something is about to jump out and mug her at a moment’s notice.



Felix has always tried to stay near happy places; they make things so much easier.



So, under normal circumstances, she wouldn’t be here.



But Valeria brought her here, and Valeria is nice. She’s given Felix more food in a few days than Felix ate in all of last month, and while Valeria can be a little silly and clumsy and terrifying, she never seems to do anything to hurt Felix, and that matters.



Of course, the biggest thing is the promise. New eyes. The ability to see again. Felix isn’t sure if she wants to cry because she’s so happy, or if it’s this temple making her feel that way.



The priest washes her eyes out, and Felix tenses and tries not to scream. It hurts, and having someone else's hands on her face isn’t nice. But he’s quick, if nothing else. The pain isn’t all that bad. Like scabbing her knees while running away with some bread. She can’t complain, especially when she can feel Miss Valeria fretting right next to her.



A man comes in, and Valeria gives him a few coins after looking at something. She’s shifting around as she does it. Worry, Felix thinks.



Miss Valeria worries about Felix in a way that no one else has ever done. It makes her want to smile most of the time, though right now she mostly thinks it’s silly.



Three people walk into the room. Felix can barely see, the air is so fuzzy and broken up around them. She can tell that two of them are girls, those on the sides, with walls over their faces. The third is a blur. None of her wind can reach her.



She’s never seen someone do that before. It’s strange, and she instantly dislikes it.



The gasp from Valeria doesn’t help, nor does the sound the woman makes. A deep, wretched sob. Felix has heard moms who had to put their babies in the body carts when a sickness sweeps through the Roughs sound the same. It’s not a nice sound. “Oh, oh no,” the woman says.



Then there are hands around Felix’s face and all of the feelings that her happy brings are gone. All she can feel is the hands, and the clothes hanging off of her shoulders.



“Don’t move, and don’t worry,” one of the veiled women says, talking to Valeria, Felix thinks. “Let the priestess do her work.”



She’s about to say something, though she doesn’t know what it is. Maybe she’ll tell Valeria that it’s okay.



What comes out of her mouth is a scream.



There’s pain.



Felix has been bitten before, by cats and racoons and even by a mean little dog once. There’s a weird sting to a bite, especially as it breaks skin. This is that, but a thousand times worse.



It’s as if a million cats have gripped her head and they’re all taking turns biting her around the eyes and in the face. She squirms, but the hands are like iron.



Her leg swings in a kick, but someone catches it, and then her arms are pinned to her sides. There’s someone talking, but Felix can’t make anything out through the rush of blood in her ears and the waves of pain.



It hurts and hurts.



She feels something squiggling around in her face, and it reminds her of that one time she caught a rat bare handed.



And then, just like that, it’s over. The pain is gone.



The woman that’s been holding her face for so long folds down onto Felix and hugs her close. She’s crying, wet tears rubbing against Felix’s hair and dripping onto the back of her shirt. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry,” the woman says.



“Did it work?” Felix asks.



She reaches up and touches her face. There’s something there. Eyes.



And then another shock. A pain, but a strange one. Her eyelids are still closed, but she can... see. It’s a red and black and blurry mess, but she can see it as well as she can remember being able to see.



The ladies fret around her a little more, those whose faces she still can’t feel inspecting her, and then the priest is back. “It seems to have worked, though the priestess is worn out. Don’t you want to open your eyes? She assures me that they work, but there’s no verifying like, well, seeing.”



“No,” Felix says. “Where’s Miss Valeria?”



“One moment,” he says.



Felix shifts on the spot. There are wet tears on her face, so she wipes them off. Tears are ugly, she knows. What she doesn’t know is why she feels like she has to look good for Valeria.



“Oh, I see,” Miss Valeria’s voice says. She coughs, clearing her throat, and Felix has the impression that she was crying too. “Just... can we have some time?”



“Of course,” the priest says. “This should be a joyous occasion, which, by means of my calling, I feel like I should avoid. Take all the time you need. I won’t be far.”



“Thank you,” Miss Valeria says.



The door opens; it closes.



Felix tries on a smile, and it comes easy.



“You have eyes,” Valeria says. She comes closer—a small person, with a hood that does strange things to Felix’s touch-sight. She’s all soft. A well-fed girl, like the nobles, but not fat. “How are you feeling?”



“I’m okay,” Felix says.



“Have you opened them?”



“I...” Felix hesitates, then she tells the truth. “I’m a bit scared.”



Valeria laughs, but it’s not a mean, mocking laugh. Her hand reaches out, and Felix takes hold of it, even though they bump fingertips and fumble before she can properly grab the hand. Soft. Always soft with Valeria. And clumsy too.



“Okay,” Felix says.



She opens her eyes.



Everything is a blurry mess.



“Uh,” Felix says. There are colours and shapes and... she blinks. And some pain. The light is very bright. She blinks a few more times, and things come into focus. The door, the shelves. Things she knew were there. The paint on the walls, the colours of the tiles, those are new.



Felix grins, and blinks again. Then she focuses on what’s right in front of her.



It hurts to look. The light in the room is way too bright, and it feels like something is jabbing her in the eyes the entire time, but she has to see.



“Oh, shoot, my hood!” Valeria says. She lets go of Felix, who giggles as Valeria fumbles with her hood.



Then she sees her friend.



Valeria has a round face, with a slight chin and chubby cheeks. There are veins under her very pale skin, little bumps that look... blue? Her eyes are the most arresting feature. All black, with big red circles in their middle. Her glasses are big and round, and only make her eyes look even wider behind them.



Those eyes should look mean, but on Valeria they’re open and curious.



Felix laughs.



Valeria’s cheeks puff out, her lips--nearly as pale as the rest of her--purse, and her little nose scrunches up. A pout!



Felix laughs harder.



“I’m hardly funny to look at!” Valeria says.



Felix can’t help herself. She reaches over and hugs Valeria. “Yes, you are!” she says with a chuckle. There’s a wind in the little room. Her wind. She can see! Colours and shapes and textures. Her eyes feel strained and dry and scratchy, but she can see! “Thank you!” she shouts.



Valeria starts to laugh too. She hugs Felix right back. “It’s okay!”



“You’re the best. You’re the greatest, Miss Valeria!”



“I’m hardly—”



“You are!” Felix insists. She plants a big sloppy kiss on Valeria’s cheeks, then stares, amazed, as they change colour. She didn’t know cheeks could do that! It’s wonderful!



“You should be resting your eyes. They’re new, but you shouldn’t abuse them. Does your head hurt?”



“It does,” Felix cheers. “I don’t care.”



“Don’t be silly! I can’t afford new eyes again if you break these ones.”



Felix can barely suppress the next laugh. It’s so hard her tummy hurts, and she feels all weak and wobbly. She has eyes! And it’s thanks to Valeria.



“Don’t squish me,” Valeria complains as Felix hugs her even harder.



“No,” is Felix’s reply. She’d do anything for Valeria, but letting her go isn’t one of those things.
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Terror Thirty-Six - Light


                Terror Thirty-Six - Light



“Contact with too much light could cause some issues, especially so soon after the procedure,” the priest says. I take notes in my pad, to make extra sure I won’t be forgetting anything important. “Your eyes might not be entirely ordinary. Some part of your soul has changed since you lost them, and I’m not certain how that will manifest.”



He’s right. Felix’s eyes don’t look normal. They’re not brown or black, as is pretty common around here. I’ve seen some blue eyes too, and green, but those are rarer. I’ve never seen eyes like Felix’s though. They’re a pale, pale yellow. If it wasn’t for a faintly darker ring around the edge, it would be hard to make out her iris at all.



“Will the headache go away?” Felix asks.



“In time, yes,” the priest says. “No more than a few hours from now, I would imagine. Though if they do persist, I would suggest a small dose of laudanum for the pain.”



“Thanks,” I say. “I’ll make sure she takes care of herself.”



Felix chuffs out a laugh. “Sure,” she says. “I think I’ll just keep this on for now.” Reaching up, she touches the band around her face. Her blindfold has been loosened a little so it doesn’t squeeze her new eyes too much, and so she can tug it down easier.



“You shouldn’t have to,” I say.



“It’s easier for now, and besides, I can see everything with my wind. I can take some time and learn how to see normally when you need it.”



“When I need it?” I ask. That’s a weird way of phrasing it. “Well, whatever. Taking it slow is probably for the best. Thank you, sir.”



“It’s nothing. Come, I’ll escort you girls out of the temple.”



The priest does as he says, and if he has us lingering around the donation box for a while, I don’t comment. I do drop in a few of the copper billon taking up space in my purse, just to be nice. I don’t want to seem cheap, after all.



And then Felix and I are back outside and on the busy streets of Montele.



“What do we do now?” Felix asks. Her smile is so broad it’s almost scary.



“Now we, ah... hmm. That’s a good question. I suppose we could check in with Esme, but it wouldn’t be nice to have gone around all morning without getting anything done. How about we go check out the academy?”



“That sounds nice,” Felix agrees.



I wiggle my fingers, and she easily grabs hold of my hand. It’s nice. Mom is great, but it took a whole lot of work to get her used to hugging, and she’s still not super great with physical affection.



Finding out where the academy is is my next challenge. I walk over to a pair of guards standing by a corner and wait until they don’t look too busy. “Excuse me, sirs?” I ask.



“Yes?” the younger of the two asks.



“Do you know where the academy is? The Hero’s Academy, I mean.”



The guard smiles. “Of course. Visiting a brother?”



“Uh, no? Just want to see it while I’m in the capital.”



“Ah, I see. You know, they don’t accept young misses. It’s not a proper life for a girl.”



I blink. Girls can’t be heroes? That’s stupid. If I weren’t already a villain, I’d consider becoming a hero to prove stupid people wrong. But then that might take a lot of time away from my reading and magic stuff. “Okay. I just want to see it.”



“Certainly,” he says before pointing down the street. I listen to his instructions, which mostly rely on keeping track of a couple of landmarks. A bakery on one corner, a small cathedral on another, then the academy itself, which has a wall all around it to keep people out, but there are breaks in it here and there.



I thank the guard before pulling Felix along after me.



“I don’t think we’ll be able to just walk in there,” Felix says.



“No, but it won’t hurt to know what the place looks like,” I say. “Besides, I’m curious now. Have you ever heard of this place?”



“Not really, no.”



Well, it’s an academy, or so the name says, so I presume that they teach things there. And it’s an academy for heroes, so that’s probably what the people who leave there become. That doesn’t tell me much about their curriculum though.



What is heroism? How to wear a nice caplet and convince people you’re pretty swell? Or is it more like a military academy?



There has to be one of those somewhere, so why also a hero’s academy?



That’s probably that stupid god of the heroes, with his silly name, and his long-lasting grudge against Mom. Just because she killed a few of his pals when they tried to break into our home some time ago.



Every time she talks about him, I get this mental image of some sporty jock guy who’s very cocksure and rude. Like a peacock... or maybe a territorial goose.



I tell that to Felix, and I get a happy giggle in return. That keeps my mood up as we make it through the city and towards the academy.



The first I see of the academy are the towers sticking out on the corners. Four buildings, with windows all over them poking above the smaller buildings all around. They’re joined into the academy walls, which are only about a storey tall and lined with crenulations that partially hide what must be a walkway that reaches all around the entirety of the school.



There’s a larger building at the rear too, a sort of castle, all square and robust-looking, with thinner towers here and there and big windows along its sides. A cathedral?



It’s a pale imitation of home, but I can’t help but think of that as I stare up at the building.



“There’s a gate there,” Felix says as she points ahead.



I look, and she’s right: there is a gate within an arch in the wall. A big, heavy gate made of iron bars. No one’s guarding it, though.



“Let’s go check it out,” I say.



Felix and I cross the road--looking both ways!--and move over to the gate. I jam my head through to see out the other side.



The academy has a large open space at its centre, with some buildings on either end. Smaller walls and hedges within separate everything into what look like distinct sections. There’s the big castle at the far end, with some open yards before it where a lot of young men in white robes are swinging wooden swords while an instructor walks by them.



The other end has smaller buildings. They could be any one of the homes in the city, really, only they have bigger yards and some are connected by bridges on their upper floors. Administration buildings? Barracks? I can only guess.



“We’re going to need some of those robes,” I say.



“Why?” Felix asks.



“Because all of the students are wearing them,” I reply. Some of those students are walking around the many paths around the buildings, carrying things and doing chores. “If we don’t want to be noticed, then that’s how we’ll do it.”



I notice two things then. First, a cart being pulled by a pair of donkeys, making its way along a cobble road in the middle of the site. It's covered in books. A whole heap of them.



Then, off to the other end, a single man in trousers and a plain shirt, pushing a wheelbarrow piled high with dirty robes.



“I think I have an idea,” I say.



“Oh?” Felix asks.



“That guy, with the wheelbarrow. He’s our mark.”



Felix nods, and I’m worried by how easily she caught onto my new plan.



We watch the man move over to a similar gate in the far wall, one that’s opened up by a bored person in the same white robes.



“Let’s move!” I say.



Felix and I run, hand in hand, all the way to the end of the academy wall, then along the sidewalk that hugs the frontmost section of the estate. There’s a building instead of a wall, with barred windows overlooking the street and a big gatehouse at the very front. That’s not where our target exits though.



Instead, we find him on the other side. The moment I swing around the next corner, lungs already burning, I see him walk down a street and turn a corner. “We need to go faster.”



“You’re the slow runner,” Felix says.



It’s very hard to run while pouting, I find, but I manage.
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                Terror Thirty-Seven - Robbers



Catching up to the guy with the wheelbarrow covered in white robes isn’t too hard. He’s got a heavy load to carry, and he doesn’t look like he’s in a hurry. The problem is getting him to let us take some of the robes he has.



“I could bribe him,” I say. I’m winded from all the jogging, but not so badly I can’t plot and scheme.



“Might not work,” Felix says. “Actually, yeah, it probably would, but then he might tell people right after so he makes even more money from it.”



“And I don’t exactly have a lot of coins left,” I mutter. “Okay, we need to distract him so that we can take those robes.”



“All of them?” Felix asks.



I hum. “Well, at least three. But I don’t know which ones will fit. So we should probably grab a bunch.” The wheelbarrow is overflowing with robes. There are four poles on each side of it keeping things from spilling over, and despite that, a few robe arms are still dangling off the sides. I guess the guy doesn’t really care.



“How do we distract him?” Felix asks. I can see her tilting her head, the way she does when she’s looking with her wind. I guess she’s not used to her eyes yet.



“I don’t know,” I admit. I glance around too. The road is lined with workshops and little smithies and warehouses. This isn’t the residential part of Montele. There are plenty of weird smells in the air. Coal fire, the weird smells from dye-makers and the constant sulphur-y stink that I think all the cities around here have.



“He’s turning,” Felix says.



The man is paused by the entrance of a wider alleyway, wrestling with a bump in the cobbled sidewalks that’s jamming the wooden wheel at the front of his wheelbarrow. He grunts, then pushes into the alley. That might work!



“Come on!” I say before I dart after him. I reach into my cloak at the same time and pull out one of my more fearsome-looking butterbutts.



The alley is dark, the walls around it leaving it in a permanent shadow, and there’s detritus collecting on the sides, but it’s otherwise pretty clean. The clothing guy is nearing the middle of the passageway, and he’s all alone.



“Go,” I whisper to my butterbutt.



It bobs in my hand, then darts ahead with a low hum before I tug Felix along with me and wait out of sight.



“What was that?” Felix asks.



I grin. “I told it to poke his butt,” I say.



A moment later there’s a howl from within the alley, then a loud smack. My butterbutt! Did he squish it?



A second howl reassures me that the little monster is just fine. “M-monster! There’s a monster violating me!” the man screams. Felix and I watch as he runs out of the alley, face stained with tears and hands clamped over his butt.



We look at each other, and both start to giggle at the same time.



“Q-quick,” I say between giggles. Felix and I move into the alley and find his cart in the middle, entirely unattended except for my proud butterbutt stationed atop the clothes. I run over and scoop the little guy up. “Well done,” I say as I tuck him away.



Felix grabs a couple of robes from the pile and folds them over her shoulder, then she grabs a couple more. “You should take some too,” she says.



I nod and pick a couple up, quickly folding them over my arm. They stink, and a lot of them have ugly yellow sweat stains and marks from food on their fronts. Nasty.



“How many do you have?” I ask.



“Five,” Felix says. She’s probably stronger than I am; I have four and I can already feel the weight of them. “We should tip the cart,” she says.



“Why?”



“It’ll make it harder to tell how many are missing,” Felix says. Putting action to words, she plants her foot on the edge of the wheelbarrow and gives it a shove. It crashes to the ground, robes flopping out of it.



“Let’s go!” I say as I heft the robes I’ve stolen. We run out of the far end of the alley, clothes streaming out behind us as we move as quickly as we can. “We should go back to Esme’s place,” I say. It’s awkward to speak while using my chin to keep the pile of robes pinned down.



“Alright. Do you know where to go?”



“Uh,” I say.



I kinda know where Esme’s place is. More or less. Definitely less than more. I don’t quite get lost, but Felix and I do end up circling around a couple of blocks and walking down the wrong streets a few times. Fortunately it’s midday, and no one seems to care about two girls walking around half-buried in robes.



I do find Esme’s place, eventually.



“Hello!” I call out as we push into the front door.



Miss Gertrude is sitting at a table in the kitchen, a mug warming her hands while thin wisps of vapour drift out of it. “Hello,” she says.



I freeze, my smile locking into place. How can someone who looks like a kindly older lady give us such scary vibes? Then again, Mom looks like a very nice person and she can be a little scary too, sometimes. “H-hi,” I say. “Do you know if Esme’s back?”



“She is,” Gertrude says before taking a slow sip from her mug. “In her room, with a few books and scrolls I doubt she’s meant to have.”



“Ah,” I say.



“Go on. I’m certain she’ll be excited to see all those Heroic adept robes you are definitely not meant to have.”



“Right,” I say before darting past and up the stairs.



Esme’s door is closed, so I knock twice with the tip of my shoe. The door opens a crack, and Esme peers at me before sticking her head out and looking down both ends of the corridor. “Okay,” she says. “It’s clear. Come on in.”



Felix and I move in, and I immediately dump all of the robes onto the floor. “Why all the sneakiness?” I ask.



Esme stares at the robes for a moment before she pulls the door shut. “I don’t want to get caught,” she says. There’s a strange glint in her eyes, fear mixed with excitement, mixed with a whole heap of anxiety. “I did something terrible.”



“What did you do?” I ask.



“I... I stole.” She gulps. “I stole some books. But... but it’s to get other books. And I can put them back. No one will notice, right?”



“Uh,” I say. I glance at Felix, but she’s no help. “I’m sure no one will notice,” I lie. “What kind of books?”



Esme’s fear is instantly replaced by excitement. “I got a few. See, the academy needed to file the plans for its construction with the city. There’s inspections and taxes and all that kind of stuff.”



I nod. Boring stuff. We don’t have taxes at home, because Mom said so. “Alright.”



“And when the city tosses its old records out, the Great Library always takes them.” She darts over to her bed, reaches under, and pulls out a pack. From within she reveals a pair of dusty old books and a scroll she quickly unrolls atop her bed. The parchment is old, or at least not very well maintained. There’s too much dryness on the edges and some of the inks are fading.



“Is that the academy?” I ask as I look over it. The map is a little hard to read. Lots of lines without much context to them.



“It is,” Esme says. “About seventy years ago, but I hardly imagine they’ve moved too many buildings around.”



“Nice,” I say. “This is going to help a ton. Do you have anything else?”



“Yup,” Esme says. She grins, big and proud. “These books are manuals and semi-religious texts from the church of Héroe. They use them to train new priests and trainers and stuff like that. They’re a very militaristic religion, you know, so they have a lot of rules.”



“Makes sense,” I say. “I think Semper has a bunch of rules too, right?”



Esme huffs. “Not that many. They’re mostly rules on how to write, when to take breaks from writing, and things like grammar and book-sorting.”



“Right,” I agree. I’m not about to tell her how silly I find some of those things.



“How do those help us?” Felix asks. It’s not a terrible question.



Esme picks up the book and hugs it close, cheeks puffed and hair quite sparky. ‘Because, Miss Felix, these will tell us exactly where the priests at the academy are hiding all of the books.”



“Oh,” I say.



This is great!
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                Monster Twelve - Glasses



I hummed happily as I read.



I was supposed to be reading a textbook on anatomy, but there were pictures in it that made me squeamish. My little friends were cute, not all gory and yucky. Still, the books had given me some ideas.



I definitely had to experiment with claws and tentacles more—to make my little friends that much better at grabbing and cuddling.



None of that mattered at the moment. I was taking a small break from all the reading to read something else, a story about a strange bunny-girl and her friends going on merry adventures across a strange land. It was distracting, but lots of fun.



“Valeria,” I heard Mom call.



I brought a hand up in a “one moment” gesture. I couldn’t just leave off in the middle of the page, that would be terrible. Then, when I reached the end I fumbled a bookmark into the crevice between the pages. “Yes, Mom?” I asked.



Mom was standing nearby, hands tucked together over her tummy, back straight and nose turned up. “Child, I’ve noticed that you squint as you read.”



Looking back to my book, I stared at the letters. They were a little blurry unless I squeezed my cheeks up and pinch my brows. “I guess so,” I say. “Most things are fuzzy when they’re not close.”



“Yes. That might explain your posture.”



“My posture?” I asked.



“Hunched over and bent nearly double. It’s terrible for your back and unbecoming. You will grow stooped and crooked at this rate.”



I scratched at my chin, then shrugged. “That’s what I need to do to read,” I said.



Being a little bent wasn’t a big price to pay to read as much as I wanted. “There is a solution to that. Follow me.”



I closed my book and set it to the side as I got off my seat then arranged my skirts. Mom didn’t wait for me. She was already halfway across the library, so I had to jog to catch up to her. “Where are we going?” I asked.



“Downstairs,” Mom said. “I have something for you.”



“A present?” I asked. I skipped ahead of her and started to walk backwards. “What is it?”



“It’s hardly a present. Just a tool you need. And that I expect you to take care of,” she said.



“That sounds a lot like a gift to me,” I said.



She hummed. “It isn’t.”



“If it wasn’t a gift, then you’d just tell me what it is,” I surmised. “But because it’s a gift, you want to give it to me yourself, because the only thing better than getting a gift is giving a gift and seeing the person you’re giving it to be all happy.” I nodded.



“I’m not sure if your logic is entirely correct,” Mom said.



I grinned. “Then what’s the present?”



She made that little noise, the one she made sometimes instead of laughing. “You will see in due time.”



Giggling, I ran ahead of her and out of the library. Mom told me not to run a moment later, so I calmed down and set my pace by walking next to her. Of course, my mom had super long legs, so it was hard to keep pace without either jogging every time I fell back, or by walking as quickly as I could.



Down we went, all the way to one of the floors below the library where we had a large living room like area. There was a large harp on a stand, sofas, and, of course, a few bookshelves.



The place was lit by some lamp-monsters hidden in cages hung from the ceiling, though there was plenty of sunlight coming in from the glass doors at the back of the room. They led onto a large balcony with a gargoyle-monster railing from which someone could overlook the northern end of the castle and the waters beyond that.



Today was different. There was a large box in the centre of the room, an old wooden crate with the top missing and straw shoved into it.



“What’s that?” I asked.



“Sit,” Luciana instructed with a gesture to a footrest next to one of the poofier seats.



I sat.



Mom reached into the box and removed... a pair of glasses. “These are for you.”



“You got me glasses?” I asked, then I grinned hard as I could. “So I can read better?”



“So that your unsightly squinting won’t mar your features prematurely,” she said.



I took the glasses and put them on. They were big, and very round. “Oh, this... well, this makes everything a little... uh, different?” I said.



I didn’t want to make Mom sad, but her gift wasn’t working very well. The glasses made everything super blurry, more so than usual, even.



“I see, then how about these?” she asked as she pulled another pair out of the crate.



“Wait, how many glasses did you buy me?” I asked.



She stared at me, one eyebrow slowly rising. “Did you expect me to bring a lens crafter all this way? Tools and all? It is far easier to merely obtain an entire stock of glasses.”



“You didn’t steal them, right?” I asked.



“I’m certain the original makers were all very well remunerated,” she replied as she handed me another pair. “Now, let’s find a set that both fits and functions.”



“Hmm, alright,” I said as I grabbed the glasses.



It took a dozen more tries before I found a pair that helped. They were thick, like the bottom of an old glass bottle, and round, with metal stalks that reached back and grabbed at my ears. Heavy too, and it felt like they were pinching my nose.



But they worked.



“Whoa,” I said as I looked around. Things were so much clearer!



“Wonderful,” Luciana said. “Do you want to test them outside? I’m aware you’re liable to use them only to read, but you should see if they function beyond that as well.”



“Yeah, sure!” I said as I jumped to my feet. I had to adjust the glasses since the bounce made them loosen on my head. Maybe I could make a little friend that would hold them in place? That seemed easy enough to do.



Mom and I stepped out onto the balcony, and when a chilly wind came in from the north, Mom glared it away.



I don’t think Mom actually needed me to test my new glasses on the coast. Even with clearer vision, there wasn’t all that much to see. Waves lapping at the knife-edged rocks poking out of the shallower waters on the edge, the cliffs of black stone atop which big old grumpy dragons and wyverns were napping, maybe the occasional tentacle from one of Mom’s krakens. Normal stuff.



I think she just wanted time alone with me. “Thanks, Mom,” I said. I shuffled to the side and tucked my head in under her arm.



Mom always went very stiff when I did that kind of thing. She wasn’t used to hugs and cuddles, but...



Her hand carefully, gently, came down on my head. A pat, which was like a hug, if you squinted, then she lowered her hand and pulled me into her side a little.



I grinned, cheeks warming even as I hugged her tighter. “You’re the best, you know,” I declared.



“I merely gave you a tool you needed. Nothing more,” she replied.



“I love you too,” I said. I looked up to her, and saw her glance down before looking away.



“Yes, well... you have been a good... diversion. And... I think... I suspect you would make a, ah, a good daughter... perhaps.”



I laughed and turned so I could squeeze her all the harder. There was no way something like that could be said without at least a hug in return!
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“Alright,” I say as I stretch my arms way up above my head until my back crick-cracks. “That’s the plan then.”



Esme leans back onto her bed, hands under her legs. “Yup,” she agrees.



Felix doesn’t say anything, because she has her face pressed against the table across from me and is making little “shh-shh” snores.



“So, we can’t really move ahead with all of this until... well, not quite tonight, but later.”



“Yeah,” Esme says. She glances back and out of the window behind her. The sun’s shining bright outside, and the city feels lively, even though we’re sequestered away in this little corner of it. “So what do you want to do until then?”



“We could read stuff,” I say with a glance to Esme’s library. She has one or two books I haven’t seen before. She’s real lucky, living in a big city where she can grab books so easily. Well, maybe not that easily now. “Though, I guess I could do some reading at home too.”



I made sure to finish all the books I was reading before I left on my chore. That way I wouldn’t be all fidgety with unfinished-book-syndrome while away from home. That doesn’t mean there aren’t a few hundred books I still want to read. My list is expansive and never ending.



“Well, we could always move on to the next part early, though I don’t think that would make things much faster,” Esme says.



“Hmm,” I say. “Well, this is my first time in Montele. Is there anything special we should look at?”



Esme hums. “I guess. There are a bunch of temples that are neat to look at. There’s a great bazaar every morning too, right past the temple of Mortimer. There’s neat stuff from around the world to look at there. When I have some time and nothing to read, I like looking around.”



“Oh! I could get a gift for my mom!” I say.



Esme nods. “That would be the place to find something. I bet she’d be happy.”



“Yeah,” I say as I jump up. “That sounds like a great idea.”



“There’s also a lot of great food stalls around there.”



Felix’s head snaps up. “Food?” she asks.



I giggle, then Esme does the same.



Felix reaches up and tugs her blindfold up to blink dumbly at us. “What?” she asks.



“Nothing,” I say. “Did you want to come? Esme’s going to show me the bazaar, and we’re going to buy something for my mom. Then we can grab a bite to eat before we start the next phase of our plan.”



“Alright,” Felix says. She rubs at her eyes, then stares at the eye-crud she’s rubbed off, looking a bit confused before she wipes it off. “We should probably bring all the stuff we need with us.”



“Oh, that’s clever. We’ll need to find robes that fit from the pile. Esme, do you have a spare bag we can put stuff in?”



“Sure,” Esme says.



What follows next is a couple of minutes where I try on a few of the robes. It’s awkward to fit myself into them without taking off my cloak. I notice Esme giving me some strange looks at that, but I can’t exactly remove it. At least she’s not asking any questions.



“These stink,” Esme complains. “And some of these aren’t appropriate.”



“How so?” I ask.



“See the trim on the edges? Depending on the cut and colour, they tell people what sort of rank the wearer is. I hear that the god himself wears a similar robe, without any colours at all, under his heroic mantle.”



“Aren’t clothes worn by gods just normal clothes?” I ask. Mom has a few nice dresses, but I’d hardly consider them that special.



Esme looks at me, then shakes her head. “Of course they’re special! They’re god’s clothes. Sheesh.”



I shrug. “Alright, if you say so. Did you find one that fits?”



“Yeah, I think most of the smaller ones are for younger acolytes, so that’s good. One of us might have to be a full initiate, but maybe that’ll help?”



“We can boss people around into doing what we tell them to,” I say as I tug the robe’s hood over my cloaks. It’s bigger, so that’s great.



“I guess,” Esme says. She disrobes and tosses hers onto the edge of her bed before folding it. “Let’s pack all of this away.”



I remove mine and fold it up to help, then I do the same with Felix’s while she re-ties her blindfold. “Headache again?” I ask.



Felix nods. “Looking makes me feel dizzy too. I’ll get used to it.”



I pulled her into a side-long hug. “You’ll be okay. But if it gets worse, you tell me, alright? We can figure something out.”



“Thank you,” Felix says. She returns the hug, but it’s very reluctant. “Thanks.”



I giggle, then point to the door. “Off we go?”



“Yup,” Esme says as she hefts up her backpack.



I let her lead us out of the room. She knows where she’s going far better than I do. We say good day to Miss Gertrude, who is tucked away in a big sofa, a small dolly on her lap and a large book in hand. She barely acknowledges us, and yet I have the impression she did more observing in the seconds it takes to pass her than some people could manage in ten minutes of uninterrupted staring.



Esme walks the streets of Montele the way I move around the corridors at home. She just knows where she’s going, and all of the shortcuts to get there. Felix and I stay a step behind her. She points to a few interesting places along the way, of course. Such and such bakery that makes good pies, and that store over there where there was a fire a few months ago.



Montele is so big it’s hard to wrap my head around the size of it. I think I could spend a day on each and every street, and by the time a year passes I still won’t have seen every house and building.



Our trip brings us to the temple of Mortimer.



It’s not a very fancy temple. Mortimer is a strange god. He’s one of those Mom told me not to anger, which makes him very scary. And he doesn’t even have a magical domain, which is even stranger.



The temple is a simple, squarish building. All brick and very clean, with a well-trimmed lawn next to it. Other than a small, understated symbol over the front, there’s really nothing to say it’s a temple at all.



Behind it, on a long stretch of road, is the bazaar.



Little tents are set up equidistant from each other, with the exact same tables behind them where merchants are selling all sorts of things. There’s a guard or two by the entrance, but I’m hardly going to stare at them when there’s so much to see in the bazaar.



“Where do we start?” I ask.



“I like just walking around,” Esme says. “The merchants don’t like gawkers, but you’re allowed as long as you don’t bother people. I asked.”



“Neat,” I say.



“What do you want to get?” Felix asks. From the way she’s sniffing at the air, I think she’s looking for the nearest food stand.



“I was thinking a gift for my mom,” I say. “I... don’t know what to get her, though.”



Esme shrugs. “Is there something she wants? I’ve never bought a gift for my mom, but I have for some of the librarians I work with.”



“I don’t know if Mom needs anything... well, yes, she needs more hugs and a lot more love, but that’s something I can give her already.” I rub at my chin and think as hard as I can, but give up a bit after. “Let’s walk around and see. Maybe something will jump out at me.”



We start on the left, following a sign planted on the ground that’s probably there to help direct the bit of traffic swinging around the bazaar. There are stalls with vases, and some with fresh flowers. One has a bunch of small toys, but I’m too old for those, so I eye them before moving on.



One stall has a merchant haggling with a client over some pouches filled with spices, and another has a mechant sleeping behind little paintings of the city from above. I consider getting one of those, but if Mom wanted to see Montele from above, she’d fly over the city.



“Are those statues?” Felix asks.



I look out ahead and see a table covered in statues. Most are about a foot high, but the biggest reach up to my knees. They’re made of marble, I think. White stone with grey and black streaks through it. “Pretty,” I say.



“Those are all the gods and goddesses, I think,” Esme says as she comes closer and leans over a statue of the Three while holding onto the edge of her glasses.



“Hey, mister?” I ask the man behind the table. I have a great idea for a gift!
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“You only have one?” I ask.



The salesman nods. He has a small smile on. It’s the sort of smile people who have to deal with customers wear while thinking about how long they still need to spend working. “Just this one,” he says.



I twist my lips left and right while staring at the statue. All the other gods and goddesses have neat statues. They’re in simple poses, looking regal or god-like, with little details etched into the stone.



My mom’s statue depicts her as a large three-headed dragon-thing, though there aren’t any wings.



Now, last I checked, Mom only had the one head, and she wasn’t scaly, so I can’t say this is a very accurate statue at all. “Are you sure this is supposed to be the Dark Goddess?” I ask.



“That is how she looks, yes,” the salesman says.



“According to whom?” I ask. “No, nevermind, I’ll take it.”



“Wonderful! I must admit we sell few depictions of the Dark Goddess.”



I sense rather than see Felix step up next to me. “That must mean this one’s not worth much then,” she says.



I blink in confusion until it hits me. She’s haggling. “This is also not the most accurate statue I see here. It almost looks a bit... poorly made.”



The salesman laughed. “I can give you a discount, if that’s what you’re fishing for,” he said. “But only a small one because you three remind me of my favourite nieces.”



I’m not sure if I should be insulted at that or not, but I’ll take the discount. He names a price, and I fish in my purse for the right coin to hand over, then the salesman grabs the little statuette, wraps it in cloth and places it within a small wooden box.



“Thank you,” I say as I take it. It has a nice heft to it, and the box will make for nice gift wrapping. All I need now is to find a bow to put atop it.



Felix, Esme and I peel away from the statue salesman and continue down the row of the bazaar. “Why did you want a statue of the Dark Goddess?” Esme asks.



I hesitate before answering. The fewer people who know about my origins, the better, and I’m not entirely sure I can trust Esme yet. Sure, we share a bunch of hobbies in common, and someone who likes books can’t be a bad person, but that doesn’t mean she won’t freak out about Mom. “Don’t tell anyone,” I say, “but my family all worship the Dark Goddess. I’m a Disgust mage myself, though I’m working hard to multi-discipline.”



“Oh, wow!’ Esme says. “That’s uncommon, especially here. Are you from out east?”



She probably means out near Caselfella, where they’re more lenient about Mom, but technically home is to the northeast of Montele so... “Yup,” I say.



“I really want to travel one day,” Esme says. “See the world, visit all these neat and interesting places. That’s what Semper’s archivists do, you know? They visit old ruins, ancient temples, and forgotten cities. Some of them bring back samples to Semper’s temples and others just write down what they see, and if it’s considered an important enough finding, it’s added to the Great Archive.”



“What’s that?” Felix asks.



I have to admit I’m curious too. I’ve heard of it, but only in passing.



“It’s a sort of library made of stone tablets. There are dozens of them across the world, and they have a big stone at the entrance that teaches you how to read them. They have an accurate retelling of the world’s history, details about how magic works, and how to make tools and things.”



“What’s all that for?” Felix asks. “Sounds like a lot of work to make something like that. Do people visit them?”



“Oh no, they’re hidden,” Esme says. “They’re in case the world is destroyed, or if there’s another great war with the Monster hordes. The last time that happened, a lot of things were just... lost. How to make some tools and weapons and alchemical things, some understanding about magic... The Great Archives are there to make sure that if people need to start over, they’ll know how.”



I nod. That matches what I’ve read too. I’ve never actually asked Mom about the last time there was a big monster horde. Maybe I should?



“Do you need anything else?” Esme asks me. “We could talk more while grabbing something to eat. I’m famished!”



“Eating sounds good,” Felix says right away.



I laugh. “Sure, I wouldn’t mind. Where should we go?”



“There’s a big square filled with food carts and tables. It’s not too far from here and it’s also not too far from the Academy,” Esme says. “We might see some acolytes out on break or something.”



“Oh, that’s a great idea,” I say. “Show us where it is!”



Esme grins and leads the way, with Felix and I right on her tail the entire time. We leave the bazaar, a guard inspecting us as we leave to make sure we don’t have anything stolen on us, then head towards what I think is the middle of Montele.



It’s closer to the Academy, but I can’t really say much more than that.



When Esme described the square, I imagined it as some place with a few stalls to the sides and maybe a dozen tables in the centre. The reality is different. I can’t count the stalls, there are too many wedged in next to each other, and there are so many people around it’s hard to see past them all.



The entire square is filled with tables, though there is a big fountain in the middle with a statue of what looks like the god Besters sitting on a pile of eggs. Some of the eggs are cracked and there’s water pouring out of them.



“This place smells so good,” Felix says. I can almost hear her salivating.



“Come on, I know the best one,” Esme says. She dives into the crowd, and I manage to catch her hand before she disappears. Felix takes my other hand and we slip between much taller people with a laugh as Esme leads us to the far end and to a line of people in front of a cart. A fat man in a white outfit with a stained apron on is overlooking a stall where oil is sizzling and fatty foods are being cooked.



The chef glares at all of his customers before cursing under his breath when one of them is slow to pay. A swipe to the side, and a gush of red-hot fire rushes out of his hands and splashes against the underside of the container holding his oil.



“Get some billon out now,” Esme says. “He gets extra angry if you make him wait.”



“What do they sell here?” I ask.



“You never know!” Esme says.



The customer ahead of us half-turns. “It’s bean balls with sesame today.”



“That does sound good,” I say.



By the time we’re next, I’m absolutely starving. The smells and happy noises of so many people eating and chatting has me famished.



We buy six bean-ball skewers and then rush over to one of the seats nearest the fountain, where the splash from the water sprinkles down on us whenever the wind shifts.



Felix is incommunicado a moment later, too busy munching on her skewers even if it looks like every bite is burning her lips and tongue. She doesn’t seem to care. Esme and I are slower, blowing over our meals and taking little nibbles.



It’s as good as it smells!



“This place is great,” I say.



Esme nods. “Sometimes the other librarians will give me some coins to run over here and grab food for them. They always know when the best stuff will be up.”



“That’s great,” I say.



Then something catches my eye. A single person in the white robes of the Church of the Hero. An acolyte, maybe. Their hood is down, and so I can see their face from the side. Blonde hair, cut short, and bright blue eyes.



A girl? I thought that only boys were allowed, but maybe I was wrong.



She’s... familiar, though. But that’s not possible; I’ve never seen her. I know I haven’t.



“Valeria?” Esme asks.



“Huh? Oh, yeah, these are good. Do they sell drinks here too?”



“Yup! There’s a Fear mage that sells fruit drinks with ice in them! No matter the season!”



“We should go there next,” I say.



When I glance back, the girl is gone.
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“Ah,” I say as I lean back into my seat. I set my drink down on the table before me. There’s still some juice left at the bottom, enough to make the remaining ice cubes clink against the sides. We can’t leave the square with the cups; they’re glass and belong to the stall selling the drinks nearby.



I glance over to Felix, who’s munching her way through Esme’s leftovers with a happy grin on.



“We should get ready to head out,” I say.



“Yeah,” Esme agrees. She’s patting her tummy, eyes half-lidded and lost.



“Mhmmhm,” Felix mumbles past a mouthful of bean balls. She drowns them down with a swig from her glass. “Ahh, I like this city.”



“I bet,” I say. I yawn, but it’s less the tired of being sleepy and more the tired of having eaten too much. I push myself up to sit properly, even if I really don’t want to. We’re taking up space, and the other tables around us are filling. I think if we don’t move on soon, someone will come along to kick us out. “Come on, getting ready will give us a boost of energy.”



“I suppose,” Esme says.



I climb to my feet, feeling a million years older, then I gather everything on the table to dispose of it.



Felix helps by lightening the load and snatching up anything edible and tossing it down her interminable gullet, and Esme collects the cups.



It only takes a moment to bring things to a trash box, then give the cups back to the stall we took them from and get a few coins in return. Felix walks next to me, both hands cradling her sides while her face works through a few strange expressions.



“Are you alright?” I ask.



“I’m okay. I wasn’t very hungry when I started, and I ate a week’s worth of food in one go. It’s not all fitting.”



“Maybe eat less?” I try.



She gives me a strange look. “I guess?” I think the concept is hard to wrap her head around.



“If you eat too much, you’ll get fat,” I warn.



“That would be nice.”



I shake my head. We’re supposed to be moving along. “Esme, do you know where the entrance is?”



Esme nods, wiggling her shoulders to make sure she’s carrying her bag properly. “I do. Follow me!”



With Esme leading the way, I don’t think it’ll take too long to get to the entrance. The first part of our plan is the part I like the least, but it’s also probably needed. The academy has some guards, and three girls sneaking in—even if they’re wearing the uniform—would get caught, so we’re not going to sneak in through any traditional means.



Esme came up with this part. She’s probably so used to the smells in Montele she doesn’t understand how awful an idea it is. “It’s down this alley,” she says as she points to a shadowy passage between two homes.



Felix raises a hand, the universal sign to pause. “Let me.... It’s clear,” she says.



Nodding, I enter the passageway, then recoil at the smell. Somehow, the alley is keeping the stench locked up in one place, which, while great for the people around here, is terrible for us.



“Oh, that’s stinky,” Esme says.



“Can’t we scale the walls?” I ask.



“No, we’d get caught. Besides, we’re not going in via the sewers or anything. We’ll be fine.”



The end of the alley has two big grates on the ground. One’s for the sewers, the other for the water. Not all of Montele has water piped through it, but some of the richer temples and homes do have something like running water. From what I can tell, they have a complex system with cisterns and buckets.



Esme leans over the grate for the water pipes, then yanks them back. “Oh, this is heavy,” she says.



“Let me try,” I say. I wrap my hands around the grate, then tug. Nothing happens, even as I groan and pull as hard as I can. Then I try to lift with my knees and that also does nothing. “Maybe with all three of us?”



Felix settles in by my side and grabs one end of the grate, and Esme the other. “On three,” she says. “Three, two—”



“Wait, on three means that we pull when you hit three, but you started from three,” I say.



“Oh, right, in that case, on one?”



“Sure.”



“Right!” She wiggles to the side, and we all check our grips. “One, two—”



“Esme, you’re doing it again,” I say.



“Well, how about you count us off, then,” Esme says.



I nod. “Sure. On go. Three, two, one... go!”



All three of us grunt, and the metal grating shifts with a metallic screech, then my hands slip and I tumble back onto my bum and the grate slams back down with a bang.



“That didn’t work,” Felix says.



I wipe my hands on my cloak and glare at the grating. “Let me try some magic, then,” I say.



“Ohh, what sort?” Esme asks.



“I can pretty much only do Disgust magic. I’ve been training to do Light, Earth, and Spark, but I’m not able to do those reliably yet.”



“Four disciplines!” Esme says. “Whoa! That’s neat. I want to do Contempt, but I’m terrible at it. Everyone says I’m a natural at Spark magic though. Maybe we can practice together?”



“Maybe later,” I say.



There are only so many dark magic spells that can help here. Mom could Void magic the grate away, but I don’t have that option, not for a while at least. Disgust is good for endurance and defensive spells, which is really not what I need right now.



Not unless... “Okay, I have an idea.”



“Didn’t you already have one?” Felix asks.



“Anyway, I’m going to pull really hard, and with your help, we’ll lift the grate up.”



“Wait, how is that different?” Esme asks.



“Because magic.”



That’s apparently a good enough response for my friends.



I lean down, grab the grating, then take a deep breath of stinky sewer air. I almost retch, which is great. It only takes a stray thought to plunge disgust into my core, and I can feel the dark magic coursing through me. It’s vile and sickly, and it makes me want to puke even more.



I channel the raw disgust into a spell, one I’ve practiced before and I’m pretty proficient at. It’s a staple spell of dark magic, flooding my body with mana that hardens and toughens it. I’m not any stronger now than I was a minute ago, but I am a lot tougher.



“On go,” I say. “Esme, countdown. Need to focus.”



“Got it,” Esme says. She settles her grip and nods in time with her count. “One, two, three. Go!”



We pull. I’m not stronger, but I am more enduring. So when I pull as hard as I can, my hands don’t hurt, my back doesn’t strain, and I can put every ounce of my strength to work without having to worry that I’ll hurt myself.



The grate lifts, and then slides back with the grinding sound of metal on metal.



We keep on tugging and tugging until the hole is uncovered, and on some unknown signal, all three of us let go, the grate clanging on the ground while we pant out our exhaustion.



“That was something,” Felix says. She leans over the hole. “Dark in there.”



“I can make some light,” Esme reassures us. “We need to head, uh... that way.” She points. I’m pretty sure the academy is in that direction. “I should have brought that map,” she mutters.



I’m sure we’ll be fine. “Okay, down we go,” I say as I drop the dark magic spell. A light haze of blackish smoke wafts off of my skin, especially my arms, where the spell was most concentrated.



Felix is the first to descend the ladder next to the hole. I hear the distinct sound of splashing as she hits the bottom. “It’s clear!” she calls out.



Esme goes next, and I follow right after her.



The tunnel isn’t all that wide, and there’s water up to our shins. Cold water. “Wh-why is this s-so cold?” I stutter.



Esme shrugs next to me. She doesn’t look all that happy about it, at least from what I can tell in the light coming in from the hole above. “It’s water f-from the mountains.”



“Oh,” I say.



“At least we’ll be clean,” Felix says. “Where are we going now?”



“We need light,” I say.



“I don’t.”



I pout at Felix. “Well, Esme and I do.”



“I’ve got it,” Esme says. “I have a whole bunch of surprise saved up.” She raises her hand and, after scrunching her nose at it, a spark appears, then another and another, until there’s a small spinning ball of electric-blue light hovering over her hand.



“Well done! Now, let’s start phase one of our operation!”
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                Monster Thirteen - Writing



I sat at my desk in my little room and tapped the back of a pen against my lower lip. This was an actual pen, with a steel nib and an inkwell on the table next to me. It was really tricky to write with, but I was getting the hang of it.



I still wore some older clothes while writing though, because ink liked to get everywhere. Maybe I could have made a small friend to write things for me?



My room was filled with all sorts of neat friend designs. From pillow friends, who squeaked when you hugged them, to bed warmer friends, who were soft and warm and who squeaked when you hugged them.



I shook my head and refocused. I had some writing to do.



Not note-taking, like I usually did, but actual letter writing. I couldn’t remember ever writing a letter before, but I’d read a few, so I kinda knew what I was doing.



The start was easy.



Dear Goddesses,



I paused, then sighed as my pause let a drop of ink splat onto the page. No good. I took it and set it to the side, then picked up a new page to start over.



Was that a good start? It was a bit... ambiguous.



Dear Aida, Goddess of Mothers, Allegra, Goddess of Matrons, and Alisa, Goddess of Maidens,



That was more specific, though it made for a very long “dear” sentence at the start. At least it wasn’t vague? They’d know exactly whom I was addressing.



I nodded and started my next line.



My name is Valeria Malvada, and I guess I’m technically a maiden. I’m not married yet or anything, and I really don’t wanna be because there aren’t any boys here, and they’re yucky besides.



I nodded. A good, solid intro. I could build on that.



I’m writing to you because my mom needs help. She’s a very, very good mom, and I love her a lot, but I don’t think she was ready to become a mom when I came along, and that shows a bunch. She’s trying her best though, and that makes her the best.



All factual so far. Mom was the best.



The problem is that she’s not great at some things that some moms are pretty good at. She takes things too seriously sometimes, and that can be a bit annoying. But I still love her lots.



Like, the other day, I told Mom I was out of things to wear, and that it would be nice to go clothes shopping together. That’s something moms do with their daughters, right? But instead of doing anything like that, she stole a whole clothing store with a dragon and let me pick what I wanted from it. The clothes were all frumpled, and I’m pretty sure that’s illegal in some places.



I sighed. Mom was just so very... Mom, sometimes.



Luciana was doing her best though, so I couldn’t fault her.



There are other things too. Like, she still hasn’t actually hugged me back, and that makes me feel sad inside. But I know she loves me, so it’s not a bad kind of sad.



I tried to trick her into becoming better at cuddling by giving her Mister Stretchy, a cat monster I made. Mom didn’t like him at first, but sometimes he climbs onto her lap and she’ll pet him a bit, so I think it’s working. Though she doesn’t like the way he walks (I made his legs wrong. Oops?).



I brought the pen to the side and dipped it into the ink. It was fun to make the nib skitch-scratch against the edge of the inkpot.



Mister Stretchy was a pretty nice cat. He didn’t poop or anything, and when you pet him he made rumbly noises. Also, he was nice and warm, though only some of his fur was long, and it was all rather patchy.



I considered what else to write.



Mom can also get really weird sometimes. Like... I think she needs a lot of alone time, even though she usually sits very close while taking it. She likes being near, but not talking and things. If I talk too much, it makes her very tired.



Sometimes she’ll tell me about things though, and that’s nice. Even then she gets weird.



Like, the other day, she told me it was time for me to learn about womanly stuff. Then she started to explain things, but she kept freezing up, and stuttering, and then she just gave me a book and said something about asking Semper when she visited.



It was weird. Also, the book was stupid and kept calling girls flowers and talked weird. I didn’t finish it.

I leaned back in my seat and examined what I’d written so far. I almost smacked myself in the face. I was so silly; I didn’t even get to the meat of things.



Right. Mostly I’m writing because I think my mom needs some help moming, and I’m too young and not a mom, so I don’t know what to tell her to help. I’m afraid she’s worried that she’s not the best mom (but she is) and so I did some research.



It turns out that the three of you are mentioned a whole lot whenever there’s mom-related stuff (like listening to your mom, and there’s a bunch of stuff about giving birth too, but... well I’m sorry Miss Goddess Aida, but that’s very icky so I don’t read those parts most of the time).



If you could help Mom, then I’d be super super happy, and I’d owe you lots. I can make all sorts of cool monsters for you, if you want!



I nodded to myself, then re-read the entire thing.



Great! It was perfect.



I signed my name at the bottom.



Sincerely,



Valeria Malvada,



Then I paused. There had to be something after my name, right? It didn’t look cool if it was just the name. There had to be some cool title.



I scrunched my nose, blew on the page, then packed away my pen and inkwell before standing up. With the letter in one hand and my writing stuff in a box in the other, I left my room and went to look for Mom.



It wasn’t too hard to find her. Mom had a few spots she liked to hang around in, and I knew them all by heart. In this case she was in the garden on the topmost floor. I had to use magic so my legs wouldn’t burn as I climbed up and up.



It wasn’t all bad—I was going to launch my letter from there anyway.



“Hey, Mom,” I said.



“Valeria,” Mom replied.



I wished she’d called me something else. It was a pretty name, and I liked the way she said it, but... well, I guess “daughter” was a little clunky. Sweetie? No, that sounded too sweet, and I wasn’t five. I’d figure it out.



“So, Mom, you’re a goddess, right?”



Mom looked up from where she was tending to some particularly spiky monster-flowers. “Evidently.”



“Right, but you’re also a queen, yeah?”



“The Queen of Monsters, of Darkness... I have a few titles of the sort, yes.”



I shook my head. “No, I mean, like, a land queen. With subjects and stuff?”



She nodded. “Yes. I am.”



“Cool.” I knelt down, placed my writing things next to me on the ground--no tables--and then finished signing my name.



Sincerely,



Valeria Malvada, Princess of the Land of Darkness



“There,” I said. If I could decide that Mom was Mom, then I could decide to be a princess too.



“What’s that?” Mom asked.



“A letter.”



“A... letter? Did you make penpals while I was distracted?” she asked.



“Not yet. Do you mind if I borrow one of your messenger monsters?” I asked.



“I... don’t. Who are you sending that letter to, exactly?”



I packed up my things and stood up again. “I’m sending it to uh, someone you work with. See you later, Mom.”



“Valeria, what do you mean ‘you’re sending it to someone I work with’?” Mom asked.



I knew that tone of voice. That was the tone Mom took when she was about to tell me no.



So, like a proper good daughter, I pretended not to hear and walked faster.
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                Terror Forty-One - Sneaky



Phase one of Operation Sneaky Stealy is very simple. We can’t steal the books if we’re not inside the academy.



Felix is in the lead mostly because, in the near-total darkness, her special kind of not-blindness is a lot more useful than Esme and I’s normal sight.



Esme glances up as we pass under another pipe leading to a grate above. “That’s one,” she says. “We’re going to pass three of these before we’re under the academy.”



“And then we leave from one inside the academy, right?”



“Huh? Didn’t you pay attention to that part of the plan?” She raises her hand, still filled with crackling lightning. “No, no, we’re going to exit into their cistern.”



“I thought that would be the same thing,” I say.



She shakes her head. “Nope. The cisterns take up the entire bottom floor of one of the castles. We should be able to just walk right in.”



“Alright,” I said. “Then we move on to phase two.”



“Right!”



I splish splash onwards, moving my legs so I can warm them up a little. I think I’m getting used to the temperature. “You know, I don’t know where the water at home comes from. I’m pretty sure we don’t have a cistern under us.”



“Maybe you have a cistern on the roof, or a well,” Esme says. “You need water from somewhere. Which city are you from, again?”



“Ah, somewhere to the east,” I say. “We also don’t have a pool.”



“A pool? Like for swimming in? I think some of the temples have those. There certainly isn’t anything like that at the great library.”



“Of course not. Someone might get the books wet,” I say.



“Mmhmm. If you want to become an archivist, then you need to know how to swim.” Esme turns towards me, legs swishing through the water. “So I need to learn how soon.”



“You’re really determined to become an archivist, huh?” I ask.



“Of course. My parents were both archivists. It’s how they met and fell in love.”



Felix turns around, walking backwards through the water. “Really? You want to become one of those archivists so you can meet someone to marry and have little Esmes with?”



“What? No! I want to become an archivist so I can discover secrets no one has ever found before. To see the strangest places in the world, to read the rarest books! I want to travel and see all five great nations, see the independent cities, maybe even travel to other continents where they worship strange gods.”



“That does sound like fun,” I say. “This is the first time I’ve left my home, and I have to say, it’s a lot of fun to be out and adventuring! I’ve made more friends in these last few days than I’ve made in years, Mom excepted, and I’ll have so many stories to tell.”



Esme nods. “That’s it! I want to become an adventurer. Not the monster-killing kind, the sort that explores and finds new things!”



“Well, I do like that you don’t want to kill monsters,” I say



Felix laughs, the sound echoing down the length of the pipe.



Esme gives me a strange look. “You know, the God of Heroes tells people that killing monsters is every human’s sacred duty, to make the world a safe, more hospitable place. Also, that’s two.” She gestures above, where there’s another tunnel leading up with a ladder next to it. I can barely see the top of it, it’s so dark. I guess it might lead to a room instead of another street or alley.



“Monsters aren’t that bad,” I say.



“Valeria, they kill people. Then they eat them. Sometimes they kill people by eating them!”



“Well, I guess. But people kill each other all the time. How’s that any different?”



Esme’s light brightens. “How is it... because people are human, and monsters are monsters.”



“Now you’re just being unfair,” I say. “Monsters are more like animals than people, at least until they reach, like, Scourge rank. That’s when they start being able to think for themselves.”



“But to reach that point they need to kill a whole lot of people, don’t they?” Esme asks. She’s got the tone of someone who nailed a “gotcha” moment.



“No, actually. A lot of it is just from living. Killing things doesn’t help a monster evolve any more than it helps a person grow stronger. The experience of a fight might help, I guess, but that’s... well, it’s hard to quantify. Most big monster hordes have been filled with lower-ranked monsters because the majority of them never reach Scourge rank. Maybe, like, one in every thousand?”



“But there are tens of thousands of monsters!” Esme says.



“Pfft, please, there are easily tens of millions of monsters on Monsterra, likely more of them than there are humans. I’d put a conservative guess in the hundreds of millions, even.”



Esme shakes her head. “You’re saying that as if it’s a good thing.”



“Uh, well, I don’t mind monsters. They can be nice.”



Esme shakes her head. “You must be confusing some animals with monsters. Not everything that isn’t a human is a monster. Animals are natural and normal, and some of them are nice. There are lots of cats in Montele, and some dogs too. To hunt rats, mostly. We feed some at the library because while they leave some fur all over, it’s better to dust that than find a book chewed up by mice.”



“Uh, sure,” I say. It’s really not a discussion I’m all that keen on having. I... feel a bit bad. One of the phases of my plan will require Esme getting over her reservations about monsters rather quickly.



I should probably tell her what I am, but I like Esme, and I’d like to be her friend for a little longer.



I’m sure I can drop her off somewhere safe later, and it’s easier to ask for forgiveness than permission... and all that.



I stifled a sigh. I was such a terrible friend. But I’d make it up to her!



“That’s another,” Esme says as she looks up. We’re passing under yet another pipe leading up. “That should be the last one. The cistern for the academy should be up next.”



“I can see something around the bend,” Felix says. “It’s an opening, I think, into a big room.”



“Your joy magic is really good,” Esme says.



“It’s more from necessity than because of talent or anything,” Felix says. She grins back at us. “I have actual eyes now, you know. I won’t need it as much.”



“It’s still good to use,” I say. “You can sense things from angles you can’t see. And your control is super good. I really should teach you a few spells. Or how to read—that way you can learn your own spells.”



“That would be nice,” Felix says. “I bet I can get good work if I know how to read and do figures and more magic.”



“Mmhmm,” I say. “We also need to teach you more balancing things. Unbalanced cultivation’s dangerous.”



“Urgh, tell me about it,” Esme says. “Miss Gertrude makes me do all these exercises ever since I started to use spark magic by accident. Just because anything metal kept sticking to me, and I let out a few sparks that spooked some of our guests.”



Felix and I giggle, and Esme huffs until she breaks out into laughter too.



We turn around the corner and slow to a stop.



The cistern is before us, a deep and wide room, with large stone pillars throughout it. The ceiling is supported by carefully crafted brick arches. It’s a pretty room, designed and obviously built to last. I imagine it has to be, with an entire castle sitting above it.



A tunnel just like ours sits at the far end of the cistern, water flowing out of it and to... somewhere in the city, I imagine.



To the right, there’s a surface above the water, with barrels and what looks like a pump. I can imagine people coming down and grabbing water from here to use elsewhere in the academy. Probably either servants or the less important members of the church.



There is also a large gate between us and the cistern.



“Probably should have expected that,” Felix says.



“Shucks,” I say.



“Maybe there’s a latch, or some way to open it?” Esme asks. Her voice dips when its echo returns from the other side of the room.



“Well then,” I say. “This is a bit of a pickle.”



***

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from RavensDagger
                        

                    

                    Are You Entertained?



Cinnamon Bun Vol 3 is coming out tomorrow!



Also, Heart of Dorkness is officially done on my patreon, epilogue and all! If you want to read to the end, and want to participate in the 'what next' discussion, then there was never a better time to join than now!

Join the Patreon!



Some of my stories are on TopWebFiction!

-Cinnamon Bun

-Stray Cat Strut

-Lever Action

-Dead Tired

-Heart of Dorkness

Voting makes Broccoli smile!



The following books are available as paperbacks (and as Ebooks) on Amazon. Oh, and there’s an awesome audiobook for Cinnamon Bun Volume One and Two, and also Love Crafted!





[image: ]




(The images are links!)



All proceeds go to funding my addiction to buying art paying for food, rent, and other necessities!



Thank you so much for all your support everyone! And thank you extra hard for allowing me to do this for a living; I’ll do my best to keep you entertained!



                



Terror Forty-Two - Rattle


                    
                        
                            
                            A note from RavensDagger
                        

                    

                    


If you want more to read, consider joining my Patreon! Or check out my other original works:

Love Crafted (Interactive story about an eldritch abomination tentacle-ing things!) - Completed

Stray Cat Strut (A cyberpunk system apocalypse!) - Ongoing

Cinnamon Bun (A wholesome LitRPG!) - Ongoing

Fluff (A superheroic LitRPG about cute girls doing cute things!) - Volume One Complete!

Dead Tired (A comedy about a Lich in a Wuxia world doing Science!) - Hiatus

The Agartha Loop (A Magical-Girl drama!) - Ongoing

Lever Action (A fantasy western with mecha!) - Volume One Complete!

Heart of Dorkness (A wholesome progression fantasy) - Ongoing



                

                Terror Forty-Two - Rattle



Esme reaches out, grabs the gate, then rattles it about.



It doesn’t do much. “Well, that’s a bummer,” I say. “Is there another way around?”



“The gate at the other...” Esme pauses. Her voice is echoing in the cistern, the wide open space and tall ceiling perfect for noise to travel. She whispers the rest of her sentence. “There’s a gate on the other side too. We can’t just go around. Also, we’d be fighting the current.”



“Makes sense,” I say. “Any other entrances?”



“We could go back? I’m sure if you give me a day or two I could figure something else out?”



I shake my head. “No, we’re on a tight deadline.”



“We are?” Esme asks.



I can’t exactly admit to her that the goddess of Darkness will ride into Montele at the head of a never-ending tide of monsters if I’m not back home within the next six days. “Yeah,” I say. “Felix, can you spot a lock or anything?”



“There’s a padlock on the side there,” Felix says. She points to our right and up a bit. “Do you think you can, uh, take care of it?”



She probably means my squirters. They're great at smaller locks, which this might not be. Then again, how secure would someone want a grate in their cistern to be? “Let me see.” I pull myself up with the help of the gate’s bars. The opening between the bars isn’t wide enough for my head to pass through, but I can reach in.



Pinching my tongue between my teeth, I wiggle my arm through the gap, then smack it around while trying to find the lock. “Higher,” Felix says. “There’s a bar, and a hole in that bar with a loop, and that’s where the lock is.”



I reach up and find a flat piece of metal sticking out of the gate. It’s all rusty and rough. Following it with my fingers leads me to a big, old padlock. It’s bigger than both of my fists together, and the hole on the front is large enough I can fit my pinkie into it. “That’s going to be tricky to undo,” I mutter.



“So, we need to go back?” Esme asks.



“Not quite,” I say. I pulse my magic, and a few of my little friends start to squirm. Specifically, I can feel the squirters hiding under my clothes scuttle about. They’re clever enough to climb my shirt and along the length of my arm where they exit my sleeve. “Give me two minutes,” I say.



“Oh, are you doing magic?” Esme asks. “Anger could do it.”



“I’m not an Anger mage,” I say. “But, uh, yeah, I’m doing magic of a sort. I’ll have this open in no time. It’s just going to require a bit of concentration.”



Esme nods, then lowers her hand. “I’m going to let go of my light. We’re making noise already, and I don’t want to give us away.”



That sounds like a good idea, so I give her a nod while guiding my squirter friends into the lock. They make little squishing sounds, like stomping on a sponge full of syrup, but quieter.



I scritch one of my little friends on the back as it squirts away. Listening very closely, I can make out the faint sizzle of metal being eaten by squirter acid. They’re getting through!



“I think this might work,” I whisper.



“Great!” Esme cheers quietly while Felix nods.



There’s a cling and plop as the bottom of the lock comes apart and hits the water, and I reach out and barely manage to catch the rest of it before it falls into the water.



“Okay, okay, I have it,” I say. I squeeze my other arm through and lower the padlock down before letting it sink under the water. My little squirter friends have plenty of time to sneak back up my sleeve, though I don’t know how much juice they have left. The padlock being under water should disguise our entrance, I hope. If someone comes in after us, it’ll probably just look like it rusted apart—that is, if they even bother looking for it.



The gate squeals as I push it open. I wince and stop. “That’s really loud,” I complain.



“I can maybe help?” Felix says. “If I try, I can make the wind stop moving. That makes things sound muffled.”



“Oh, that’s a great idea,” I say.



Felix grins, obviously--and rightfully--proud of herself. She focuses, and I feel the wind shift around us. It becomes a tiny bit harder to breathe, like walking into a warm room with no open windows.



I push the gate open again, and while it is pretty squealy, it’s not as bad, and the echo is muffled. “Nice work,” I say as I squish myself through. Esme and Felix follow me. None of us can hold back grins. We’ve made it!



“Let’s push the door shut,” Esme says. “Just in case.”



I nod, then while Esme isn’t paying attention, I send out an echo ahead of us and to the door leading into the cistern. It should be able to squeeze past and return if someone’s coming down.



Stepping up and out of the water is a drag. I didn’t realize how heavy my clothes are when wet, or the buoyancy I had when partially submerged. Also, my toes are freezing.



“Okay,” I say. “A small break to wring things out, then we get changed and we move on to phase two.”



Esme nods and sits on the edge of the platform to take off her shoes and empty them of water. I do the same, and squish my socks as best I can without removing them to dribble out the wetness. This is going to be gross.



“I have everyone’s uniforms,” Esme says as she opens her backpack. There are three white robes within. “We should probably dry off a little more before though.”



“Felix, can you help us with that?” I ask.



“Huh? I do Joy, not, uh... Fear is water, right?”



I nod. “I know. But if you can make the wind move in a tight circle around us, then we’ll dry off faster. Uh, but we should start slow.”



“Oh, I guess that can work. Like hanging clothes out to dry, but we’re wearing it?”



“Exactly!”



Felix giggles, then she spins around. The first time there’s barely any change in the air, but I definitely feel it the second time. I close my eyes as a quick wind whips up around us and I feel my cloak billowing wide. I catch it before it can fly off, and I notice Esme hugging her backpack close.



Felix spins round and round, her giggles getting a bit manic as a small tornado-like wind whips at us. Then she stops.



“Are you okay?” I ask. I’m not sure if I’m drier, but I’m certainly feeling giddier. Esme’s hair is extra wild too.



“Yeah!” Felix says. She stumbles. “Dizzy.”



Then she pukes all over the ground.



“Oh, yuck. Felix!”



“My lunch!” Felix complains.



“Wash your face off,” Esme says. “And your shirt.”



“That’s disgusting,” I say. At least I have something to empower any disgust magic with. “Your shirt’s all messy too.”



“Guess so,” Felix says. She looks at the... stuff on the edge of the platform, then shrugs and jumps into the cistern with a splash. She surfaces and shakes her head, then grins up at us. “Clean!”



I can’t help but laugh before moving to the edge and helping her up. “Come on. Now it’s going to take even longer to get you dry.”



“That’s okay. I can put the robes on anyway, I don’t mind.” Felix climbs up the platform and starts undressing while Esme does the same. I grab the robes that are meant for me, then move over to the edge and squeeze into them.



“Aren’t you taking off your cloak, at least?” Esme asks.



“No, it’s a special cloak,” I say. “I don’t want to leave it behind.”



“Oh, alright.” Esme says. She stuffs her things in her backpack and then shuffles into her robes. We look a bit silly, the robes not fitting quite right. Mine are lumpy, Esme’s are too big, and Felix is obviously very wet under hers.



It’ll have to do!



“Is there anything important in your bags?” I ask Esme.



“Just my clothes,” she says. “Nothing I can’t lose, and nothing that’ll trace things back to me, I don’t think.”



“Cool! We’ll probably be leaving from elsewhere.”



“You still haven’t told me the last phase,” Esme says. She crosses her arms. “Shouldn’t I know by now?”



“Don’t worry. It’s going to be spectacular!”



***
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                Terror Forty-Three - Discovered



I tug at my robes. It’s a good thing I’m not curvy because they’d probably be even more uncomfortable then. “I think we’re about as ready as we can be.”



“Yep,” Esme agrees. She glances to the doorway, then nods. “Right, this passageway leads into the servant’s quarters and the kitchens. Most of this building is made to take care of stuff like that.”



“Where’s the place with the books then?” I ask.



“It can be in two places. There’s a library two buildings over. It's in the sort of mansion part of the academy, where all the important priests live. Second floor up. It’s going to be real risky getting there.”



“Right,” I say. “And the other place?”



“The main administration building. It’s near the back of the academy. I think that’s where they do all the paperwork and stuff to run the church. I bet there’s a lot of that. It would make sense that they check on books there.”



“So we’re looking at the library first, right?”



“Oh yeah, definitely,” Esme agrees. We’re on the same page, I think. Both of us nod at each other at the same time, and I can’t help the upwards twitch of my lips.



“Lead the way then,” I say. “Felix, can you keep, uh, attention out ahead? Tell us if anyone’s around. I’ll do something similar.”



“I can do that,” Felix says.



I move over to the door, feet squishing in my not-entirely-dry shoes. It’s not locked. I guess it wouldn’t make sense to need keys just to get water from the basement. I lean against the door and listen as hard as I can.



“Sounds clear,” I whisper back to the others.



Felix nods, and seeing as how I trust her hearing, I tug the door open with a whump and stare into a dull, poorly lit corridor made of interlocking stones with old mortar between them. Stepping up, I look around and make sure there’s no one nearby.



Then my little friend I sent out earlier returns and nestles into the crook of my neck before buzzing. The coast is clear.



“This way,” Esme says as she turns to the right and starts walking ahead of us.



“Shouldn’t we walk normally?” Felix asks. “If we’re trying to look like we’re supposed to be here?”



“Oh, right,” Esme says. She stands taller, no longer walking all hunched over like someone in a children’s book.



The only reason I was walking in a similar way is because I saw her doing it first. I clear my throat and walk normally next to my friends.



The corridor ends at a staircase that leads up a floor and to another doorway. This one is an old wooden thing, all thick and reinforced with a metal bar. There are obviously people on the other side. Metal is banging against metal, and I can hear talking, even if I can’t make anything out.



“The kitchens,” Esme whispers. “We just need to walk right past them and into the rear courtyard. It should be safe there.”



“Right,” I say. “Lead the way.”



Esme pushes the door open and we’re assaulted by the scents of a working kitchen. There’s meat being cooked, and vegies stewing in something. I can hear Felix sniffing at the air.



“Remember, act normal,” Esme says.



We step into another long corridor, this one with brick walls and wooden panelling. To the left is a wide archway leading into a kitchen where a dozen people in aprons are tending to big cauldrons and chopping up veggies with quick strokes of sharp knives.



I stare ahead and follow Esme as she walks towards the far end of the passageway. It takes me a few seconds to notice that Felix isn’t next to me.



I stop and turn, finding her looking into the kitchen with her mouth open. She’s staring at a row of heavy pans, all of them filled with steaming stews. There are plates with prepared meals on them nearby too, next to a stack of bread loaves that look fresh from the oven.



I reach a hand out and tug Felix after me. “Later,” I say. How can she be hungry again?



We pause to let some serving staff move by, all of them carrying trays with heavy-looking cauldrons atop them.



“You three!”



I nearly jump out of my skin as a woman walks up to us. She doesn’t look very kind, with a mean glare on and a spatula in one hand that she waves around like a sword. “You’re early. A miracle. The trays are there.” She points to a table with some stacks of bread and plates and even more food.



“Um,” Esme says. “Okay?”



“Well, come on, move!”



I jump forward and rush to one of the trays, then grunt as I lift it off the table it’s on. There’s a big pot of stew that looks like it’s still boiling away in the centre. “To the, uh, eating place, right?” I ask.



She stares at me. “They get stupider every year,” she mutters. I almost drop the tray on her toes. “Yes, the mess hall, where you eat. Go!”



I bob my head up and down while my friends grab two more trays, Esme one with plates, and Felix the one stacked high with bread. “We’ll be right back,” I say before scurrying off after the people that just left.



“What are we going to do with all of this?” Esme asks as soon as we’re out of hearing distance.



I wince at the pressure on my fingers and start to weave a bit of magic, then stop. I could be detected using Dark magic here. Better to just endure the old fashion way. “Now no one’s going to stop us,” I say.



“Yeah, but I don’t know where the mess hall is!”



“Whe chan fhand it,” Felix replies.



She has a loaf of bread jutting out of her mouth.



I shake my head. “We’re not looking for it. Where’s the library, Esme?”



We exit out into the full light of day. We’re nowhere near the wide open courtyard Felix and I spied on last time, but rather off to one corner of the academy that’s out of the way. There’re some gardens nearby, and a greenhouse, as well as a small barn that has some chickens pecking around it.



The others carrying trays are already quite a ways away.



“The library is at the other end, past the cathedral,” Esme says.



The cathedral’s hard to miss. It’s the big building with the towers and the arch-covered architecture. There are a few banners draping down the sides too, with Héroe’s symbol on them.



“I think the food’s supposed to be brought that way anyway,” I say.



“Looks like it,” Esme agrees.



“Mmhmm,” Felix mumbles past a second loaf.



We carry the food with us, past the barns and what looks like a stable, and then past the back of the cathedral. It’s still a pretty building from the back, with a well-manicured lawn and some statues standing guard around the walking paths, but I still think that my home’s nicer.



“Is that it?” I ask as we move past the cathedral. The staff before us turn to the right and move on towards what I guess might be the main keep? It’s a boxy building tucked up against one on the academy’s walls, not one of the places I need to worry about.



“Yeah, that’s it,” Esme says.



Before us is the library. Or at least the building with the library in it. A shorter building, with a peaked roof and a small garden all around it. It looks almost like an afterthought, really.



“Where do we put the food?” Esme asks.



I walk over to a bush, bend down, and shove the tray under it. Hopefully no one will follow the smell. Then Felix does the same, though she pauses to dip a loaf in the stew before taking a bite.



“What?” she asks when I stare. “Waste not.”



Esme giggles and moves over to the doorway. “Come on.”



I run after her, then straighten myself and try to look like I’m supposed to be here. So far we haven’t seen any other acolytes, and most of the people have been staff, so I figure we’re doing pretty well so far.



Esme opens the door and we walk into a building with some offices to one side and a sitting room on the other. A staircase leads up to a floor where I can see a bunch of books on shelves.



Is this it?



“Who are you?” a sharp, mean-sounding voice asks. “And what are you doing here?”



Oh no.
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                Monster Fourteen - Leaving



“I’ll be leaving this afternoon,” Mom said.



I blinked, then whipped my head around so fast my glasses almost flew off my face. “You’ll be what?” I asked.



We were both in the dining room, the smaller one a floor above the library. It was a cozier place to have something to eat than the bigger dining room below with the huge table. This one had one wall that was made entirely of floor-to-ceiling windows that faced south and gave us a nice view of the rocky blasted landscape.



None of that really mattered though. “What do you mean?”



“I mean,” Mom said, “that once we are done with our meal here, I will be heading outside and leaving the castle.”



“For how long? What for?” I asked. I stood up, and was very disappointed my chair only whispered over the carpet instead of screeching over the floor. “You can’t just go!”



One of Mom’s eyebrows rose slightly. “I can’t?”



“Of course not. Not while leaving me alone.”



“You would hardly be alone,” Mom said. She gestured vaguely to the side. I didn’t even bother following the gesture. I knew there were monsters in the room. There were always monsters in the room.



“That’s not what I mean,” I said.



“Did you mean that I am physically unable to leave? Despite the wishes of many a weaker god--which is by all accounts most of them--I am only confined to this land by my own desire not to interact with any of them. There is nothing that could hold me back.”



I pouted and placed both hands on my hips. “I’m too young.”



“Pardon?”



“I said I’m too young. You can’t leave the house because then I’d be unsupervised.”



Mom blinked. “Is this some jape?”



“It’s not a joke. A responsible mom wouldn’t leave her only daughter alone at home.”



Mom leaned back into her seat. “I see. And at what age would such a thing end?”



I moved my arms up so I could cross them under my chest. I didn’t meet Mom’s look. “When I’m old enough.”



“Interesting. I deem you old enough to be left alone for a day or so. You’re hardly liable to light the castle on fire while I’m no longer here, and there are several thousand monsters to keep you safe. I know you’ve used some of your... friends to sneak food out of the kitchens.”



I felt my cheeks warming. She knew about my snack friends? “That’s... a discussion for later,” I said. “You still haven’t answered my other questions!”



“You mean with regards to where I am going and for how long? I don’t see how either should matter to you.”



I glared. “Mom.”



“Don’t ‘Mom’ me.”



“Mom,” I repeated.



“Oh, very well. I am visiting Semper this evening for tea. My things are already packed. I should be back by the morning. Or the afternoon, if things end up taking more time than I expect.”



“Semper... the goddess?” I asked. The name had come up here and there.



Mom nodded easily. “Yes. She’s something of an old acquaintance. We have tea on occasion and discuss our new findings in the world of literature and art. Our tastes aren’t entirely aligned, but I find the contrast interesting.”



“Oh. I didn’t know you had, uh... friends.”



Mom’s expression went a little flat. “And now you’ve learned otherwise.”



“Are you really going to leave me alone for an entire day?” I ask.



“Hardly an entire day. I expect that little will change in your schedule. You're not likely to notice my absence for a night. Just sit back and read or study as you usually do.”



I adjusted my glasses and held back another pout. Mom wasn’t wrong, but still. “Okay then. At least let me say goodbye properly.”



“Hmm? I suppose I could begin to leave now,” Mom said. She set her utensils next to her plate. “I wouldn’t want to allow a crosswind to lead to my being late.”



“How are you getting to Semper anyway?” I asked.



“I’ll fly over. It’s simplest,” Mom said. “She frequently changes locations. So it is uncommon that we meet in the same place twice, at least not within the span of a decade.”



“That’s neat,” I said.



Mom stood up and brushed down the front of her dress. I hadn’t noticed earlier, but she was wearing a much more elaborate dress than usual, with black lace over an even darker, silky fabric.



“That’s a pretty dress,” I said.



“Hmm? Well yes, I do try to dress appropriately for these small events. It wouldn’t do to appear uncouth. Half of one’s power comes from others' perception of one.”



“What’s the other half?” I asked.



Mom made that noise in the back of her throat, her little laugh. “The other half is the ability to crush anyone that stands between you and what you want with extreme prejudice.”



I thought about it for a moment as Mom flowed out of the room, then I jogged after her. “No offence, Mom, but I’m thinking that the second half is a bit more important than the first.”



She nodded, then reached down and ruffled my hair. “It is, yes, but having that kind of power and not knowing how to restrain it is useless. It is often best that the mere threat of power be capable of accomplishing things for you, before you ever need to deploy it yourself.”



“Oh,” I said. That sounded clever. But I’d need a while to really figure it out.



We made our way downstairs. One day I’d convince Mom to install an elevator in the castle. Not only would it make my legs work less, it would also be neat to have one.



We reached the bottom, which only meant I’d need to climb all the way back up to the top later. It was hard not to notice the bag being carried by a monster by the front door. “You're bringing all that?” I asked. It was a pretty large bag.



“A few things. Some books to trade, a change of clothes, some toiletries. Nothing special,” Mom dismissed. She opened the door and I followed her out, then blinked at the dragon resting by the front, her tail casually wrapped around a statue.



“Oh hey, it’s Livonas. Hi!”



The dragon raised her head, a thing the size of a small house, then humphed in my general direction. I laughed as my skirt and hair flapped in the warm air.



“Well then, this is goodbye for the moment,” Mom said as she turned my way.



I felt my giggle die off. “Oh, right,” I said. There was her ride behind her, and there were plenty of wyverns around too. An aerial escort, I guessed. It made sense. “So... I’ll see you tomorrow?”



“Of course. I do live here.”



“Yeah, yeah, I know,” I said. Then I raised my arms.



“Are you trying to communicate something?” Mom asked.



I opened my eyes, then huffed at her. “Mom, I want a hug.”



“You don’t need hugs, you’re a mature young woman.”



“If being mature means no more hugs, then I don’t want it,” I said. “Come on, you’re leaving. You can’t leave without giving me a hug first.”



“Oh, and could you stop me?” she asked.



I pouted, again. Why did Mom always need to make things difficult? “What happens if something happens to you? What if you get held back for, like, two days? Or a week! Then that would be a week without seeing you, and no hugs that entire time. So we need hugs now, and they need to be good to make up for any missing future-hugs.”



“You are... so childish,” Mom said. But I could tell she was smiling inside.



I raised my arms higher.



Mom approached, then paused. “I... admit that I’m not entirely sure how to...”



Was... was this Mom’s first time hugging back properly? I did usually initiate them, I guessed.



“Just do your best,” I said.



Mom raised her own arms a bit, leaned forwards, and wrapped her arms around me.



It was the most robotic, unwarm hug I’d ever gotten, so I squeezed her right back, because even if it was an objectively terrible hug, it was still the best hug because Mom was trying.



“I love you lots,” I said. “So be careful.”



“Yes,” Mom agreed. “I expect the castle to be in one piece come morning, and I have set some of my monsters to spy upon you and report back to me. So do try to limit any tomfoolery.”



“Mom!”



“Have a good day, Valeria. I’ll see you tomorrow.”
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                Terror Forty-Four - Templar



“Ah,” I say as I slowly turn around.



There’s a man behind us. He’s not very tall, and he’s not very big. He doesn’t even look all that scary. And yet he’s somehow really freaking intimidating. Maybe it’s the glare, maybe it’s the persistent feeling that I’m being watched...



Yeah, it’s definitely that.



The man’s a Vigilance mage; there’s no doubt about it. His magic is wrapped around him like a layer of eyes, watchful and wary.



I’m beginning to think sneaking into the academy of the God of Heroes, who also happens to be the God of Vigilance, was maybe not my greatest idea.



“We’re here to, ah, ask if the people here are hungry,” Esme says. “Food’s almost served?”



One of the man’s bushy white eyebrows perk. “Really now,” he says. He’s not even bothering to make it sound like a question!



“W-what my friend means”—I need to salvage this—“is that we’re here, uh, looking for some books for, um, an assignment.”



“Yes, of course,” he said. “Three acolytes.” He glances down at our robes. “Of three entirely different years and ranks. All working on a single assignment. One that requires they move into the library used by the priests of Héroe. Three female acolytes, no less, in a year where we have, if I recall correctly, only one.”



“Ah,” I say. “We’re here to support our older brothers?”



“No,” he says.



“No?”



“No, that story isn’t nearly entertaining enough. Try another.”



I feel Felix leaning closer to my side. “What’s that mean?” she whispers.



“It means that I want to have a more interesting tale to tell my fellow templars when we share a drink tonight. Your story isn’t far-fetched enough for me to get a free drink out of it.”



“So if we tell you a story that’s wild enough... you’ll let us go?” I ask.



“Oh no, there’s no chance of that. I do intend to see the three of you belted for this. I just hoped for a better story to tell.”



I can hear Esme gulp. “Templars can tell when people lie,” she says.



“We can,” the man confirms.



“I thought that was a lie,” I say. “You know, make people think that they can tell the truth from lies so no one bothers lying to them.”



He sniffs. “Ridiculous.”



“M-maybe we should tell the truth?” Esme squeaks.



“Sure,” I say. I have a plan!



“Do go on,” the templar says. He’s not wearing any armour. Just a tunic belted to his waist, the same white material as the sack-like robes we have on. It looks like it might be something worn under armour, I guess. The main point is, he’s not equipped for a fight.



“So, my name is Valeria. I’m a princess.”



He blinks.



He’s believing it! “I’m here to steal some of the books that the church stole from others. Like, a whole heap of them.”



“Three children plan on stealing from the academy... of the God of Heroes?” he asks.



“Well, yes. I have a dragon.”



“What.”



“My name’s Valeria Malvada. My mom’s Luciana Malvada, the Dark Goddess. You know, the person you bunch don’t like.”



The templar takes a small step back, and that gives me the time to pull one of my butterbutts out from within my robes. I present it to him.



“See! A monster.”



My little friend darts ahead with a malevolent hiss and jumps towards the templar’s face.



He’s a trained warrior. There’s no way such a small monster will stop him, and the way he swipes it out of the air proves as much. It does distract him for a couple of precious seconds.



“Felix, shove him!” I call out while I tug my hood back.



Felix laughs, and a heavy gust of wind almost knocks me down as it slams ahead of Felix and rams the templar while he’s already bending back and away from my now-dead butterbutt.



I step over to Esme, the final cog in my very carefully laid last-second plan. She’s staring at me, eyes as wide as saucers and hair a bushy mess. I can see the sparks flickering around. “Yo-you’re--”



“I am,” I say. “And I really need you to zap him. Now!”



Esme turns towards the templar who is, predictably, starting to stand up. He looks a bit cross with us, and I can see the skin over his fists hardening as if it’s turning to stone.



Esme saves the day.



The crack-bang of her Surprise magic unleashing all at once is like a gunshot going off right next to my head, and even somewhat prepared for it I reel back.



The templar fares a lot worse. All I have to deal with is some ringing in my ears. He got a jolt of electric-blue magic right to the chest. His eyes roll up and he crashes to the floor with a heavy thump I can barely hear.



“Well done!” I say. It’s always nice to praise a friend who has done good work.



Esme doesn’t seem to appreciate it. She turns to me, then points a finger towards my face. “You... you lied to me!”



“Huh?”



Esme drops her hand with a swipe, and I can’t help but stare at the way her lips are wobbling. “You never told me you were... that.”



I cross my arms. We don’t have time for this. “I never lied to you,” I say.



“Yes, you did!”



“No, I didn’t,” I say. “I never said I was Mom’s daughter, but that shouldn’t matter.”



“Of course it matters!” Esme says. “Are you even a human?”



“Hey!” Felix says. “Miss Val’s nice.”



“You knew!” Esme says. Now she’s being angry at Felix. “You knew the whole time, I bet.”



“That Miss Valeria’s who she is?” Felix asks. “Yeah, I knew. She didn’t have to tell you about it. It’s her business.”



“It’s everyone’s business!” Esme says. “She... you brought monsters into the city!”



“I control them. They won’t hurt anyone I don’t want them to.”



“That’s worse!” Esme says.



“No, it’s not. My little friends are nice unless I tell them not to be. They’re like... trained dogs.”



“Monsters aren’t like dogs.”



“Sure they are,” I say.



Esme’s face goes very red. “They are not!”



“Yes, they are. They’re nice and cuddly, they can be well-behaved and--”



“Dogs didn’t kill my parents!” Esme shouts.



I don’t know what to say. Felix stays quiet too, and Esme just stands there, breathing hard, eyes staring at the floor.



I want to reach out to her, but I don’t know what to say. “I’m sorry” would sound so... stupid. What would I say to the person I thought was kind of responsible for... for doing that to Mom?



I think I’d be a lot more violent than Esme is being right now.



“I...”



“Shut up, Valeria,” Esme says. She sniffs, and it’s an ugly gurgly noise, but I can’t blame her. She wipes her nose and eyes across the sleeve of her robes. “We need to take care of him. Someone could walk in, and we made a lot of noise.”



“Yeah,” Felix says. “We can hide him in a closet, I think, with a gag in his mouth and his hands tied, but we’ll have to be fast. People don’t stay knocked out for long.”



“I used a spell for that. We should have some time,” Esme says.



“I’m sorry,” I mutter.



Esme glares at me. “I thought you were my friend.”



I swallow. “You are... I am.”



“I... I don’t believe you.”



I don’t know what to do for a moment, then it’s my turn to glare. “Look, I didn’t choose to be born a monster, alright? But I’m happy I am one, because it means I have a great Mom and... and stuff. I didn’t lie to you but... yeah, I should have told you. And... I don’t know the monsters that did... that to your parents, but if you want, we can find them and you can do whatever you want to them, okay?”



“I don’t want revenge,” Esme says.



“I... okay, that’s okay.”
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                Terror Forty-Five - Pants



“That’ll do, I think,” I say as I look at the templar. He glares back at me, but it’s not nearly as scary when he’s pantsless, gagged with a sock, and currently stuffed in a broom closet with one of my little friends on his chest. “Just stay there and don’t move, and I promise my little friend won’t burrow into your skin and lay eggs inside you.”



His glare turns into a look of confused terror a moment before I shut the door.



“Did you really need to take off his pants?” Esme asks.



“I didn’t have ropes,” Felix replies.



“Girls,” I say. “We’re in a bit of a time crunch. Someone’s going to notice him missing, and maybe they’ll find him and he’ll talk.”



Esme sniffs. “Not just going to kill him?” she asks.



I consider it. “No, no, I won’t. He’s not an obstacle as he is.” And besides, Esme probably wouldn’t like it if I killed someone. I do still want to be her friend. “Let’s check out the books?”



That wins Esme over.



The three of us move up the staircase at the end of the room and stare around us. The library here isn’t all that grandiose. A few small rooms, the walls lined with shelves and cubby holes. Each room has a desk and chair and space for people to write and study, but not much beyond that.



It’s less a library, and more of an office, I decide. I can imagine studious priests poring over old religious texts, or maybe templars coming in to research some fearsome monster they’ll need to fight in a quest.



“I don’t think the books are here,” I say.



“Plenty of books though,” Felix points out.



She... does have a point. I glance at Esme, and she glares back at me, then nods. “Okay, so no more than two minutes.”



“Are we really going to steal their books?”



“Just the ones that look interesting,” I say as I dart over to one wall and start scanning spines. I skip a bunch of them; they’re all old reports and bestiaries. If I want to know about a monster, I’ll ask Mom to make one. “This would be a lot easier with Milpiés around.”



“Who?” Felix asks.



“He’s the librarian at my home,” I say.



“You have a librarian?” Esme asks.



“Yup! He’s a few hundred years old too. A big old softie. He knows every book in the library, and there are... several thousands of those. Mom is really into books.”



“Books are more Semper’s domain,” Esme contradicts me.



I roll my eyes. “They have meetings where they trade books and have tea together, like, once a month or so,” I say.



Esme is staring at me. I can feel it. “You’ve met Semper?”



“Huh? Nah, she never comes home. Mom always travels to her for their meetings. Anyway, I’m going off topic. Milpiés is the best librarian ever.”



“Shouldn’t that be the Grand Archivists? They’re chosen by Semper herself,” Esme says.



“Is the Grand Archivist a hundred-metre-long centipede monster that thirsts for knowledge?”



“Your librarian is a monster? No, wait, that makes sense. I bet you have a bunch of weak monsters around your house, don’t you?” Esme says. She makes it sound very rude.



“Milpiés isn’t weak. He’s a Scourge you know.”



“A Scourge... those can destroy entire cities!” Esme says.



I nod. “He can be a bit scary if you don’t treat the books right.”



I notice Felix standing in the middle of the room, shifting from foot to foot. “What are you looking for?” she asks.



I finish scanning through a row of books and back away from the shelf. “I have no idea. Something neat that we can take back with us.”



“I’m not sure I like the idea of stealing,” Esme mutters.



“Hey, they started stealing books first,” I say. I notice a table in the middle of the room—more of a plinth, really—with a big book atop it. I skip over and flip through it, but I’m disappointed to find it’s an index of all the books in the library, as opposed to a neat book itself. Still... “Hey, Felix, can you hide this in one of the book shelves?”



“Sure,” Felix agrees.



There, now they’ll need to search all over for stuff. I can’t help a small, mean giggle from escaping.



“Valeria!”



I look up at Esme’s call. She sounds excited. Very excited, even. I jog over and find her with her face pressed up against a glass display case. “What is it?” I ask as I come closer.



“It’s the journal of Roderic the Renegade,” she says.



“Like the story? I’ve read that one,” I say.



She shakes her head, bushy hair wiggling above. “No, you don’t get it. It’s Roderic the Renegade’s journal.”



My eyes go wide, and I approach the display. The book within is all old and leathery, yellowed pages slightly singed on one side. There’s a little plaque next to it that does claim it’s Roderic the Renegade’s personal journal.



“Whoa,” I say.



“We... we can’t,” Esme says. “It’s a historical artefact.”



“We can,” I say.



“And what would we do with it?” she asks.



I blink. “You mean after we read it?”



She rolls her eyes. “Obviously!”



“I don’t know. Mom has a lot of books, but she doesn’t really... you know, collect them in that way. We don’t have displays, just shelves. Uh... I could let you have it after? You could give it to Semper. I bet that’ll make her happy.”



I can see the temptation clear as day in her eyes. “W-we can’t.”



“Sure we can. It’ll teach them a lesson about taking other people’s books!”



“No, I mean, it’s in a display.” She gestures to the glass. “And it’s locked.”



“I can fix that,” Felix says.



Esme and I step back, both watching as Felix moves right up to the glass. “You know how to pick locks?” I ask.



Then Felix grabs a book from one of the nearby shelves and uses it like a hammer against the front of the display. Glass shatters and Esme squeaks as it tumbles to the ground. “I love breaking glass,” Felix says with a happy grin. She reaches in, takes the journal, and shakes it about to free it of any glass.



“Careful!” Esme says. She snatches the book away, and scurries off. I see her tearing a curtain off one wall and using it to wrap the book at one of the desks.



“So, are we done here?” Felix asks.



“I think so. We need to find the actual books. They should be at the other place Esme mentioned, I guess.”



“Alright then,“ Felix says.



Esme still has her bag, the same one she’d put her clothes in. She stuffs the book into it, then tucks it under her robes.



“Let’s go,” I say. I don’t want to stay here too long, not if I can avoid it. Also, something tells me that the time we have is growing shorter by the minute.



We stumble back downstairs, then hesitate. “Should we leave from the back again, or from the front?” Esme asks.



“Which would get us to the place we want to get to faster?” I ask.



“The front, but we’ll have to walk past some of the school buildings. They might have people there. Then it’s the main courtyard. The big one in the middle.”



“People will be able to see us from there, right? No matter what we do?”



“Pretty much,” Esme says.



“In that case, we might as well take the fastest route. The sooner we get there and manage to find the books, the sooner I can... ah, move on to the next phase of the plan,” I say.



Esme looks at me. “You’re not planning on betraying Felix and I, are you?”



“Huh? No! I’d never do something like that!” I say with feeling. How can Esme say something that mean?



“Valeria wouldn’t,” Felix adds, coming to my defence. “You can trust her.”



“Hmph, fine.”



Esme stomps over to the front door, which actually has a window in it, and climbs to her tippy-toes to see outside. “The coast is clear,” she says.



I glance at Felix and smile at her, even if she’s still wearing her blindfold and can’t see it. I guess her wind-control is fine enough, or she’s just in a good mood, because she smiles right back.



We step out onto a cobbled road and immediately follow Esme as she leads us around a building. “It’s the next intersection he-- ah.”



The next intersection reveals a long road that’s filled with people in robes similar to our own. All boys, as far as I can tell, and all of them are jockeying and being very boy-like as they move towards us.



Esme keeps on walking right past the intersection. “Maybe we can use this one,” she says.



I nod my agreement. I don’t think our disguises will hold up to the scrutiny of two dozen people.



The next road only has a single student. A girl.



I’ve... I’ve seen her before, at the square where we grabbed some food. Her hood is down, revealing a face that’s... very familiar.



She looks up and follows us with her gaze as we move past.



“Clear,” Esme whispers as we arrive at the edge of the courtyard. “The next bit should be a cakewalk!”
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“That’s the building,” Esme says. She’s pointing to a big building across the last stretch of the courtyard. It reminds me of one of those judicial buildings for some reason, all tall and stately at the front, but plain and boring on the sides. “There should be some way to get in from the sides.”



“Let’s try not to run into any more templars,” I say as I walk over.



I explained to my friends already how walking as if we’re supposed to be here is less suspicious than being sneaky, but it’s hard to resist crouching down and slinking everywhere.



“I’m sure we’ll be fine,” Esme says. “There aren’t that many templars, and I don’t think they come here all that often.”



“Why not? This entire place is dedicated to their god, isn’t it?”



“Yeah, but it’s not the only place in Montele that is. Héroe is a popular god, you know.” Esme grins, then her grin turns into a pout. “You should know. He’s one of the gods that hates monsters the most.”



“Mom says that he’s a pompous butt,” I say. I’m paraphrasing a little there.



Felix giggles, but it makes Esme’s pout turn into a glare. “You shouldn’t mock a god, especially not one of the good ones.”



“I don’t know if there really are any good gods,” I say. “I think they’re mostly people, but... you know, more. With lots of power, and they’re usually really old. Like, not in-their-thirties old, but old-old.”



“Fifty?” Felix asks.



That is pretty ancient. “Nah, way older. Mom won’t tell me how old she is, but I’ve read a lot of history books that mention her, and some of those go way, way back. Like, you can see when a few of the other gods were just normal people, before they became gods. But there’s no record that goes far enough back to see some of the gods, Mom included.”



“She can’t be that old,” Esme says.



“Mom said that she was very excited when people invented writing,” I say. “She used to have to kidnap bards. Then they’d spread mean stories about things she did to them that weren’t true, so she’d send monsters after them.”



“Your mom sounds, uh, weird,” Felix says.



I laugh. “She’s a bit weird, but I love her lots, and she’s really nice once you get past her not-nice exterior. She’s like... Mom is like a pineapple.”



“I don’t think I’ve ever heard or read anyone calling the Goddess of Darkness and Death a pineapple,” Esme says.



“She’s not actually a goddess of death. Her domains are darkness, the void, disgust, loathing, and stuff like monsters and rebirth, but not actually death. I don’t think there is a god of death. Mom wouldn’t like them if there was one.”



“What? Why not?”



“Obviously because we need people to die to make more monsters and a god of death might meddle with that.”



Esme pouts really hard at me.



Frankly, that’s too bad. I don’t mind putting a good spin on things, but we’re not going to be good friends if she can’t accept me and Mom the way we are. I do want to be her friend, I really-really do, but I can’t pretend to be something I’m not all the time. That’ll be tiring and unfun, and I know I’ll stumble and mess up eventually.



I probably shouldn’t have hidden I was me for so long anyways. I know it wasn’t nice. Can’t do anything about that now, though.



We arrive next to the building and Esme points to a door. “That leads to the first floor, near the back where all the washrooms are. There’s a staircase going up there too. They have a space at the back that’s like a warehouse.”



“Is that where the books are stored?” I ask.



“I have no idea,” Esme says.



Well, only one way to find out, then. I walk over to the door and push it open. The corridor on the other side looks about as plain as a corridor can be, and there isn’t a team of templars waiting to ambush us. “It’s clear,” I whisper.



Once we’re all in, Esme points to a staircase. “That way.”



“Why did you think the books would be here?” I ask.



“Because this is the only place where they can manage a lot of stuff like books. There are offices and some rooms for storage, but it’s mostly all the space they have. I did some math... well, really it was more a lot of educated guesswork.”



“Alright.”



“So, there are a lot of books in the city, but so far they’ve mostly been focusing on books being sold. Which means that the entire stock of any bookstore in the city is at risk. But they only need one copy of each book. Assuming they’re not just confiscating everything, which I don’t think they are.”



“Why not?”



“Because Montele has six big bookstores and nine smaller ones,” Esme says with the confidence of someone who’s visited all of them. “The bigger ones especially have enough books in them that they’d have to stack the books outside, or they wouldn’t be able to use any of the buildings here. Also, I stopped by the store nearest to the library, and they were selling a small stock of books while the rest were cordoned off.”



“Right, okay,” I say. “So instead they mostly have a copy of every book, right?”



“Just one, if they’re well-organized and aren’t taking in doubles. Plus all the copies of the books that get outright banned.”



I nod. “And this is the only place with enough storage for all of that.”



“I think it’s meant to be a school building. The top floor has classes, and there’s room for teachers and stuff below. But the two bottommost floors are all storage and offices.”



“There’s so much paperwork to run a place like this. It’s nuts,” I say.



“The academy trains a lot of people who will become great warriors. Or just military people, I guess. It’s mostly nobles who are sent here to get a strong second class that will help them fight monsters. And they have a big curriculum about Earth magics here.”



“Makes sense, I guess,” I say.



We get to the top of the stairs and the three of us tense up as we cross a man moving by, a large stack of books in his arms. “Oh, hello,” he says.



“Hi,” I say while trying to make my voice manly.



The man tilts his head to see past his books. He has glasses perched on the end of his nose, and his robes are a bit nicer than ours. Not as nice as the templar’s. “Isn’t it lunch time? Most of us have moved out already.”



“R-really? We’re just, ah, here to, uh...” I glance past him and notice a mop and bucket waiting at the far end of the corridor. “Mop the place up, clean things,” I say.



“Oh, you got up to some trouble and Henry handed out creative punishments again? Just make sure not to spill any water on the books,” he says before trudging past us and down the stairs.



We stand there until he reaches the bottom and moves out of sight, then we all sigh as one.



“Close one,” I say.



“The disguises worked this time,” Esme says. “And he mentioned books!”



“He did!” I say. We’re on the right track!



We rush through the corridor and past rooms that all have desks with books on them and some sheets of paper nearby. At a guess, I assume the people who decide whether a book is bannable or not read them here, and it looks like they’re all gone for lunch.



I wish that was part of my plan.



“Here,” Esme says. “This leads into the big room below.” She opens a door.



It’s our goal.



A wide and tall room, with a bay below for carts to be unloaded. Books are stacked all over the place on wooden boxes that keep them off the floor—if barely. There are pillars of manuscripts and piles of tomes and stacks of scrolls, enough to fill a whole corner of the library back home.



We move into the room, and I can’t help but grin. “We need to start picking, and fast,” I say. “Lunchtime won’t last forever.”



The door shuts.



I turn, expecting to see Felix, but she’s right next to me.



It’s the girl, the one we crossed earlier. She’s standing there with one hand on the door. “Huh?”



Her hand moves out and I gasp as a gust of wind tears my hood off.



She stares, confusion, then empty anger taking over her features. “Who are you, and why do you have Luna’s face?!”
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                Omake: The Three Goddesses Receive a Letter



Aida lounged back in her lounge chair, enjoying the softness of cushions filled with the down plumage of swans and wrapped in the finest silk. She had a drink by her side, the crystal cup covered in a layer of condensation and clinking merrily whenever the ice within shifted. That ice required that they keep a Terror mage working in their kitchens, but it was entirely worth it to beat back the oppressive Iarian warmth.



This, she concluded as she peered across a room lavishly decorated in silks and finery, was decadence itself, and it was worth every bead of sweat and lost tear over her long, long life.



Unfortunately, it was decadence shared.



“And then she has the gall, the gall, to ask me what I know of childbirth. Me!” Allegra whined.



The goddess of Matrons was laying upon a heap of cushions next to a knee-high table in the centre of the room, her free arm--the other holding her own cooled beverage--waving and gesturing for emphasis.



“So?” Alisa asked. The goddess of Maidens was always quick to poke at her oldest counterpart.



Aida sighed. As the Goddess of Mothers herself, she was something of the middle ground between her two sister goddesses. Though truly, they shared little to no blood. Their domains overlapped, more so than nearly any god or goddess in the pantheon. That would, under ordinary circumstances, mean that they were weaker, but they had found their own way around that.



If sharing one's domain meant losing a third of one’s potential power, then so be it. Three gods with two-thirds of their power working together was still far stronger than one god on their own.



More or less. Math and the esoteric nature of power and divinity did not mix all that well.



“Do we need to have this argument again?” Aida asked.



Alisa groaned. “But Aida, I’m bored. The least the old one can do is provide some entertainment.” Alisa leaned back, her loose robes riding up to expose a dangerous amount of leg.



Aida and Allegra both gave her a flat look. Their youngest member was always the one who was looking for trouble, and she often found it. Aida shook her head. “Don’t start,” she said.



Alisa huffed, but she didn’t push things. “Fine. Can we at least get some of those pretty looking templars to move the furniture again?”



“For the goddess of Maidens, you sure do like looking.” Allegra snapped.



Alisa’s cheeks reddened, but she soon smiled a very conspiratorial sort of smile. “I wouldn’t mind being the goddess of young men with firm buttocks.”



A cushion was flung across the room, and Alisa laughed as a burst of wind spun out of the air and into her waiting arms. “Pervert,” Allegra accused.



“I saw you looking too, old hag!”



“Hmph, I was merely making sure that today’s youth are well fed and exercise properly,” Allegra said.



Aida was about to add her own opinion to the mix when she sensed the air moving by the entrance to their lounging room. She turned her head towards the door and focused just a little more. The air beyond the entrance swirled, giving her a mental image of the person standing there. One of their more nervous attendants, a young lady with a swollen belly who served Aida in return for an easy entrance into the glories of motherhood. “Come in,” the wind whispered.



The attendant opened the door, waddled in, then bowed. She had a letter pinched between her fingers. “A, ah, letter for the Three Goddesses,” she said.



Aida shifted in her seat. Letters weren’t uncommon, but they had priestesses to take care of the more bureaucratic side of things. Donations and congratulations and the occasional written plea for assistance. She enjoyed helping with the latter, but that had always meant that she reached out to her priestesses and asked them to give her whatever seemed pertinent. Letters didn’t make it through on their own, not so easily.



“That’s weird,” Alisa said, summing up Aida’s own thoughts.



“It, ah, it was delivered by a monster,” the attendant said. “A large raven monster, it placed it in the courtyard, then left.”



“Give it here,” Allegra asked.



She took the letter from the attendant and inspected it.



“Thank you child, go on your way now.”



Allegra waited until the attendant was gone before she said or did anything. “Suspicious?” Aida asked.



“Very,” Allegra agreed. “This letter... it’s oozing with malice and darkness. Were I a betting woman, and you both know that I am, I would say that its provenance traces back to the Land of Monsters.”



“The Dark Goddess wouldn’t send a mere letter,” Aida said.



“She wouldn’t?” Alisa asked.



It was easy to forget that while Alisa had been with them for some centuries, she was still relatively young. She had never seen the Dark Goddess herself. “No,” was her simple reply.



The gods of the pantheon had methods of communicating, far more secure than mere letters. It was nearly unheard of for the Dark Goddess to use these, but it was also unheard of for her to reach out to anyone.



“This handwriting is... poor,” Allegra said as she inspected the still-closed letter. “A child’s hand.”



“Really weird,” Alisa said. “Open it up!”



Allegra cast a few spells upon the letter, but they seemed to come back without any results as far as Aida could tell. No magical traps then. The Matron flipped the letter over and popped the seal off the front. She scanned it, then blinked. “What.”



“What what?” Alisa asked.



The matron frowned, staring at the letter more intently. Then she shifted and sat up properly. Aida felt herself tensing too.



“Luciana had a child?!”



It took a moment for the words to register, and longer for them to make sense.



The Dark Goddess. That most terrifying of monsters. The one Goddess that refused to be part of the wider pantheon, and who met any foray into her lands or domain with incredible violence, the three headed dragon... had a child?



“What?” Aida asked.



“I mean, it’s not impossible, right?” Alisa asked. “She’s, uh, a woman, right? She’s got all the bits and bobs for that. Don’t know who she, uh, found to do that kind of thing with though.”



“Nevermind that,” Aida said as she climbed to her feet. She walked over to Allegra and sat on one of the cushions next to the older goddess, then she carefully took the letter and scanned through it. “...Is this a joke?”



“I sense that it’s genuine,” Allegra said. “Though it wouldn’t be beyond the Dark Goddess to make someone believe that they’re her loving daughter.” There was some clearly audible disgust at the idea.



“I can’t imagine an actual child of the Dark Goddess being... this optimistic. Or nice. This Valeria girl sounds downright sickeningly sweet.”



“That fits, doesn’t it?” Alisa said. It earned her a look from the other two. “I mean, children either grow very similar to their parents, or they try to be very different. Maybe this Valeria girl is just very different?”



Aida considered it, but the idea was hard to wrap her head around. It was too far fetched. “How do we respond to this? She’s asking for the kind of advice that we’d be best positioned to give.”



“Can I see?” Alisa asked. She took the letter and read through it. “Aww, she’s sweet. Well, we don’t have a choice but to answer, I think.”



“Really?” Allegra asked. “Not answering is an answer in and of itself.”



“Oh yeah, let’s leave this girl, who’s worried that her evil mother isn’t a good mother, to fend for herself,” Alisa said with dripping sarcasm.



Aida nodded. “I see where you’re coming from. Both of you. In this case, I think it would be best to reply. The question remains, how should we reply?”



“Honestly,” Alisa said. “She asked some honest questions, so let’s answer them the same way.” Then the Goddess of Maidens grinned. “Though there’s nothing stopping us from flinging a few barbs.”



That had Aida and Allegra paying attention. There was nothing the three of them enjoyed more than a bit of bickering and gossip.



“This might be fun,” Alisa said.



***
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                Monster Fifteen - Reply



I was studying in the library, looking over an older book with some Dark magic spells in it. It was tricky learning a spell from a book. I loved reading, of course, and I didn’t have a hard time understanding what was written, but there was more to actually casting a spell than just understanding the explanation some old cultivator had written down.



It didn’t help that they often spoke about weird esoteric stuff that didn’t have anything to do with actual magic.



I was lucky though. If I tried and failed enough times, Mom would lose patience and come and help me, then we’d get to spend mom-and-daughter time learning how to cast spells meant to tear muscles apart or summon big shields that could stop fireballs.



Mom was a great teacher when she felt like teaching.



“Valeria.”



I looked up and found Mom walking over. She came close to my desk and stood tall next to me, arms crossed and... was that a letter? “What’s up?” I asked.



“You received this,” she said while waving the letter around. She flicked it up and caught it by the middle, finger tapping just over the name written on the front—my name.



“Oh, a letter!” I said. “I’ve never received one of those.”



“Yes, which raises the question, how did you receive a letter without ever, to my knowledge, leaving the castle?”



“Ah,” I said. I may have made a small but understandable mistake at some point. “Maybe it’s a reply?”



“From whom?”



I squinted. I’d only really sent two letters. “Either from the Three Goddesses, or Semper.”



Mom closed her eyes for a moment. “Why, exactly, are you writing to the Three Goddesses? Or Semper, for that matter?”



“Well... ah, I wrote to the Three because I had a question,” I said, my expert evasion skills at work. “And I wrote to Semper to thank her for being your friend.”



Mom stared at me, then she carefully placed the letter on the table next to me so she had a hand free to pinch the bridge of her nose. “What did I do to deserve such a troublesome child,” she muttered.



I grinned. It might’ve been a bit sheepish though.



Mom tugged out one of the seats next to the desk I was at and sat herself. “It’s your letter. You should read it,” she said.



I grabbed the letter and weighed it. “Now?”



“Yes.”



I huffed. “Mom, you can’t spy on people’s letters. That’s mean.”



“I haven’t spied on the contents of the letter. Though I will note there’s no spellwork on the letter.”



“But you’re sitting real close to me while I read it?” I asked.



“Coincidental, I’m certain,” Mom said without an ounce of sarcasm in her tone. “My feet are tired.”



I stared.



She stared better.



“Fine.” I jumped to my feet and walked over to Mom’s throne. “Shoo shoo, Mister Stretchy,” I said to the cat currently warming her seat. Mister Stretchy--the same slightly-deformed kitty I’d made with Mom when I was making monsters for the first time.



Mister Stretchy tried to meow, screeched instead, then flopped off the seat. I stepped to the side and gestured for Mom to sit in her favourite seat.



She looked at me with a raised eyebrow. “Why, exactly, do you want me to sit there?”



“Because,” I explained.



Mom didn’t sigh, because she was too fancy for that, but she did walk over, turn around and sit herself down. Then I climbed up and sat on her lap.



“Why are you using me as a seat?” she asked.



“Because if we’re going to be reading together, I want to do it right,” I said.



“And you placing your bony behind upon my lap is the proper way to read with someone?” Mom asked.



I wiggled a bit. I didn’t wanna hurt Mom’s lap. “Yeah, it is,” I said. Mom was... not the most comfortable. She was too rigid. Still, it was Mom.



I looked at the letter properly, now that it was actually time to read the thing. The writing on the front was quite nice: flowing letters written by someone who obviously knew their calligraphy.



Sliding a finger under the fold of the letter, I unfolded it. There wasn’t too much there, text-wise.



“Dear Valeria Malvada,” I read aloud. “Definitely for me,” I said.



“Indeed,” Mom said. “Read on.”



I cleared my throat. It looked like a girl’s handwriting, and it probably was if it was from the Three Goddesses. That was great; I didn’t need to make a pretend boy voice.



“My fellow goddesses and I were quite surprised to receive your letter. It is not often a monster dares to land in the courtyard of one of our larger temples, let alone one with a letter in its talons. For a moment, we suspected your mother dearest had finally lost her mind.”



I gulped.



“Typical,” Mom said.



“Ah, right, so... We were all impressed to learn that the positively ancient woman you call your mother was able to find herself a daughter, and one that doesn’t seem to take on her many negative qualities, at that.”



I tilted my head back to see Mom’s reaction. Her face was entirely blank. Scary!



“You wrote asking us the kinds of questions that would usually be addressed by one of our priestesses, but we don’t see the harm in answering you ourself. In fact, it’s refreshing to tackle such simple issues.”



That was positive!



“We understand coming from a family that includes someone like Luciana might make it hard for you to comprehend something as simple as love and tenderness. It’s wonderful to see that despite your no doubt precarious upbringing, you still manage to want these kinds of things.” I lowered the letter. “Mom, you know you’re a great mom, right?”



“Are you trying to reassure me?” Mom asked.



“Of course,” I said. “This letter is very rude. They don’t know how good of a mom you are.”



“Yes, I’m certain they’re unaware—that’s likely why you wrote to them in the first place?”



“Mom!” I said. She was jumping to the wrong conclusion. “Mom, you’re the best mom I could ask for. You gave me a home when I needed one, and you taught me things, and gave me food, and you kept me safe. I... I was just worried that maybe you didn’t know about some mom stuff and maybe they could help you.”



“Yes, well, I’ll admit it hasn’t been an entirely one-sided affair, nor was I expecting some of the complications that having a... daughter would entail.”



I scooted around so I was sitting sideways to her, then I wrapped her in the best hug I could manage. It wasn’t not an optimal hug, but it did the trick. “I know. And I’m sorry I’m not the best daughter. But we’ll figure things out together, okay?”



I could tell Mom was hesitant, but her arms came around me, and she hugged me back.



I started to giggle. It was the best. Sure, she was still awkward about it, but she was trying.



“And... I apologize if I haven’t been the... mother that you deserve.”



“You’re being silly,” I said, my words muffled by her clothes a little.



Mom shook, and I realized that it was a laugh, one of her little silent laughs. I squeezed her even tighter.



“We don’t need the rest of the letter,” I said while flicking the letter away. The Three Goddesses had obviously written the letter to taunt Mom. I hadn't seen any advice there, just thinly veiled insults and condescension. Mom didn’t need that. She needed to be told she was loved and she was doing a good job. The rest would come as we worked it out.



“Thank you.”



I leaned back and met Mom’s eyes. She was smiling. Not a big smile, but a little twitch of the lips at the corners, and her eyes were pinched up. That was a rare show of emotion from her, even more so than the hug.



“I can honestly say that you’ve made this last year a very interesting one. But I think you’ve done more than just stave off the boredom. I... thank you.”



I leaned in. “I love you lots too,” I said.



It was, I decided, the best day ever.



[Congratulations!]

[You have unlocked the title:

Daughter of the Dark Goddess
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                Terror Forty-Seven - Luna



“Luna?” I repeat.



I shouldn’t be focusing on the name. This girl just blew my cover; I should be more worried about her running back and telling the others at the academy that we’re here. But there’s something about the name...



The girl is striking. I didn’t get to see her all that well earlier. She’s taller than I am by half a head, with pretty but sharp features and hair that’s cropped short. Not boyishly so, but still not very long. She’s also a lot more developed than I or any of my friends are.



“What did you say?” I ask.



She glares. “I asked you why you have Luna’s face, monster.”



That name again. It’s strangely familiar. Not in the sense that it’s a name for the moon. I know that. I don’t know how to explain it. It’s not like hearing an unfamiliar word and recalling its meaning, it’s something else.



“Valeria?” Felix whispers.



Right, I can’t afford to get distracted. My friends aren’t fighters. Esme can zap someone good, and Felix has her wind magic, but neither have any training and I don’t think they’d be able to last long in a fight. Which means that if it comes to that, it’s up to me and my little friends. “Felix, Esme, start packing things up.”



“There’s a cart over there,” Esme says with a nod to the lower part of the room. There is, in fact, a cart, unhitched and sitting there. It doesn’t look too big.



“Fill it up, and cover it with a tarp,” I say. There are some of those lying around. “Tie it up good. We don’t want books flying off.”



“Hey!” the girl shouts.



I step towards her. “I don’t know who Luna is,” I say as I tug my hood back on. “My name’s Valeria.”



“They’re naming monsters now?” she asks.



“Some of them, yeah,” I say.



She takes a couple of steps into the room, then shifts one foot forward, the other bending at the knee. She loosens her shoulders with a bounce and brings her arms up in a boxer’s stance.



“Uh,” I say. “This is all a misunderstanding?”



“You’re a monster here to steal from the academy,” she says. “Got anything to un-misunderstand that?”



“Uh.”



“In that case, it’s my duty to take you out and protect the school. Count yourself lucky I don’t have my sword.”



I huff. Some people just don’t want to listen. “Look, whoever you are, we’re just taking back what this place stole from us, that’s all.”



“Yeah, sure,” she says. “Pull the other one.”



I roll my eyes. Who is this sassy child? “I don’t want to hurt you.”



“Why, because I’m a girl?” she asks, a sarcastic lilt to her voice.



“Huh? I’m a girl too, idiot.”



“Don’t call me an idiot, moron,” she snaps back.



I glare.



She glares back.



“Fine,” I say. A quick glance behind me reveals that Felix is helping Esme load up the cart with whatever books they can get their hands on. She keeps glancing my way though. “If you want to fight, then we can fight.”



I shift to the side, weight moving to the balls of my feet even as I squat down a pinch. I bring my left arm out towards her, palm flat in her direction, and my right hand closes into a fist near my tummy.



“Good,” she says. “I have anger to bleed.”



“Yeah, I can tell,” I say. “Are all the students in this place as dumb as you?”



She growls and then her fists catch on fire.



“Is that a... yes?” I ask. I’m not focusing on banter anymore. She’s a cultivator. Anger, at the very least, which means plenty of fire. Dark magic counters fire decently well; I should be alright. As long as I have more to draw on than she does. Fire magic, according to what I’ve read, tends to burn out quickly.



“My name is Lily Schild, defender of humanity, and I’m gonna kick your butt.”



Lily... that’s...I snort, a very silly name. I put a lid on it before it turns into a giggle. I can’t afford to laugh now. Instead I force my thoughts around, to all the books in the room, to this arrogant girl who doesn’t even see what’s wrong here, to the people who think that Mom is evil without knowing her, and most of all, I consider myself. I’ve failed a bunch so far. I haven’t been doing the best. I messed up with Esme....



I’m not entirely in the best mindset, but I still feel that little kernel of disgust writhing in my core. It’s like spotting a dead fly on your ice cream, there even if you don’t want it to be.



My core roils and soon I can feel dark magic flowing through my body. The first step is hardening and increasing my endurance. I can’t afford to be hurt here. I don’t think Lily can get past that kind of defence.



“Come on, Lily,” I say.



She growls and runs towards me. “Don’t call me that with her voice!” she yells.



I step to the side, avoiding the first wild haymaker she swings at me... only it never really comes, she pulls back and out of the punch, and the next thing I know she’s kicking me hard in the back of the leg.



A feint?



I grunt and spin around with the blow rather than try to resist it. It doesn’t hurt, not with Dark magic protecting me, but I can’t do much about the momentum of the attack.



I use the spin to fling an arm out, the back of my hand reaching out towards Lily’s face.



She ducks under the blow, then sends a quick jab my way. There’s no way it’ll land though.



The fireball that exits her fist and catches me in the face is a surprise. Hot! Not enough to burn, but still unpleasant. I stumble back, and Lily is right on me.



She’s got some experience fighting, I should have guessed as much. Heck, she goes to a fighting school and-- and I don’t have time to be distracted.



I hop to the side, clumsy on my feet. Lily is still moving, her anger obvious even as she punches towards me more often.



Ducking under one small fireball, I gasp as a second smacks me in the shoulder and sets my robes alight.



I hold back a scream and try to control my emotions. Fear isn’t what I need. In fact, fear would be terrible for me. I have some practice with other emotions, but not enough to use them in a fight.



The short amount of time I’ve gained from stepping back lets me glance around. We’re approaching the desks where books are stacked up.



Books!



I reach behind me and grab a heavy looking book. Some sort of encyclopedia, and with a swing I bat the next fireball out of the air. I have a weapon!



I push dark magic into the book and black clouds ooze off of it, the book hardening and becoming an extension of my power. A weak, super-inefficient extension, but it’s what I have to work with.



“Dark magic,” Lily growls.



“And you have terrible anger issues,” I spit back. “Keep throwing stones, Miss Glasshouse.”



Lily growls and swings for my face.



I hold up the book before me.



The thump of her fist smacking into the front cover is just as satisfying as her hiss of pain.



“You jerk!” she screams.



“Serves you right,” I say. It’s my turn to move in. I lower the book, then stab forwards with it, spine held like the hilt of a knife.



Lily shoves my arm aside, walks into my guard, and hooks a foot behind mine. Before I can react she shoves me, both burning hands ramming into my chest.



I try to pull back, but my foot is caught in hers and all I do is land on my bum with a crash.



“Hey!” I shout.



Lily grins and lands on my chest, legs on either side of me. “Stupid monster,” she growls. Her hand comes back, fist burning even brighter now.



I swing for her head with my book-armed hand, but she catches me with her upper arm, then grabs the flat of the book and twists. I can’t keep hold of it.



I stare as my one weapon is tossed aside.



“Rude,” I swear.



“I’ll show you rude,” she says.



Her fist swings down.



I ram my head forwards to meet it, forehead first.



There’s a sharp crack of pain and I wince as the back of my head bangs against the wooden floor. But the hiss from Lily makes it totally worth it.



She’s cradling her hand, which I don’t think is broken, but it’s certainly bruised. Which means she’s not paying attention...



I wrap her by the waist and roll myself over. She crashes to the side and we’re soon halfway under a desk. “See how you like it!” I say as I prepare to punch her.



Lily raises a hand before my face and I recoil as a gout of flames bursts out of her palm. My move backwards isn’t smart, not when there’s a heavy desk above me.



“Ow!” I scream as my head smacks the desk. It doesn’t actually hurt much, but still, it’s the thought that counts.



Lily uses the opportunity to bring her legs up and she shoves me in the chest, though the momentum mostly just sends her sliding back out the other side of the desk.



We both scramble to our feet, then glare at each other across the desk. “Alright,” Lily says. “Time for the big guns.”



How does she even know what guns are?!



I don’t have time to ask, as Lily bursts into flames and I have bigger things to worry about.
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                Terror Forty-Eight - Fight



“This kinda sucks,” I say.



Lily huffs from the other side of the table. “Yeah. You still haven’t gone down.”



I grin. She’s got a way with words, I guess. I don’t usually want to hurt people, but I’m considering it with Lily here. She’s a pain in the butt. I can’t help but feel like I recognize her. It’s not her magic, I don’t think, that’s foreign and strange--not that I have all that many magics to compare it to.



It’s something else, something that I can’t put my finger on.



Lily and I both start to walk around the table at the same time, going in opposite directions to keep the stacks of books between us as we size each other up.



My magic’s fine. I could use more disgust, but the wonderful thing about disgust is that it feeds into itself. Most emotions are like that. The longer this fight drags on, the stronger I’ll be.



I have another advantage too. Lily used wind magic before. So that means that she’s got a bit of Joy mage in her... actually.



Squinting, I take her in properly, assessing her for the first time. I should have done this sooner, but I was preoccupied.



[Lily Schild – Defender of Humanity – The Implacable]

Novice Firestorm Fighter

Initiate Beacon of Hope



What kind of classes are those? The Firestorm Fighter isn’t too hard to guess at. She’s a close-range martial-artist that uses fire and wind magic. It sounds like an uncommon class--two types of magic would do that--but not something insanely rare. The Beacon of Hope class though, that sounds special.



“How the heck did a monster become a Bookworm?” Lily asks.



“By reading lots, duh,” I say. “Oh, do you even know how to read?”



I hope Felix didn’t hear that, I want to hurt Lily’s feelings, not Felix’s. Actually, I should probably not taunt the fire mage.



“I like books,” Lily said. “They make for good kindling.”



She flings her arm back then forwards, a long rope-like tendril of burning, spinning magic forming above her a moment before it snaps out towards me with a whipcrack.



I raise my arms and with a heavy whum, like a dictionary being dropped into a barrel full of flour, a black disk materializes before me.



The fire whip smashes into the shields and splashes apart.



Lily tsks and flicks her whip again. I move the shield to intercept, but she’s not aiming for me.



A column of books to my side bursts apart, the whip slicing a tome along its spine and sending pages fluttering around. Pages that are distinctly on fire.



“Uh,” I say. “You know, this place is dusty and filled with flammable materials, right?”



“I was counting on it,” she says.



Oh, shoot.



I fling my shield to the side with a mental command, blocking her from lighting more books on fire.



Lily grins and a small fireball zips my way. I only barely manage to dodge it, which means that it rams into the side of an unlit lamp, one of those with a big glass bottom and a long chute at the top. The glass cracks and oil spills out across a deck covered in paper and inkwells. It takes all of a second for it to be burning bright behind me.



“Are you nuts?” I scream.



“I’m not mad, I just won’t lose. Not again,” she says.



I duck under another flurry of fireballs, aware that they’re spreading more fire around, and not really caring. This girl’s insane.



I pull my shield up before me, protecting my core while my free hand wiggles through a few gestures. They’re not needed, but I find that somatic gestures can help me cast, especially when I need to focus on other things.



Lily’s eyes widen as I shift the shield to the side and reveal a whole flurry of dark bolts, primed to fire.



“Oh, shoot!” she says before jumping to the side. She tips over a table just as the bolts take off. They rattle against the wood, as if someone just dropped a bagful of hammers onto the table.



I glance back to my friends. The cart’s full! Esme is tying a knot on one end, the tarp... not-exactly securely fastened, but it’s holding itself in place. Felix is at the door, shoving it open with obvious effort.



“Move out! I’ll be with you in a second,” I call out.



“Oh no you won’t!” Lily shouts.



The table flops down onto the ground and Lily runs out towards me.



I barely have time to gasp. She rams me in the chest, shoulder-first, and we both go spilling onto the floor.



I don’t want this to be a repeat of our last tumble.



My shield comes around and bonks Lily aside. She screams, frustration mixed with feral anger. Her arms burst to flame and her hair blows out around her, a writhing crown above her glaring visage.



“You’re the monster here,” I say.



Then I plant a boot in her nose.



Lily grabs my ankle and tugs it to her.



It hurts!



Not the tug, but the grip around my leg. It’s way, way too hot!



Lily laughs, and the wind around her shifts, spinning even as licks of flame twirl about. The wind feeds the flames which feed the wind. I kick out, heel first against her shin, but she just grunts and tries to pull me closer still.



“Fine then!” I shout.



My little friends join the fight.



If she wants to play dirty, then I’ll show her what a villain-in-training can do!



Little monsters zip out from in my cloak and under my clothes, and I hear Felix squeaking from the other end of the room as the friends hiding on her rush over to help.



Lily lets go of me as a bumblebutt latches onto her face and takes a nibble at her cheek.



She screams, and I take the opportunity to scramble back.



My ankle hurts a lot. The skin is red and shiny and bruised and somehow wet. It lances, and even the dark magic making my skin tougher isn’t helping against the pain.



Lily’s screams change pitch, and the wind around her flags a little. I guess she’s not enjoying my little friends.



The fire picks up, growing stronger and spinning around her, hot tongues fill the air and scattered pages are set alight whenever they’re pulled in too close to her burning vortex.



It’s impressive magic.



Not one spell, but about four smaller, simple spells working in concert.



I climb to my feet, testing my weight with a hiss. It’ll do, but I’m going to want some ice for that later.



“Miss Valeria!”



Felix is next to the open doorway, arm waving above her. The cart is halfway out already, Esme pulling it ahead with slow, careful steps.



I glance at Lily, but she’s preoccupied.



I guess running is an option.



Every step sends a twinge up my ankle, but I ignore it for now as I run down to the loading level, then sprint over to my friends. “Push it out,” I say.



“Trying, it’s heavy!” Esme grunts.



I slide to a stop next to her and put my weight into the push. The cart picks up some speed, Felix at the front tugging at it with all of her might. “Where do we go?” Felix asks.



“Uh, left? Towards the courtyard.”



“That’s out in the open,” Esme says.



“Yeah, exactly.”



She turns and presses in with her other shoulder. “Everyone will be able to see us,” she huffs.



I nod. “I know. It’s fine. We just need to be out near the centre of the courtyard. Trust me?”



She stares at me for a moment, and I can see the calculation in her eyes. “Fine, I’ll trust you,” she says.



I grin. “Awesome! Thanks.”



With momentum comes ease of movement, and the cart feels lighter as it picks up speed. The big wooden wheels on its side clatter across the cobbles and Felix whoops as we burst out of the building and into the open sunlit outdoors.



“Hey, where are you going?” An adult asks as we roll past.



“Nowhere!” I shout back.



He just stares at us as we take a turn a bit too wide and trample over some of the flowers growing next to the roadway.



Then I hear an explosion behind me and I feel the pit of my tummy dropping. A glance back reveals Lily, running out of the back of the building with the hem of her robes on fire and the air around her boiling.



“Hey, what are you doing?” the same clueless adult asks.



“Shut up!” Lily snaps back. “You!”



We’re a good fifty metres away, and gaining.



Lily is faster.



“Oh shoot,” I say. “Push! Push harder!”
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                Terror Forty-Nine - Arrival



The courtyard is a wide spot, walls along opposite sides, and then two rows of buildings closing off the other two sides. There’s a big fountain in the middle, and a few waist-high hedges around statues of Héroe posing with a sword by his side and a foot on the head of a stone monster.



There are flowers too; obviously someone takes very good care of this place. The far end of the yard is a wide expanse of packed sand where I think students train. The paths through and around the area are all carefully placed cobbles. It’s a nice spot, I think.



Too bad it’s a terrible place for a fight.



“Stop running!” Lily roars behind us.



“Where are we going?” Esme asks me.



“Just to the middle,” I say. “Next to that fountain!”



“She’s going to catch up before that!” Felix shouts back.



She will. This Lily girl is nuts.



“I can’t believe this girl,” I grumble. “Alright, I’m going to kick her butt some more, you two get to the fountain and hunker down.”



“Hey, wait,” Esme says. “How are we going to get out of here?”



“I have a plan,” I tell her.



“And I want to hear it,” she snaps.



I glance back. Lily really will catch up to us soon. “I don’t have time...”



Esme glares at me, but it’s hard to miss the hurt under all that anger.



“I have a dragon,” I tell her as I let go of the cart and slow my run down.



“You have a what!” Esme shouts, hair sparking. She doesn’t stop running though. Good, I don’t want my friends to be hurt.



Lily slows down too, until she comes to a stop a few metres away. “Finally give up on running?” she asks.



“No. I decided to take you out, since you’re so annoying,” I say.



“Your friends are stuck here, you know. You’ll never get to leave this place.”



“We’ll make it out just fine,” I say. “We’re not going to be stuck here for long.” I reach for the inside of my cloak, then grumble as I realize that I’m wearing the disguise robes over my cloak. “Gimme a sec,” I say.



Lily actually does wait, which is great. I shuck off my stolen robes and toss it to the side where it flops onto a hedge, then I straighten out my cloak. Finally, I can reach within and root around my inner pockets until I find my token.



“Thanks for waiting,” I say.



“No problem,” Lily replies. She’s grinning, and I have the impression she’s been using this time to strengthen her own magic. Well, fair’s fair.



I raise the token before me. A metallic disk, with a line of small holes down its middle. It's covered in little marks and encryptions, and it’s hard not to feel the magic oozing off of it. “Come, Livonas!” I call as I snap the token.



I frown, lower the token, and grab it in both hands.



I snap the token.



...



It’s hard.



I try twisting it, but that doesn’t work, nor does just pressing it in the middle and pushing on the edges.



“One second, this is...”



“Need a hand?” Lily asks.



“Uh, I should... be... urgh, this is like the pickle jar all over again,” I say.



Then a fireball whacks me in the face and I stumble back with a gasp. Lily is running towards me, one arm cocked way back. “Take me seriously!” she shouts.



I raise my arm to block, Dark magic pooling into it to absorb some of the impact. I’m not sure if it will be enough.



Her fist is engulfed in flames as it rams my forearm, and I can’t help but gasp as I’m shoved back. “Rude!” I shout. That was underhanded of her. All I’m trying to do is summon a dragon to leave this place. I don’t even want to fight her.



Lily throws a fist my way, but it’s a feint to get my arms up. I only see her leg moving up in time to brace for the kick that hits me right above the hip. I duck down, trying to at least catch her leg before she pulls it back, but I’m way too slow.



Her movements are faster, much faster than before.



Lily starts to laugh, and I catch on. She’s using Joy magic on herself. Not to manipulate the wind, but to speed herself up.



I back up under her constant assault, focus split between using more magic to defend myself and summoning a dark disk to block off some of her attacks.



This isn’t great. She looks like she’s the same age as me, but she’s definitely kicking my butt here. How? I’ve had mom to help me, and I only get distracted by fiction... alright, maybe I haven’t been practicing enough.



I’m an idiot.



A burst of raw disgust fills my core and I scream as my veins pulse. Magic is flowing through them, a black ooze that’s neither warm nor cool, it’s just lukewarm, like mud flowing down a hillside.



I feel the token snap in my hand and grin as Lily punches me right in the face. It’s going to leave a bruise, but the look in her eyes as I don’t even flinch is worth it.



My hand wraps around her wrist, and I swing as hard as I can with my other arm, balled fist burying itself into her ribs.



My magic doesn’t make me stronger, but I’m not exactly unfit, and neither fire nor wind helps Lily endure the blow to her short ribs.



She stumbles back with a cough, a burst of flame around her arm forcing me to free her before I burn myself.



“You... you no good mean monster!” she shouts. “You’re the same as all of them, aren’t you?”



“I literally don’t know what you’re talking about,” I say as I rub at my face. I can feel it swelling already.



Lily glares, but she turns her gaze away from me. “Fine,” she says. “You’re just a monster, you’re evil for your own reasons, aren’t you?”



“Uh, maybe? I’m trying really hard to be.” Like mom! “Don’t know who you’re comparing me to. So I can’t say whether I’m like them or not.”



I glance up, but the skies above are filled with lots of clouds and no dragons. The token is definitely broken. I toss the remains of it to the side. No point in holding onto that now.



“You have no idea what it’s like, being the one that Héroe chose, and having to deal with all the stupid bigots in this place,” Lily spits. She brings her fists up again, a boxer’s stance. “But maybe you can fix that for me. If I kick your butt, maybe they’ll finally treat me right.”



“That’s not how things work in most of the books I’ve read,” I say. “I figure they’ll just say that they could have kicked my butt themselves. Not that they could. My butt’s pretty hard to kick.”



I shift, one hand up before me, the other lower by my side, my legs bent a little at the knees and ready to take my weight.



I hear steps behind me, and a quick glance over my shoulder reveals Felix and Esme coming to join me. I don’t think either of them know how to fight, but I’ll take any help I can get. “Use ranged stuff,” I tell them. “She’s tough close up.”



“Got it,” Felix says. She’s grinning from ear to ear, her blindfold resting around her neck even as her eyes practically glow yellow.



“We’re not going to kill her,” Esme says. “Monster or not. And we still need to get out of here. I think some people are starting to wonder what’s going on.”



She’s not wrong, I can see a small crowd gathering on the edges of the courtyard. Mostly students, but there are a couple of adults who are just standing by and watching for now.



“Fine, three against one. Nothing new there,” Lily says.



Everyone tenses.



I swallow, and get ready to fight properly, this time. We need to put an end to this before others start to move over. And even then, we might end up having to fight a lot of people.



That wasn’t part of my plan.



A whomp fills the air.



It’s a strange sound, like a giant tarp caught in the wind snapping full.



Another beat sounds, and I find myself.



The wind picks up, beating down on us in great, heavy gusts.



“What the--” Lily begins.



Then a shadow swallows the courtyard, the buildings around it, and the walls on either end. It’s cold in that sudden partial darkness.



I see Lily looking up, and the blood drains from her face.



The ground skips out from under us as a massive boom sounds out. Glass bursts in window frames across the academy. People scream.



I wave my arms around to stop myself from falling, and Esme eeps as she fails to keep to her feet and lands on her bum.



Felix starts to laugh.



Livonas has arrived.
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                Monster Sixteen - Goodbye



“Are you nervous?” Mom asked.



“No,” I lied.



I didn’t have that much stuff packed away. One bag with a few essentials. A purse with some gold, in case I needed to buy anything. I didn’t even have a knife or anything of the sort. I wasn’t trained to use any weapon, so it wouldn’t make sense to bring one. Besides, I had a bunch of little friends on me.



“That’s good,” Mom said. “You don’t have anything to worry about.”



“I know,” I said. I was happy she was trying to comfort me. It helped a lot.



We were walking down from the part of the castle we mostly lived in. I’d been living with Mom for... was it two years already? There were still entire sections I hadn’t explored yet. Strange rooms, armories with ancient weapons, towers filled with laboratories where dried out specimens rotted in jars.



One day I’d explore all of my home, but that wasn’t for today.



Today was something else.



Once, a long, long time ago, I’d promised Mom that I would help her out with things. I think we both forgot about that along the way.



I could remember Mom asking me what I wanted in life, what my goal was... I glanced up to Mom. She was a step above and behind me on one of the spiralling staircases that lead to the ground floor.



She blinked and met my gaze for a moment, an eyebrow rising while I grinning up at her.



I didn’t honestly know what I wanted yet, but I was happy anyway. I had Mom, and a home, and magic and books. There wasn’t much else I could ask for. Maybe a friend or two? But that would come in time, I figured.



Today I was going to run a simple errand for Mom.



“I can’t see any way for you to turn this into a disaster,” Mom said, “which is why I expect to be surprised.”



“Mom,” I whined, “I’m not going to mess this up. It’s a cake-walk.”



“It is, and yet for all the confidence I have in you, I still expect to see this all turn into some horrific mess. Perhaps even one with international repercussions.”



“Mom!” I said. I placed my hands on my hips and turned to pout up at her.



She made that little laughing noise, and there was a twist to the corner of her eyes. She was teasing me!



“I shouldn’t have given you lessons on momtiquette,” I muttered.



“Ah yes, those. I don’t know how often I need to repeat myself, Valeria, but I hardly need to learn how to behave around people, you most of all.”



“That makes it sound like you’ve forgotten the very first and most important rule of momtiquette. ‘The daughter is always right,’” I lectured.



Mom huffed, and I couldn’t help but laugh as I hopped down a few steps.



“We should go over the task one more time,” she said.



I rolled my eyes, but there was no escaping it. “Fine,” I said.



“What is your task?” Mom proded.



“To go to Santafaria and get some books.”



“Indeed,” Mom said. “And why am I sending you on this task?”



“Because the shipment is late,” I replied. “I’m supposed to pay attention on the way there, in case the books are already on their way.”



“You are,” Mom agreed. “The wyverns have more acute vision than you. Trust their senses with that. They already know to be on the lookout for a small caravan.”



I nodded. That made sense.



“And if you do arrive in Santafaria, what are you to do?”



“Visit your temple there. There should be someone that works there that can help me. I’m looking for someone called... uh, Javier Juárez. He’s a big chubby fellow who works as a merchant. He’s a member of the merchant’s guild and a trader. Most of all, he’s one of your worshippers.”



“Indeed. I have blessed him with protection from my monsters on his many travels, and with many opportunities. The least of which is this trade agreement.”



I nodded. “We need to secure our books.”



“It’s hardly that important,” Mom said. “Securing nurishment is more important, as well as obtaining the occasional luxury good. These things are also often tended to by traders like Mister Juárez. The books are late though.”



“They are! I can’t stand it when stuff’s late.”



“Your lack of patience has been noted before.”



I laugh as I make it down the last few steps.



“There’s more to the task. I don’t expect you to have much difficulty, but if you do, you can rely on the wyverns I sent with you. Your first priority is...” she led.



“To keep myself safe,” I replied, finishing the sentence. “I’ll be fine, Mom.”



“I know, I’m just...”



“You can say that you’re worried,” I said. Reaching up, I grabbed her hand. It was so much bigger than mine, and cold too. I had to hold it close to warm it up. “I won’t judge you for it. Besides, whenever you leave the castle I get worried too.”



“In that case, I’ll admit that I will be worried,” Mom said.



I squeezed her hand, and used the other to push the door to the courtyard before the house open. There was a small balcony leading down with a pair of sweeping staircases to a ground that was covered in precisely set bricks. A whole flight of wyverns was roosting there, waiting for me.



The statues along the sides of the castle, all of them of great dragons and stone monsters, were looming above us and casting long shadows against the barren space before the castle.



Livonas wasn’t around. She sometimes slept by the front door, like a puppy waiting for her master to come out and play. Not that she was the only Scourge to putter about the castle and make a mess of... well, I guess we didn’t really have a lawn.



I was waffling. “Whelp, I guess this is it?” I asked.



Mom nodded, then she glanced up, a hand reaching to the sky just as a bird-like monster swooped by. It left a box in her outstretched hand before fluttering off. “This is for you,” she said as she lowered then opened the box.



“What is it?” I asked.



I took it, and tore off the ribbons and ties to get to the meaty present inside.



I found cloth. A thick material, of a purple so dark it’s almost black. “Oh,” I said as I pulled it out and held it before me, the empty box thumping onto the ground. The cloak unfurled. It had pretty flowers embroidered on the sides, and it felt warm and soft in my hands. “Pretty,” I said. The clasp, for around the neck, was a silver brooch with some sort of little gem in its middle, shaped like flowers woven together.



“Iris, edelweiss and lavender,” Mom said. “Here, let me put it on you.”



I gave it to her, then stood still as Mom wrapped the cloak over my shoulders, clasped the front on carefully, then paused.



I grinned up at her. “Thanks Mom.”



“It will keep you safe, and your identity secure.”



“It is a pretty big hood,” I agreed.



“Through magic,” she replied. “My silly, irreverent daughter.”



I laughed. “Oh, okay. You’ll need to teach me how to do that!”



“When you return, perhaps.”



She leaned down and planted a kiss on my forehead.



My face flamed right up. “Mom!” I said.



“I thought you enjoyed such things?” she asked.



“Not in front of the wyverns!” I huff. Mom can be so... Mom sometimes. I stepped forward and hugged her tight-tight. “Thanks though.”



She hugged me back. “You’re welcome.”



Eventually the hug ended, and I picked up my pack with all of my stuff, then laughed as I skipped down to the biggest of the wyverns. He had a saddle on his back with room for someone between his shoulders, and some saddlebags for my pack.



I hopped up, and with some scrambling, managed to climb into the saddle. I wasn’t too sure about the whole flying thing, but Mom did it all the time, so it couldn’t be that bad.



Mom walked over next to the wyvern and petted its neck, the big monster warbling at the affection. “Be careful, Valeria.”



“I will be,” I said. “Don’t miss me too much?” I asked.



“I’ll try not to,” she replied. Then Mom glanced away, and it was her turn to blush a bit. “Return safely and... and remember that you’re a good daughter.”



“Uh, yeah, I’m not about to forget that. I’m a good daughter because I have the best mom.” I nodded. “Love you Mom.”



Mom took a step back, and I could sense her ordering the wyvern to move. “I love you too, Valeria.”



The wyvern took off to the sound of great wingbeats and my laughter--and then terrified screaming because holy heck they were going high off the ground--on the wind.
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                Terror Fifty - Dragon



Livonas isn’t small.



Actually, I don’t think ‘small’ is a word that can describe any dragon, but especially not Livonas.



Her toes flex, and cobbles crack and splinter apart beneath claws that are longer than my entire arm span.



Wyverns circle above, flying around the dragon’s head. They look as big next to her as a pigeon would next to me.



I hear a heavy crunch and glance over to the far wall of the courtyard, a wall that’s crushed near the middle. Livonas’ tail waves above it, flicking with annoyance to loosen the stones caught in her scales.



“What,” Lily says.



I don’t think she expected a fifty-metre long purple-and-black monster to come crashing out of the sky.



“What,” Esme echos.



“Oh, shoot, you probably weren’t expecting it either,” I say.



“Ex... There’s a dragon right there!” Esme says with her outdoor voice right into my ear.



“Yeah, that’s Livonas. Mom sent her.”



“She sent a dragon! That... that thing’s a Scourge! Those destroy cities!”



Livonas shifts around, her head turning to look down at the three of us currently in her shadow. She sniffs, then two eyes focus ahead and lock onto me. They’re like cat eyes, if cats were the alpha predators they thought they were. “Valeria,” the dragon huffs.



Esme’s mouth shuts with an audible click.



“Your mother sent me to you.” Livonas blinks. “Who are these?”



“Friends!” Esme shouts. “We’re her friends!”



I giggle and rub Esme’s head. Her hair’s a curly mess, nearly a full afro at this point. “Hi Livonas! These are my friends, Esme and Felix. They’re coming with us. Oh! And you see that cart over there?” I point to the cart next to the fountain. I didn’t think about it, but it’s a good thing that Livonas landed where she did; she might have crushed it. “We’re bringing that too.”



“Wait!” Lily screams. She shifts into a fighting stance, but her fire doesn’t look as impressive, and her legs are doing a good imitation of two tubes made of gelatin in an earthquake. “I can’t let you leave.”



“But... I have a dragon,” I say. I admit that I’m a bit confused.



“Is this one a friend?” said dragon asks. She turns her head towards Lily. It’s a good thing dragons have such long necks, it lets her look around without breaking even more of the local architecture.



Lily screams and launches a fireball at Livonas.



It roars ahead, a ball of brilliant flame scorching through the air until it rams into the dragon’s snout and explodes.



Livonas goes cross-eyed for a moment to inspect the lack of blemishes on her snout, then looks back down at Lily. “She’s not a friend, then?”



“She’s not, but she’s... not food either.” I probably should let Livonas do what she wants, but... there’s something about Lily. I can’t put my finger on it, but I don’t want her to become a dragon snack. Not that she’d do much to fill Livonas’ tummy.



There’s screaming from the edge of the courtyard...



Okay, so there’s been screaming from there ever since the dragon landed, but I’ve been ignoring it so far. The distant ringing of alarm bells is just as easy to ignore, and so is all the shouting from the other sides of the wall.



This screaming is different though. More combative.



I twist around to see past Livonas’ legs. There’s a group of older acolytes walking forwards in formation, arms swinging even as stone bursts out of the ground and is crushed into large balls before them. They shout, and the projectiles shoot out towards Livonas and burst apart on her flank and sides.



She growls. “One moment, child,” she says, her head rising up.



“Don’t kill them all!” I shout up to her. It’s mostly for Esme’s sake. She’d feel bad if we burned this part of the city down. The building that housed the books is already burning up in the distance, but that’s not our fault.



Livona’s chest expands, and I find myself ducking down as a great heat engulfs the area. Livonas’ black-scaled tummy glows from within with purplish light that slowly travels up and towards her neck, then she opens her mouth and a beam of violet fire strikes the ground.



I flinch away. It’s way, way too bright to look at, and hot besides.



Lily’s fire doesn’t even begin to match that heat coming off of those flames.



When the heat dies down and Livonas’ roar subsides to a low growl, I can finally look back. There’s a wall of fire cutting the courtyard apart now, most of it gushing out of a trench dug across the flower gardens and statues and cobbles. The flames are taller than most people.



“We should go, child,” Livonas says.



“N-no!” Lily says. She has tears in her eyes and is glaring with bared teeth. “No, I... I won’t lose.”



Livonas puffs and Lily screeches as she’s sent flying butt over teakettle.



“Time to go!” I say.



“Where?” Esme asks.



“That’s a good question,” Felix says. “She doesn’t have a saddle.”



“I don’t think my legs could handle a saddle that wide,” I say. Livonas’ back is way too broad. The dragon shifts to the side, her weight moving back so that she can bring a hand down next to us. “Come on!” I say before I scramble up and into the dragon’s hand.



Felix jumps up after me, then we both help Esme up. She’s a bit reluctant about the whole thing.



“Don’t forget the cart!” I call out. I’d feel real dumb if I came this far and then left the books behind at the last moment.



Livonas reaches down and grabs the cart in her other hand.



We’re lifted up close to her chest, Esme screaming at the motion, then Livonas’ hand closes so that we’re caged in by her claws.



The dragon tenses, then we’re in the air.



Wings as wide as the entire courtyard beat down, and I see the shingles on the academy roofs torn apart as we rise. Then Livonas’ rear claws dig into the tower in the middle of the cathedral and she shoves up and into the air.



We leave with the clatter of stone behind us. Livonas climbs and climbs until we’re far above the city. The wyverns that were flying around her earlier join us in the air, some of them darting ahead while others are content to trail out behind us as a sort of strange honour guard.



I should be worried while in the air. Last time there was an angel. But I’m pretty sure that Livonas is a lot more capable than the wyverns I flew on last time. I bet she could give an angel a run for its money.



[Livonas – Bearer of Misfortunes – Greater Servant of the Dark God]

Scourge of the Burning Skies

Bane of the Night

Bane of the Unburnt

Terror of Crawling Dread

Monster Nope



“Hmm, Esme, how will people react to Livonas popping up?” I ask. I settle in as best I can. Scales don’t make for good cushions, but it’s not that bad. At least the flight is more or less even and smooth.



Esme is clutching to one of the smaller fingers. “Valeria,” she says. “I.... I think you might be an okay person, and maybe you’d make a good friend, but I’m busy trying not to faint so maybe we can talk later.”



“Okay,” I say. That sounds very reasonable.



“Where are we going?” Felix asks. Compared to Esme she seems totally fine with all of this.



“Home,” I say. “At least, my home.”



“Oh no,” Esme says. “Gertrude’s going to kill me.”



“Oh, it’s not that bad,” I say. “You'll love my mom. And I bet you’ll love the library. And I’m sure we can get you back to your place all safe and sound, no problem!”



Esme shakes her head in denial and... I’ll let her work through all of that for a bit. I think she needs a bit of alone time to process things.



I glance down, through two of Livonas’ fingers and to the ground far, far below. It’s a patchwork of greens and browns from up here. Soon that’ll give way to the deep blue of Ares Pond, and then... home.



I can’t help but grin.



We succeeded. I got some books, made from friends, accidentally destroyed Mom’s rival’s cathedral.



I bet she’s going to be really proud of me!
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                Terror Fifty-One - Homecoming



“How long is it going to take?” Felix asks.



I shrug. “I don’t know. I could guess, but it probably won’t be very accurate. I think it would be... about two days by wyvern to go from home to Montele?”



“The capital is that close?” Esme asks. “Doesn’t that mean that the Dark Goddess could launch an attack at any time?”



“I mean... yeah, Mom could do that at any time regardless of how far a city is from home.”



I think Esme’s about to reply, but Livonas twists her long neck around so that she’s looking down at us through a gap between her fingers. “We will be arriving at the castle in the morning,” the dragon says.



“We won’t stop for the night?” I ask.



She blinks. “Must we?”



“Uh, well, we might want to stretch our legs and use the little girl’s room. Or what passes for one around here.”



“I have some food,” Felix says. She reaches into her pockets and pulls out some fruits and leftovers wrapped in cloth. I have no idea when she grabbed all of that. “I don’t mind sharing.”



“That’s nice of you,” I say. “We’ll need water, too.”



Liovanas huffs. “Then we will be stopping by the shore,” she says before turning her head away and back against the oncoming wind. “Don’t worry, child of the Goddess, I will fly us swiftly, as the goddess has demanded of me.”



Esme looks at me, eyes narrowed in suspicion. “Are you actually the Dark Goddess' daughter?” she asks.



“Yeah, I’m Mom’s daughter,” I confirm with a proud smile. “She’s the best mom ever.”



“Shouldn’t you be more scaly then?”



“Mom doesn’t have scales,” I say. “That’s only in the pictures and statues people make of her. I think she doesn’t mind because it means that she can walk past someone without being identified as... herself.”



“People can tell when a god’s around,” Esme says. “It’s described as a strong feeling.”



“And none of the gods are clever enough to hide that?” I ask.



Esme frowns and rubs at her chin. “That’s possible.”



I nod. “Mom’s real clever.”



“She can’t be that clever,” Esme says. “She’s the God of Darkness! She’s... evil.”



“Well, yeah, but she’s been being evil for thousands of years. Mom’s fought off a lot of gods who tried to meddle in her business and she’s still just as strong as ever. Obviously you don’t stay that strong while having to fight gods without being real clever.”



Esme’s frown deepens. “And now we’re going to be seeing her?”



“Yeah, I bet Mom’s going to be right there waiting for me to arrive.” I scoot around so that I’m facing Felix. “She’s going to like you, both of you, so don’t worry.”



Esme crosses her arms.



I’m not the cleverest girl myself, but I can read body language pretty well, especially when it’s that obvious. Esme isn’t in the best of moods. I get it. I basically just kidnapped her from her home, and all that after dragging her into a big fight and a whole heap of danger that she didn’t ask for.



I’m probably not the best of friends.



I scoot across Livonoas’ palm so that I’m next to Esme. “I’m sorry,” I say. “I should have told you who I am before we ever snuck into the academy, and I should have come up with a plan in case there was any fighting.”



“Yeah,” Esme agrees. She brings her knees up so that they’re under her arms and looks at me for a while. Then she reaches up and adjusts her glasses. “Fine, I decided that I won’t be angry at you.”



“You can decide that that easily?” I ask.



“No. But I can try. You haven’t been mean to me or anything, but at the same time you kept a bunch of scary secrets from me.”



“If she didn’t keep them from you, would you have been our friend?” Felix asks.



“I don’t know. Maybe?” Esme tries. I think she’s lying though, and she knows it. “It’s just weird is all.”



“Hey, it’s not like I chose to be the way I am,” I say. “Not that I’m disappointed about it. I’m really lucky, you know.”



“Is Felix a monster?” Esme asks. “She has her strange eyes, and you said she was blind.”



“I’m human,” Felix says. “I’m pretty sure. And I was blind until Valeria fixed my eyes.”



I nod. “Felix is another friend I made along the way, like you!’



Esme huffs. “Okay then. So, what do we do now?”



I shrug. There’s really not much to do. I didn’t expect that riding a dragon could actually be boring. “Got anything to read?”



The flight continues for a good while. When Livonas spots the shore of Ares Pond, we start to drop out of the sky, gently, and with the dragon’s great wings catching the air and slowing us down so that when Livonas touches the ground it’s with little more than a bump and a lurch.



We climb out of her grasp and take a moment to walk around and use our legs. Livonas is a great help crossing this far, but she’s not exactly comfortable.



Once we’re refreshed and ready to go, the three of us climb back into her hand and we take off again. This time Livonas flies closer to the sea beneath us, every flap of her wings creating great waves across the surface.



When I ask her, she tells me it’s because if we fly higher, it’ll be colder, and we’re not equipped to deal with that kind of temperature.



Judging by how chilly it is just because of the wind, I’m thankful for her foresight.



Eventually, I yawn and feel myself falling asleep. Esme is curled up in a ball next to me, and Felix has been sleeping for a while.



I don’t want to sleep though, not if it means missing our arrival at home.



So I’m going to stay awake, even if I need to fight against the tiredness and the heaviness of my eyes. Maybe if all I do is close my eyes for a minute or two?



I wake up with a start and can’t help but notice that everything is dark. There’s still a strong wind cutting by me, cool and humid. Blinking, I look around until I can see past Livonas’ big fingers. We’re still over Ares Pond, I can see the reflection of the moon broken by choppy waters below us.



“Almost there, child,” Livonas’ voice rumbles.



“Oh, okay,” I say before I yawn and tug my cloak on closer. “Can you wake me when we’re closer?”



“I can.”



I nod, and before I can think to ask another question, I’m drifting off.



A shake of my shoulder wakes me up. It’s brighter, the world bathed in morning oranges as the sun still works to claw its way over the horizon. Felix is next to me, holding out a third of a long pastry towards me. “Breakfast,” she says.



“Where did you even get that?” I mutter.



“The inn,” she says.



I blink. “You’ve been hiding this for a couple of days?”



“Yeah.”



“Didn’t we get dunked in that lake?” I ask as I take the pastry. It’s hard.



“It dried up,” she says. She’s holding another bit, bite marks already visible on it. “Still good.”



Esme is chewing contemplatively on Felix’ other side. “It’s not great,” she says.



I shrug and start to chew while taking in our surroundings. Livonas really has flown through the night. I don’t recognize our exact location, but we’re definitely in the Land of Monsters. I can see mountains to the west, smoke churning out above them, and spare woods below us where I can sometimes spot some motion between the trees.



“We’re close to home,” I say.



“Joy,” Esme mutters.



Felix laughs. “Don’t be that way, Miss Esme, I’m sure Valeria’s home is very nice.”



It is, and it doesn’t take more than ten minutes until they get to see it. Livonas, it seems, wants to give us the full tour, flying the long way around the castle.



A dozen towers, each as big as the cathedral back in Montele, but far taller and made of a black stone that reflects light strangely. The main castle is far, far larger, a complex of buildings linked together by towers and covered in arched roofs, monstrous gargoyles posed on the edges to guard the castle.



Smaller bird monsters take off, swarming out from beneath the eaves of some of the towers like a black fog to join us in the air. I see beady eyes inspecting Livonas and the three of us, reassuring caws telling the other monsters that all’s well.



“Whoa,” Esme says.



Home is pretty impressive, I agree.



We come around, Livonas’ wings spread wide, and with a heavy lurch we land before the castle, the battlement and walls towering above even Livonas.



And at the front, on the bottom-most step leading to the entrance, is Mom.
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                Terror Fifty-Two - Hug



I don’t know why I’m so worried. It’s just Mom. Mom’s the best.



Livonas carefully lowers her hands down, dropping the cart full of books to one side and placing the back of her other hand down so that we can climb off without having to jump.



Felix and I hop off without any problems, but Esme sits on the edge of the hand and scoots her butt to the edge until she slides off and lands on her feet.



This is it. I’m home.



I don’t know what the weird swirly sensation in my tummy is. It’s not the nicest feeling, but I squish it down and away. “Mom!” I cry out before I start to run.



The feeling disappears entirely when Mom moves down from the first step and her lips twitch in that familiar almost-smile she does when she’s happy. I crash into her face-first, arms wrapping around her waist and pulling her as close as I can.



She freezes for a moment, then I feel her hand gently patting me on the head. It’s nice, but it’s not a hug.



“Hi Mom,” I say as I look up. She makes her happy laugh noise, but I see her eyes flick up to my friends. Then it clicks.



I pull out of the hug, place my hands on my hips, and glare up at Mom.



“Valeria?” she asks.



“Mom!” I say, indignant now. “Just because there are people here that you don’t know doesn’t mean that you need to act all hard and serious. You’re my mom, you’re supposed to put hugs and love in front of all that... propriety stuff.”



“Valeria, I can hardly allow myself to be seen as--”



“Nope,” I interrupt. “You’re the big scary Goddess of Darkness, no one will think you’re less scary if you give return hugs. Sheesh, mom.”



Mom rolls her eyes, sighs, then mutters under her breath. “This daughter of mine, I swear.” Then she leans down and grabs me in a hug.



Giggling, I hug right back. “I missed you,” I say.



“It’s only been a few days,” Mom replies. Then, in a smaller voice. “I missed you too.”



The hug ends eventually, as all hugs do, but I’m not sad about it or anything. It was a good hug, one of the best I’ve ever gotten. “I need to present my friends to you!” I say as I half turn.



Felix is grinning from ear to ear, her bandanna snug over her eyes. Esme, meanwhile, looks red in the face and is staring at Mom with wide, wide eyes.



“That’s Felix,” I say. “She’s a friend I made in Santafaria. She was blind, but we fixed that. Oh, and she’s a really great Joy mage.”



“Hello Miss Valeria’s Mom,” Felix says.



“That’s Esme,” I say while pointing to Esme. “She’s a librarian that works at one of Semper’s libraries. She helped us set up the heist at Heroes’ academy.”



“Heroes’ academy?” Mom askes, her voice even and entirely neutral. “The academy where Heroe trains his templars and the people who routinely travel around with no other goal than to kill monsters and undermine me?”



“Uh,” I say. I spin around and give mom my most powerful puppy-monster look. “Not in front of my friends,” I whisper. If mom spanked me in front of the others, at my age, I’d just die.



“So, it’s acceptable to mock my status by being physically affectionate before strangers, but punishing you in front of the same isn’t?” Mom asks.



I smile at Mom, and maybe it’s a little bit brittle on the edges. “Ah, maybe?”



One of Mom’s eyebrows perks up, and I know I’m in a heap of trouble. “We’ll see,” she whispers before turning to my friends. “Greetings. I am Luciana, though most merely call me the Dark Goddess. You may address me either way, though I do ask that you respect my person and my home. There are few mortals who have stepped into my castle, fewer still who have done so with hostile intent, and of those who did, none survived.”



“What Mom’s trying to say is that you’re welcome!” I say before I dart over to my friends. I grab both by a hand and laugh as I pull them after me. “Come on, I’ll show you my room, and the library. You’re going to love that, Esme. Oh! Mom, can my friends stay over for the night?”



“I suppose,” Mom says. “But before you go gallivanting around the castle, I wish to speak with you.” She snaps her fingers and her shadow twists, a monster stepping out of the dark behind her. “Escort the children to the big dining hall, and the washrooms as well, they might wish to refresh themselves after the trip.”



The monster nods, and reappears before me and my friends.



I sigh. “Fine, I’ll join you two in a bit.” Reaching over to Esme, I place a hand on her shoulder. She seems a bit nervous, which I guess I understand. “Don’t worry, nothing here will hurt you. You’ve probably never been in a safer place before.”



“Right,” she says. She doesn’t sound entirely convinced, but I can work on that later.



I wave my friends goodbye for the moment as they walk up the steps and into the castle, then I turn to Mom.



Mom waits until we’re alone outside, except for some wyverns and Livonas, who is curled up in a huge ball in the courtyard to sleep. “I truly did miss you,” she says. Her face draws into a frown. “What were you thinking, foolish daughter of mine? To go so far as to steal from one of my greatest foes? Not to return as soon as you could? I don’t know if you have any idea how worried I was.”



Now I feel bad. “I’m sorry,” I mutter.



Mom’s hand comes down, and she gently touches my chin and lifts my head. Her eyes meet mine. “I really do love you, Valeria. I... I don’t know what I would do with myself if you were to be hurt, or if you died. I would ruin the world and destroy every trace of the one responsible, but then... I don’t know. And that terrifies me more than anything has in a very long time.”



I feel wetness stinging my eyes, and the guilt in my tummy roils around painfully. So I step up and hug Mom as best I can. “I’m sorry,” I say again.



Mom hugs me back, a soft, tender hug. “I know,” she says. “You’re a good daughter, Valeria.” She brushes my hair back absently with one hand. It’s a nice feeling. “Now, enough moping. We can go over your punishment later.”



“Punishment?” I ask.



“Oh yes,” Mom agrees.



“But Mom!’



“No buts,” she snaps. “You went off and jumped headlong into danger. Only a fool would do that, and no daughter of mine will be a fool.”



I puff my cheeks out. “That’s mean,” I say.



She sniffs. “Hardly. Now, tell me about your grand adventure. How did you end up bringing not one but two young girls back home, and where did you find all those books?”



My pout fades away, replaced by a happy grin. “Oh! It was a ton of fun! Some bits were scary, and some parts were a teeny tiny bit dangerous, but I came out victorious, and made a couple of awesome allies along the way!”



“Well, start at the beginning then,” Mom asks.



I lean into her side, and we start walking back home while I retell the story right from the start, with only a few tiny alterations to downplay some of the more punishment-worthy bits.
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                Futur-logue



Bianca Malicieux stood on the dock, a shawl draped over her shoulders to keep her warm, though it was nothing compared to the fire burning in her core. She had the poise and grace appropriate for a noblewoman in her position, the lack of expression expected for a woman of the Caselfella Republic, and yet at a glance, she could tell that the others on the dock were wary of her.



Whether that was because of her countenance, her appearance, or the crest on her back, she didn’t know, nor did she entirely care.



A thick fog hovered over the ocean, roiling impatience. Not entirely uncommon here, in the northern reaches of the Republic. Still, it was an ill omen according to the more superstitious sailors milling around the port.



She reached into a pocket and removed a silver timepiece. The hour was approaching already. Soon, very soon, the envoy would be late.



She would have considered leaving at the very tick of noon, but that wasn’t permissible, not when she considered who the envoy was.



Someone called out, an alarmed scream, and Bianca looked ahead and peered into the fog.



A form was moving closer, darkness moving in the white fog. Its speed was likely what caused the call of alarm. Nothing so obviously large should be moving at such a pace while so close to the docks.



Waves grew and lapped at the shore, the vanguard of the approaching vessel.



Then Bianca chanced to look down, and she noticed large tendrils moving beneath the waves.



Her heart beat faster.



A ship tore out of the fog, like a greatsword slicing through so much silk. The vessel, made of darkened wood and bearing a figure head of a three-headed dragon, dwarfed the small shipping and fishing vessels of the port.



It turned ever so slightly, realigning itself with the docks, then, with a smoothness that did nothing to stop the sailors and tenders of the port from screaming and running in panic, it came to a gentle stop.



Ships rocked in their moorings until everything settled down once more.



A gangplank was lowered from the great ship, clattering onto the wood.



Bianca straightened. Here she was, the Daughter of the Dark Goddess. Here to solve a problem that none other could.



She tampened down the fear in her core, and prayed to the Dark One herself that all would go well.



***

 

The End
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Hi!



Heart of Dorkness was a ton of fun to write. It’s a story that I started based on a fanfiction I wrote a long time ago (called Princess, if you’re interested) but other than stealing the initial premise, it diverged a whole lot, though I’d like to think that some of the best ideas stuck around for a while.



The story was started on April 24th, and the first chapters were posted on Royal Road, Space Battles, Neovel, and ScribbleHub on June 30th, 2021. Not too bad for a 106,000 word story, I figure!



None of that would have been possible without a lot of help though. I’m lucky enough to be supported by awesome patrons, many of whom stick around on my discord and listen to me rant about story ideas and possible characters, and who often toss in their own great ideas for me to steal.



This was a weird story to write, but it was fun all the same. Some more literary-inclined people might want to dig into it for themes and such if they want. Personally, I wrote this because I like cute people being cute, and the idea of having an otherwise ‘evil’ person being redeemed by family and by having someone nice in their life is an idea that I’m really fond of (hugs cure many wounds, after all!).



Anyway~ I hope that if you’ve come far enough to read this, then you’ve enjoyed the story!



If you want to support me so that I can write even more (and yes, there’s a second volume coming out soon, no worries) then consider joining my patreon, or buying the ebook and paperback versions of this whenever they happen to be released!



Thank you everyone, and remember:



Keep warm; stay cool,



RavensDagger

            


Heart of Dorkness - Volume Two


                Valeria Malvada, self-proclaimed princess of Darkness, maker of cute monsters, haver of two friends (and the world's coolest mom), is sent on a grand quest in the Caselfella Republic. 

It's a very easy quest, one that she can't possibly mess up in any way. 

It would be almost impossible to accidentally topple a city, or convince the very repressed daughter of a local noble family to turn rebellious and decide to conquer her own country in the name of the Dark Goddess. 

It's been two whole years since her last slight kerfuffle. She is--according to herself--a grown and mature woman who can take care of herself and her dearest friends. Now all she needs is an opportunity to prove herself!



[image: ]

 

            


Prologue


                    
                        
                            
                            A note from RavensDagger
                        

                    

                    


If you want more to read, consider joining my Patreon! Or check out my other original works:

Love Crafted (Interactive story about an eldritch abomination tentacle-ing things!) - Completed

Dreamer's Ten-Tea-Cle Café (An insane Crossover about cute people and tentacles) - Ongoing

Stray Cat Strut (A cyberpunk system apocalypse!) - Ongoing

Cinnamon Bun (A wholesome LitRPG!) - Ongoing

Fluff (A superheroic LitRPG about cute girls doing cute things!) - Volume One Complete!

Dead Tired (A comedy about a Lich in a Wuxia world doing Science!) - Hiatus

The Isekai will be Livestreamed (An Interactive story about a mom getting isekai'd) - Ongoing

The Agartha Loop (A Magical-Girl drama!) - Ongoing

Lever Action (A fantasy western with mecha!) - Volume One Complete!

Heart of Dorkness (A wholesome progression fantasy) - Ongoing



                

                Prologue



Valeria Malvada, current--self-proclaimed--princess of Darkness, maker of cute monsters, and alright mage, was staring up at her mother with hands on hips and eyes filled with a dangerous amount of determination. “I can take care of it, Mom,” she said.



Mom, also known as Luciana Malvada, the Goddess of Darkness, the Eternal Queen, the Lady of Death, the Disgusting One, and a few other less polite titles, crossed her arms, raised her nose, and looked down upon her daughter with the assessing gaze that only a millenia-old goddess could properly perfect.



Valeria squirmed. “Really. I’ll be fine this time. I swear. Plus I have Felix and Esme.”



“Esme, who also happens to have a quest of her own, one that happens to be bringing her in the same general direction that you’re suggesting this critical mission will bring you in?” The Dark Goddess asked.



Valeria crossed her arms right back at her mom. “Yes. It’s entirely coincidental and despite all evidence to the contrary I absolutely don’t want to go just to have fun with my friends.”



Luciana sniffed, but there was that familiar twinkle in her eyes, one that only a bare few people would be able to notice, and one that had Valeria grinning from ear to ear.



“This won’t, of course, be a repeat of the last time you went out, will it?”



“Mom! I was like, fourteen!”



“Ah, yes. And now that you’re approaching sixteen you have become so much more mature and capable.”



Valeria nodded with unironic seriousness. “Yes.”



Were the Dark Goddess not used to proclamations of doom and reading about prophetic declarations of destruction (often at her own hands no less) she might have been worried about the poor citizens of the Caselfella Republic. “Very well, you can go on this little mission,” she said, then she raised her hand to stall her daughter's very mature cheering and dancing. “But I have some conditions.”



***



“Father?”



Bianca entered her father’s office, careful, quiet steps, measured so as to not so much as make a sound. It was the graceful walk of a lady of the court. Her father didn’t notice, of course; he was too absorbed by the piles of paperwork before him.



“Ah, you’re here,” he said without looking up. “Good. I need you.”



She stood taller. “Anything,” she replied. Years of training, in secret more often than not, over a decade of hoping and... now this. She felt a cool chill seeping into her bones.



Her father looked up. He was, by all accounts, a handsome man, a chiseled jaw, bright eyes under a permanent scowl that only hinted at his serious nature. He inspected her the way another man might observe a new weapon before unsheathing it. “You heard of your mother’s arrangement with the Barrios matriarch?”



Bianca’s blood froze, her heart skipped a beat, and yet she didn’t so much as waver. Then the anger came, warm and inviting, tempting her to move. “I have heard, yes. I’m to be married to Tiberius Barrios, is it?”



“No,” her father said. “The boy is incompetent and a fool besides. While I have no doubt that you would break him to your will within a week, the alliance would suffer for it.”



She nodded, slowly. Her father knew. He always knew. She despised her society, at times, but never her father. He was too adept, too cunning. She recognized a lot of herself in him. Had she not been cursed to be born a woman, then perhaps...



“Your mother is having ideas again,” he continued. “I need you gone for a moment, out of the eye of all these suitors and fools.” He looked back down to his papers, then carefully took one from a corner of his desk and set it down before him.



It was different. She wasn’t unobservant. Unlike all the other sheets on the great desk, this one was set aside, apart from the others. It was pure white paper, of a stiffness comparable to thicker parchment. Doubtlessly paper from Iaria. Expensive, but in an understated way. Not one of the local lords then; their displays of wealth were of a more ostentatious nature.



“You are aware of the... people with whom I have been in communication?” he asked.



She nodded. A couple of years ago her father had left the city, not an entirely uncommon event. He had not told her of his destination, but that was also hardly uncommon. Still, she had been curious. Some bribes, a bit of flirting with the keeper of stalls and horses, then a few polite queries. She knew he had left the country, heading west. Little else though.



“Can I trust you, daughter?” he asked.



She locked eyes with him, blue on blue. “Yes,” she said. She trusted him, strangely enough. She hated her home, the kingdom and its rulers. Most of all she hated her place, and feared it in equal measure. Her role was to be traded and bred. It was downright unacceptable to her. But her father was different, above it all.



“You know, I always wanted better for you,” he murmured. “Especially seeing your talents and skills...” He nodded, then tapped the letter. “You’re going to Vizeda. You will meet someone there, a young woman coming in aboard a ship. I’ll write the details down for you. Meet her, and assist her.”



“In what way do you want me to assist her?” Bianca asked. She sensed an opportunity here.



“The young woman is... dangerous. Incredibly so. I do not know her entire purpose in coming here. I want to. Once that is learned, I will act appropriately to place our family in such a way as to survive. Perhaps things won’t be so dangerous, but... I’ve lived this long relying on more than just common sense.”



“I think I understand, father.”



Someone was coming who could shake the status quo within the country. That was dangerous, especially with how jealously some of the families guarded their power.



He nodded. “Good. You have three days to make it to Vizeda. There are books in my library, about the Dark Goddess and what is known of her. They are... not entirely accurate. Take them, read them critically on your way over.”



“Thank you, father,” Bianca said. She pinched the edges of her skirts and curtsied appropriately. “I will do my best.”



“See that you do, Bianca.”



She left, her core roiling with heat and cold and the fascinating clash of the two meeting.
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                Scourge One - Portcity



“Look! You can see the city!” I say as I rush to the very front of the ship.



The ship is one that Mom pulled out of storage, which is to say that it’s a ship that was sunk in the ocean just off the coast of the Land of Monsters that a few ocean-dwelling friends had started to call home. Mom ordered it pulled out of the ocean and some cleverer monsters got to work patching it up.



I don’t know much about ships. This one is a caravel, I think. Maybe? It has three posts for sails in its middle, currently all deployed with black cloth snapping in the wind, and a few decks. The middle one is filled with small friends, an army of them that I figured I might as well bring along. The bottom, near the hull, is home to a monster that I named Gloop.



Gloop is a squid, sorta. Squids don’t usually have so many legs, and I think they’re usually limited to eight or so tentacles, but Gloop didn’t get that memo. He has hundreds of tendrils that he uses to push our ship along or to grab onto some bigger nautical monsters that can pull us across rougher waters. He’s pretty nice, even though all he can say is “Gloop.”



The top deck is where my friends and I have been living the past week and a half. It was pretty strange living on a boat, but I think we’re all used to it now.



Felix likes standing way up in the crow’s nest where the wind is strongest, and Esme spends a lot of time on the quarter deck, puking over the side while complaining about the way the ship rocks.



“I can’t see that far,” Felix says as she joins me by the front. The figurehead twists a little to the side as I let go of it to look at her. She’s wearing her blindfold again.



“I can’t imagine why not,” I say.



She grins and tugs it down, her pale eyes staring at me for a moment before she squints into the distance. “Huh, I still can’t see it.”



I can’t really blame her. Felix’s eyesight isn’t all that great, not that I’ve ever heard her complain about it. The city isn’t really that obvious. It’s clear that there’s a coast ahead, but even that’s more like a darker line. We’re surrounded by a rolling fog. It’s not exactly a natural fog either. Mom wants this ship kept somewhat hidden. There are pirates and such off of these coasts, and I don’t think the local navy would appreciate a monster-ship patrolling around. Hence, magical fog.



“You see that little light over there?” I ask. I point to a faint glow in the distance, a bit over the horizon line. “That’s a lighthouse. There’s supposed to be one next to the port in Vizeda.”



“It could be another lighthouse,” Felix says.



“No,” Esme says. “There’s only supposed to be one.”



I half-turn to take her in as she wobbles closer. When we left home, I was sure that everyone would get over any sea-sickness in a day or two. Esme is working hard to prove me wrong.



She hasn’t changed all that much since we’ve left Montele. She might be a bit taller now? And her cheeks aren’t quite as pinchable, but she’s still very cute. Her hair, usually all poofed out and wild is... still wild, but it looks like Mister Stretchy the cat after I give him a bath.



“Hey,” I say. “You okay?”



“I’m fine,” she says, but the way she wobbles over and grabs onto the rails suggests that that’s a flat lie. “Anyway, there’re only a few lighthouses along the northern coast of Caselfella. One in Vizeda, one to the north where the coast sticks out a little, and one in Guimanho. So unless we’re wildly off course, that lighthouse has to be Vizeda’s.”



Felix nods seriously, her lips quirked up in a small, knowing smile. “Bookworm.”



“Hmph,” Esme says. “Illiterate jock,” she snaps right back.



I roll my eyes. I love my friends, both of them are the best, but they can be a bit dumb sometimes. “Well, then that’s Vizeda. Which means we’re nearly done with this whole trip.”



“Oh, thank Semper,” Esme mutters. “Also, we’re hardly done with this trip, this is only the first, easiest part. And it was already very difficult.”



“Only for you,” Felix says.



I think Felix is a bit miffed about Esme wasting food on our trip. Nevermind that she’s been wasting it by losing it overboard whenever we hit any particularly bouncy waves.



“Alright, alright,” I say. “We’re nearly on land. Once we’re in Vizeda, everything will be much easier.”



Esme nods. “We both have our quests to handle.”



“I know,” I say. Esme can be a teeny tiny bit uptight sometimes. “Let’s just get to the dock, and then we can worry about all that other stuff, alright?”



I say that as if we need to do anything to get us to dock, in reality it’s as easy as telling Gloop to aim for the city and to find a place to dock.



The ocean is decently calm, maybe because it’s only mid-day and the sky is overcast and dreary. It’s kind of early in the fall, so I’m expecting the weather to start turning a bit cooler, but for now it's still just a little too warm to be comfortable.



“You okay?” Felix asks me after a bit. Esme’s already back in the cabins by the rear of the ship. At a guess she’s laying down with a pillow over her head and a bucket next to her cot.



“I’m fine,” I say. “I might be a bit nervous?”



Felix tilts her head to the side and her hair flicks out that way with the motion. I think she’d be pretty with long hair, but every so often she’ll chop her hair off with a knife so that it doesn’t get in her way. “You shouldn’t be nervous. I’ll make sure that no one hurts you. And Esme’s there so that you can both think up smart things to do.”



I laugh and bump shoulders with her. “You’re pretty clever too,” I say.



“I’m street smart,” she says. “It’s not the same.”



I pull her into a side hug, and she laughs before squeezing me back. We don’t have all that much time for that kind of stuff though, not as we really do approach Vizeda. The tallest buildings are just tall enough to poke out above the fog, and I can make out some of the ships sitting at dock.



I jog back to my quarters at the back and pick out the stuff I’ll be bringing with me. It’s not all that much, mostly since I’d rather travel light. A backpack has a couple of changes of clothes and a few small books that I figured might be handy. I have an empty notepad for notes, and a small bag full of gold and a few other coins.



A second, bigger pouch of gold I tuck in a loop on my belt, and I have a new cloak. My old one is hanging on a hook in my bedroom back home. I haven’t grown all that much, but I am taller now, and my old cloak only comes to mid-butt now, which would just look silly.



Mom made sure that all three of us have our own, that way we’ll all be harder to identify, not that it should be a concern for my friends.



I don’t have any armour or anything like that. I don’t know how to fight with it on, and it would be heavy besides. I do have a nice knife that I also strap to my belt. And that’s about it.



Once I have everything and I’ve double checked that I’m not forgetting something under my cot, I summon some little friends to hide in my cloak. A few butterbutts, some twinkle-fairies, a couple of spikeyboys; enough small monsters to give anyone pause.



“I’m ready!” I call out as I step out of my room.



“Me too,” Esme says as she steps out of her room. There’s this wafting stink of sickness to the air coming from behind her, but I choose not to comment on it. She’s suffered enough as it is. Esme’s got a big backpack on, a duffle bag next to her, and a second, smaller pack hanging by her hip thanks to a sling.



“You’re bringing all of that?” I ask.



“I didn’t bring anything for sea-sickness,” she says. “I’m not going to make the mistake of not having whatever I need.”



“I have a lot of stuff too,” Felix says. She has a backpack on, and three smaller duffle bags.



“How much of that is food?” I ask.



She looks guilty for a moment.



“You should probably leave some of that behind, we have a lot of traveling to do, you know.”



“Fine, fine,” she says.



The ship shivers, and I grin. We’ve arrived!



***
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                Scourge Two - White



Bianca is one of the few people to remain on the pier as the ship comes in. She doesn't consider it bravery not to flee as the vessel approaches in and moves with unnatural motions through the docks.



She has a mission to take care of, and that takes precedence over all the rest. The fear is kept though, a chill that grows ever colder as she buries it deep in her core. It might come into use later.



The ship stops with a jerk right on the edge of the empty pier and remains immobile, even as its wake shoots out ahead and rocks the other ships in their moorings.



Bianca hasn’t seen many such vessels, though she had been in Vizeda for a few days already. Still, she knows that the way this one is moving is deeply wrong. Judging by the way the few sailors she can see are looking at it, they know as much too.



This is where she’s supposed to meet the one her father told her of, the representative of the Dark Goddess.



He also told her to read the accounts about the Dark Goddess, but to read them critically. She had plenty of time to read on the way here. The stories vary a little, but they all seem to agree that the Dark Goddess is a terrible, cowardly being, a trickster and an oath breaker. The insults never quite match, they all accuse the Goddess of different things.



Bianca thinks that that’s what the clue her father gave her amounts to. If no two religious texts can agree on why the Dark Goddess is evil, then perhaps their opinion isn’t entirely valid. She’s not unfamiliar with the concept of propaganda, and in this case, it’s not hard to see where the Dark Goddess’ reputation is coming from. There are three or four churches who hold her up as the enemy of mankind.



Then again, monsters are responsible for thousands of deaths every year, they’re a constant danger, and Bianca hasn’t seen anything that indicates that the Dark goddess doesn’t take responsibility for their actions.



She’s not entirely sure what to think yet, but she knows that it’s a subject worth thinking on.



The clatter of wood on wood has her looking up just as a gangplank hits the pier. She’s the one nearest the ship now, her hands folded just-so over her stomach and her back straight. It means that she’s likely the only one to see the limbs retreating back into the ship after moving the gangplank.



Monsters. There are monsters within twenty paces of her, and they’re acting with both purpose and intelligence.



Her heart beats faster.



“Oh, hey, the plank’s lowered already. Come on! We need to hurry before the fog moves on,” someone says from onboard the ship.



Bianca stands taller, her face an expressionless mask, her eyes peeled. She will be the first to see this representative, she will befriend her, and she will use anything at her disposal to ensure that her father’s plan, whatever it may be, comes to fruition.



Three figures move out of the thicker fog. All three have cloaks on, though two have their hoods lowered. Women, all three of them, and seemingly young. The servant her father told of and two handmaidens?



The first is a young woman who immediately rushes past Bianca with a cry of “Dry land!” She’s, at a glance, perhaps Bianca’s own age, or a year younger. Sixteen or so, with a freckled face and wild, untamed hair. Her glasses are so thick that Bianca can’t make out her eyes before she’s already past.



Not the representative, she decides. Someone sent by the Dark Goddess herself would be a serious figure, someone important and politically astute, not an overly excited girl.



The next figure Bianca sees has more potential, though she dismisses them after a look. Another young woman, taller, with sharper features and a wicked smile. She feels dangerous in a way that Bianca can’t put a finger on, but she trusts her instincts enough to acknowledge that the young woman might be a threat. She must be a servant of the Dark Goddess and regardless of her gender or age, she might be dangerous.



The blindfold across her eyes gives Bianca pause, but she decides not to judge her based on that alone. She has a lithe build under her cloak, all wiry muscle. She’s around Bianca’s own age as well, though she's not as developed in the chest and hips as Bianca.



The last member isn’t as tall as Bianca imagines a servant of the Dark Goddess should be, but then, she doesn’t have a lot to go on. They come down the gangplank, then stretch their arms out above them. “Oh, it’s nice not to be bobbing around all over.”



“Yeah? I kind of liked it. Maybe I should learn some water magic, it’s fun,” the blindfolded girl says.



“Water magic needs fear to work, you know. I don’t think I’ve ever really seen you scared of much.”



The voice is a girl’s, and from the glimpse of her chin and lips, Bianca can tell that her guess is correct.



“Oh, uh, hi,” the girl says, she turns towards the blindfolded girl next to her, then refocuses on Bianca. "Sorry, we’ll be on our way.”



“Wait,” Bianca says. This is her chance. The Dark Goddess is under no obligation to use servants that fit the image Bianca has created in her mind. She curtsies, as is appropriate. “My name is Bianca Malicieux, I was sent to assist you while you are in the Caselfella Republic.”



“Huh?” the girl says. “Oh! Malicieux, like the Marquise?”



“You know of my father then,” Bianca says. She only hesitates for a moment before entering the familiar pattern of a woman at court. On a pier next to some unimportant border city they may be, but the event is nonetheless important enough to do things right.



“Just in passing,” the girl says. “It’s nice to meet you! Mom said that there’d be someone here to greet us and help us along, I didn’t think it’d be someone my age!”



Bianca takes that in stride. “It will be an honour to assist you, miss?”



“Oh. I’m Valeria, Valeria Malvada.”



Bianca’s head nods. She just read half a dozen books about the Dark Goddess, it would be impossible for her to forget the Goddess’ true name, though most books only mention it in passing or with the reluctance of someone incredibly superstitious.



“Your mother is... Luciana Malvada.”



The girl, Valeria, nods. “But I just call her Mom.”



“She lets us call her Miss Malvada,” the girl next to Valeria says.



“Oh! Right. This is my best friend, Felix, and my other best friend over there is Esme. She’s not rude, I swear, she just really didn’t like the whole boat thing. I think it’s her core acting up to all the water and stress.”



The Dark Goddess’ daughter claps her hands.



“So! Do you know of a good inn we could stay at?” she asks.



“And a good place for food,” Felix adds.



Bianca remains entirely composed, impressing even herself a little. “Of course. Please, follow me. Will the ship be remaining here?”



“Nah, Gloop’s going to head back to sea in a minute. My little friends should be off and hiding in the city already.”



“Gloop?” Bianca whispers as she turns around and leads her two new... companions off the pier. They find the Esme girl climbing back to her feet, knees and the front of her blouse dirty from where she was hugging the road.



“Esme, you’re all messy,” Valeria says.



“A bit of dirt is nothing to the reassuring knowledge that the ground isn’t going to move under me,” the wild-haired girl said. She adjusts her glasses, then takes Bianca in. “Oh, hello.”



“Greetings,” Bianca says. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Miss Esme.”



“Esme Fidelis,” The girl said. “It’s nice to meet you too.” She turns towards Valeria. “Who is this?”



“Esme, that’s rude. This is Bianca Malicieux. She’s here to help us.”



“Us, or help you?” Esme asks.



“Forgive my impertinence, but what is the difference?” Bianca asks.



The Esme girl puffs her chest out, and Bianca has to admit that there’s a lot there to puff out. “I’m here on a mission from Semper.”



Bianca has to work to keep her expression neutral. “That’s wonderful. If I can assist you, then please just ask. While my priority is in assisting Miss Malvada, I would be honoured to help you as well.”



“Oh, this one’s nice,” Esme says. “Say, Bianca, do you like reading?”



“On... occasion?”



“Then we’re all going to get along swimmingly!”



Bianca can’t help but feel like she’s entirely out of her depth. Still, her own mission is quite simple. “Well then, shall I show you the way to the inn? It’s nothing too impressive, but it’s comfortable, and there are warm meals and warmer beds.”



***
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                Scourge Three - Splendor



Once Gloop carries the ship away and the fog clears up it becomes a lot easier to see Vizeda in all of its splendor.



Unfortunately, Vizeda doesn’t have much splendor to show off.



The city isn’t entirely uniform, rather it’s a half-circle shoved up against the banks of the Dark Gulf--which isn’t actually a gulf, in purely geological terms, but no one but Esme cares about my rants when it comes to the names of places. Anyway, the city is barely worth the name city. It’s more of a town with delusions of grandeur.



The buildings are built tall rather than wide, to squeeze into the walls that protect the city from roving monsters, and there seems to have been very little urban planning done before people started claiming whatever land they could.



The dock-side homes are built with wide balconies so that the smell of rotting fish can really get inside, and there are piles of trash by the roadsides to add to the bouquet of smells.



“I think I forgot what a city smells like,” I say as I scan the docks.



“This one smells different to Santafaria,” Felix says. “I can still remember the bog when the wind shifted and came in from the east. Smelled like a bathroom after Esme’s done with it.”



“Hey!”



Someone clears their throat, and I half-turn to find Bianca standing next to us. She probably thinks that we’re pretty weird. Which, to be fair, isn’t far from the mark. Felix, Esme and I have spent the better part of a year and a bit at home and in each other’s company. The castle is more than big enough for us to miss each other sometimes, and there must have been a day or two where I didn’t see one or the other, but those were the exception.



“Sorry,” I say. “You were leading us to the inn, right?”



“If you wish,” Bianca says. “There’s an inn for seafarers here, but the better establishment is by the entrance gate to the south.”



“Lead on,” I say.



With Bianca in the lead, we start our trek through Vizeda. This city is supposed to be a big supplier of fish for the cities more to the south, and I think there’s a decent pearl-fishing trade here too. There’s definitely some crab and lobster fishing as well, judging by the cages full of squirming red crustaceans we cross.





“I bet they have all sorts of interesting food here, right Felix?” I ask as we start to cross the city. Mostly we’re staying on the edge of the road, away from the cart and buggy traffic. For all that Vizada is a small city, it seems to be bustling with activity.



“Yeah. It’s going to be hard going back to normal food,” Felix says.



I notice Bianca glancing back for just a moment, and I can’t help but wonder what she thinks Felix means by that. She has to know that we’re just weird, not abnormal, right?



I’m a little worried that we haven’t made the best impression with Bianca, but that’s something that we’ll fix with time and friendship. If she even wants to be our friend.



“This is the inn,” Bianca says with a gesture ahead of her.



The inn is a tall building, right next to the outer walls of the city. There’s a small garden at the back, only big enough for a few flower banks and a bench that sits next to the entrance.



“Looks comfy enough,” I say. The inn looks well-maintained, which is better than what I can say about a lot of the buildings we’ve crossed already.



“It’s not much, but it is a place to rest, if you wish it. I’ve taken the liberty of renting the two topmost floors. Do with them as you please, courtesy of the Malicieux family, of course.”



“Ah, thank you,” I say. “But you didn’t need to do that, it’s not like I lack the gold to rent a place for a night or two.”



Felix sighs. “You should probably give me your purse, you’re just going to toss it around and run out of gold before the week is out.”



“I will not,” I say.



“Felix is right,” Esme says. “But I think we both have some coin, for when you spend all of yours.”



“I’m not bad with money,” I say. Felix and Esme both turn away, refusing to meet my eyes. “Right?” I ask Bianca.



She bows very slightly. “As you say.”



Not exactly a ringing endorsement there either. Pouting at the unfairness of the world--and also my friends--I step into the inn and glance around the main floor. It’s a very... inn-like design. A few tight corridors around a counter with some alcohol behind it, a hint of a kitchen behind a shuttered door, and the enticing smells of roasting vegetables and cooked fish. A menu behind the counter announces that today is lobster served with imported citrus, which does sound nice.



“This way, please,” Bianca says.



There’s a stairwell up to the second and third floors near the middle of the inn. We have to walk by a couple of clients sitting at tables or smoking in the corners to get there.



The second floor isn’t anything too impressive. A corridor with some rooms and a window at the end. The third floor has a nice sitting area with a wide window that’s set high enough that it gives me and my friends a spectacular view of the countryside past the walls.



Vizeda has cleared out a lot of the forest and underbrush nearby, and there are plenty of smaller farms dotting the hills, some even have cattle or grazing animals, but mostly it looks like they’re busy with wheat right now.



A small river meanders around the bigger hills, entering the city somewhere to the east of the inn. “This is a nice place,” I say as I set down my things. “There are rooms upstairs?”



“Three rooms above, six on the second floor,” Bianca says.



“Oh, nice, we can split things up, maybe use one or two of the extra rooms as offices and reading spaces,” I say.



“How long do you intend to stay here?” Esme asks.



“Two days? Maybe three. We need to start asking around, figure out where that cult is located, and then we need to find transport all the way there.”



“Cult?” Bianca asks. “Forgive me if I’m overstepping, but I’m quite curious. I wasn’t informed of your purpose in the Caselfella Republic.”



“That’s fine,” I say. “We actually have two purposes here. Well, I have one, and Esme has her own.”



“But they might be linked,” Esme says.



I nod. “They might be.”



Bianca folds her hands over her tummy and stares at me with a graceful poise that I’ll never manage to copy.



“R-right, so! Esme’s on a mission from Semper to find out who broke into one of Semper’s hidden book caches.”



“There’s supposed to be one to the east, not too far from the capital,” Esme says. “We’re going to investigate.”



“And I’m on a mission from Mom to find out who burned down one of Mom’s temples in the capital.”



“In Caselfella itself?” Bianca asks.



“Yeah, Mom only has a few little temples here and there. There’s one in the capital and another in Algecante. Both of them were destroyed,” I say. “We know that the one destroyed in the capital wasn’t destroyed by the Church of the Hero, and it’s possible that the temple that was burned down two years ago in Santafaria was also not destroyed by that church. Mom thinks that it’s some cult that really dislikes her.”



“I... forgive my impertinence, but I was under the impression that many people tended to dislike your... mother.”



I shrug. “They don’t know her like I do. Also, people really don’t like monsters, and Mom’s the Goddess of those, so it kind of goes hand in hand. Still, people that pray to Mom not to be eaten have a statistically higher chance of not being eaten! There are other perks to worshipping Mom too!” Mom has been getting better at hugging, so that’s a nice perk too.



“I see,” Bianca says. “In either case, I’m here to assist you. If that means discovering the whereabouts of a suspected cult, then I am certain that I can be of use. At the very least, I’m familiar with the region and the nobles that run it.”



“Oh, that might really be useful,” I say. ‘Thanks Bianca, I’m sure we’ll make a great team.”



Felix grins and then gestures back down the stairs. “Can we get something to eat then? And we can scout around the city at the same time.”



“I doubt we’ll find any clues here,” Esme says. “But... it can’t hurt to go looking.”
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                Bane One - Home



I gestured into one of the rooms. “This can be for either of you,” I said. “There’s another room just over there that’s empty too. Mine’s the one in the middle.”



Felix stuck her head into the bedroom and sniffed around. “It’s big,” she said.



The rooms were decently sized, with a four-poster in the back and a small living area. There were empty drawers for stuff, a few little sofas set on a nice oval rug. A window at the back overlooked the side of the castle, not one of the more scenic vistas, but it wasn’t a bad view. The rooms were dust-free and smelled nice and clean.



“It’s a cell,” Esme said. “A fancy cell, but that’s what it is.”



I rolled my eyes.



Esme wasn’t taking the fact that she’d been kidnapped all that well, which... that was fair. I couldn’t judge her because she didn’t like that. Still, she was being very negative about the whole thing. “How about we talk in my room,” I said. “Or my cell, if you want to insist on calling it that.”



“Sure,” Emse said.



“I’d like to see where you lived,” Felix said with a happy grin.



Well, at least one of my friends wasn’t being a big butt about everything. Felix was doing a lot of gawking at all the statues and at some of the bigger halls and such. To be fair, the castle was pretty massive. Like, very massive.



The footprint alone was larger than the Hero's Academy back in Montele, and the castle was a lot taller, with spires and towers and several layers of walls and battlements. Mom kept adding to it as time went on, so the castle was never really complete. The building was slow, but she’d been adding little sections to it every couple of decades for centuries.



“This is my room,” I said as I opened the door. It had been a few days since I’d been in my own room. It felt a little weird.



There was my bed, with a pair of bed-warmer monsters lounging on it, their big furry bodies slumped over as they slept, and there was my dresser, nearly empty of clothes, mostly since all of my clean clothes were on a chair next to the dresser.



I had a bookcase, of course, and a nice comfy chair next to it with a heap of cushions and blankets on it.



“What’s that?” Felix asked as she pointed to a monster in the corner next to my desk. It was one of the biggest monsters I’d ever made, basically a large pair of lungs, a small skeleton so that it could stay upright, and a stomach and mouth under that.



“That’s my heater friend, his name is Mister Twitchy Breath,” I said. “You feed him under there, and when he’s full he starts contracting all of these muscles inside of his lungs that make a bunch of heat. He can blow hot air at you all day long as long as you keep him fed.



“That’s disgusting,” Esme said.



I sniffed. “Well, he works very well, most of the time. Look, not every monster can be aesthetically pleasing. Besides, he’s a prototype monster. I think getting an angry monster who can use fire magic and also is mostly made up of lungs would be much better. ”



“You have weird hobbies,” Felix said.



I crossed my arms. “I find it fun. Besides, you can’t read all day. Sometimes I want to do something with all of that knowledge I’m learning.”



Esme crossed her arms right back and me and glared. She didn’t look like a glarer though. Not with her frizzy hair and her puffy cheeks. “I don’t like it.”



I took a deep breath, then let it out slowly. “I’m sorry, alright? I shouldn’t have kidnapped you, but... well, yeah, it’s my fault, I could have found a better plan, or explained things more, or... something. But it’s done now. So I’ll just apologize a lot and maybe I can make it up to you?”



“Miss Valeria isn’t mean,” Felix said.



Esme pouted some more, then she nodded. “Okay, but only if you promise that you won’t do that kind of thing to me again.”



“Okay,” I agreed. “Uh, what kind of thing? Just to be sure.”



Esme counted off on her fingers. “Trick me into doing crimes, kidnap me, put me in a whole heap of danger without explaining things first, and keeping big secrets from me.”



“Uh, that first one wasn’t my fault, you knew what we were doing was illegal,” I said.



She crossed her arms again. “Fine, we can do crimes, but only if I know that we’re doing crimes and I don’t mind doing them. I’m not going to hurt innocent people for you.”



“That’s okay. Uh, I think I can promise all of that, yeah.”



“That was a quick promise,” Esme said.



I shrugged. “It’s hardly all that hard, is it? What I did wasn’t very nice to a friend, and I shouldn’t have done it, so I promise that I won’t do it again. I can swear on, uh, Mom?”



“There’s no point in swearing on the name of a god that will always be in your favour. That's like cheating,” Esme said.



I giggled at the idea of Mom having to punish me for not keeping my word. She totally would, but I don’t think it would be much worse than a grounding, and as it was, I was grounded for life already, at least until Mom calmed down. “I guess so. Anyway, supper’s not for a bit, did you want to visit the library?”



“Yes,” Esme said angrily. “Yes, I would.”



I led my friends out of my room. We could have a sleepover later. I was sure we had enough blankets and pillows to build an awesome pillow fort to sleep in, and worse case I could recruit some of the softer monsters around the castle to help.



“So, I don’t know how long you two will be staying here,” I began.



“Can we even go back?” Esme asked.



“Sure you can. Mom can give you permission to pass and none of the monsters around the capital will bother you, I’m sure.”



Esme shook her head. “I meant more... you know, going back home. To the library and Montele.”



Oh, I didn’t realize that she wanted to go back so badly. Then again, I probably should have. It was one of those obvious-in-hindsight things. “M-maybe you can?” I asked. “People won’t recognize you that much, will they?”



“We’re pretty distinct,” Esme said.



“I’m not. I’m just some blind street orphan. Bet everyone I knew thinks I’m dead now,” Felix said.



That was also somewhat morbid. “Well, you’re not any of that anymore. You’re my friend, which makes you... uh... I don’t know. Mom doesn’t do titles that well.”



“Aren’t you a princess?” Esme asked. “Felix could be your handmaiden.”



“That sounds nice,” Felix said. “What’s a handmaiden?”



“It’s like a servant that knows all the court stuff. Politics and intrigue, and how to put on complicated dresses,” I explained.



“Oh,” Felix said. “Can I be like, a royal guard instead? I heard they get cool spears.”



“Halberds,” Esme corrected.



“What’s that?”



“It’s like a spear, but it also has an axehead on the end,” Esme explained.



Felix nodded. “Cool spear, like I said.”



I giggled. “Sure! I’ll tell Mom you want a nice spear and a big suit of armour, I bet we have some somewhere in the castle.”



“Nice,” Felix said.



“We’ll also teach you how to read and write, right Esme?” I asked.



We both nodded in time, even as Felix’s good humour deflated a little.



“It’s okay, Felix,” I said. “We’ll make learning fun! It can’t be that hard to learn how to read. Oh! And I bet if we tell mom about all of our adventures she’ll be willing to give us all a bit of magic training.”



“Training from your mom?” Esme asked.



“Yeah. Don’t you want that on your resume? Trained by a god?”



Esme blinked. “Well, when you put it that way.”



We got to the top of the stairs, just a little winded, and I moved us over to the doors leading into the library. I grinned at Esme’s little ‘oh’ as the doors opened and she saw the towering shelves filled to the brim with ancient tomes and books collected over centuries.



“Don’t worry guys, while you’re in my home, I’ll do my best to make sure that we have a lot of fun, and that we learn lots!”
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                Scourge Four - Luck



Once we set everything out in our respective rooms--which really doesn’t take a lot of time--my friends and I reunite on the third floor. I’m not too sure what to do... which isn’t quite true.



There’s a list of things to get done, but I’m not sure where to start with them. “Okay,” I say. “First, we need to secure passage over to the capital. That means a carriage. Uh, Bianca, you don’t happen to have a family carriage with you?”



“I do,” Bianca says. “I’m not entirely sure how trustworthy the drivers are, but they should be sufficient to bring us from here to Caselfella.”



“Brilliant!” I say.



“We are still going to need to find a convoy heading out to the capital. There should be one every day, but there might be a small fee to join, in order to pay for a portion of the guards hired to keep it safe.”



We could head out without a convoy. It would be easier in some ways. We could set our own pace, move and stop as we please, and it’s not like we need to worry about monsters. I don’t think bandits would be a problem either, not if I ask a few monsters to play escort.



On the other hand, the capital is a ways away, I don’t know how to get there, and it might look suspicious arriving there without a convoy. That’s not to mention the people driving the carriage. They’d have to be informed about the monsters. Also, horses don’t always like seeing monsters.



“Okay,” I say. “Do you know where the, uh... people that arrange convoys are?” I ask.



Bianca nods. “They’re by the south gate. It’s where all the loading and unloading is done and where convoys reunite before heading out.”



“Great!” I clap my hands and stand up. “We can see the sights on the way over, take in a bit of the city before we head out.”



“I’m coming with you,” Felix says.



“I’m not,” Esme pipes up. “Not unless you actually need me. I’m still feeling a little green. I think I’m going to lay in bed with one of the books I didn’t get to read on the trip over.”



“That’s fine,” I say. “We need to head out of the city and pick up some of my little friends too. I only have those I was able to hide under my cloak and in my bags, and that’s not nearly enough of them.”



Once we have a proper carriage, I’m sure I can fill it up with plenty of friends.



I stretch one last time before making sure my cloak is nice and snug. Then I take off down the stairs and to the ground floor.



“Do you think they have street vendors here?” Felix asks.



“I don’t think they do,” Bianca says. “In some of the larger cities, certainly, but Vizeda is a little small for that kind of venue. I haven’t seen anything like a street vendor in the little time I’ve been here. Though there are a few people that sell food to the dock workers and caravaneers. Nothing I think a proper lady would like.”



“Hey, I like improper food,” Felix says.



“We had to teach her how to use utensils,” I explain.



Felix shakes her head. “I still don’t see why I can’t just use my hands.”



“Because it’s disgusting and dirty, and you’ll get germs all over,” I say. This isn’t the first time I’ve had this argument with Felix.



“Germs?” Bianca asks.



I sigh. “They’re small things that live on... just about everything. They’re too small to see with the naked eye. Some are good, but a lot of them are bad, and if you eat them you can get sick. Which is why you should always wash your hands before you eat.”



“And take baths,” Felix adds.



I roll my eyes. “Yes, and take baths. But you don’t need to spend as much time in the baths as Felix does.”



“I like baths,” Felix explains simply. “They’re nice.”



We step out into the brisk afternoon. The fog that followed us into the city is gone now, swept away by a breeze from the north that carries the unmistakable stink of dead fish with it. With the sun right above and at its hottest, there’s a sort of lazy feel to the city.



The people we cross as Bianca leads us to the south gate are lethargic and slow, obviously used to taking the middle of the day off for quick naps, and I guess it makes sense. After all, the fishing boats are still out, and most caravans, as far as I’m aware, arrive at night and leave in the morning. That means that noon is the least busy time of the day.



Vizeda is situated right on the edge of a warmer belt, with nothing stopping the warmer air from around the Dark Gulf from blowing over the city and making it both hot and humid.



“I miss the castle,” Felix says. She’s walking with her arms folded behind her head, cloak wide open at the front and revealing her boyish clothes--Mom tried and failed to get Felix to dress appropriately.



“Why?” I ask.



“It was nice and quiet. I guess cities just make me worried. I keep looking and expecting trouble. See, that kid over there’s eyeing your coin purse.” She points to an alleyway where I see a boy’s head a moment before he zips away and out of sight. “No one tried to rob you at the castle.”



“There were only like, five people at most at the castle, not counting the monsters.”



“Exactly,” Felix says. “I didn’t have to worry about you as much.”



I roll my eyes. “You don’t need to worry about me, I can take care of myself.”



Felix doesn’t look my way, she still has a hard time looking at people when talking to them, but that doesn’t mean I can’t feel her judging me.



The south gate is, unsurprisingly, to the south, no more than a block or two away from the inn we’re staying at. The gate itself isn’t anything too impressive, but there’s a large space behind it for carriages and carts and the animals pulling them to rest. The area is lined with warehouses and a few merchant's guild buildings. There’s also more guards here than I’ve seen in all of Vizeda so far.



It makes some sense, any attack is going to come from the other side of the walls. If some poor farm needs the help, then it also makes sense to have the guards be stationed next to the walls, in easy running distance.



If something comes from the water, they’ll likely have plenty of time to see it coming.



“That’s the building housing my family’s carriage,” Bianca says, pointing to one of the warehouses. It’s a tall enough building, which I guess it needs to be to house a few carriages. It has rolling barn doors at the front, most of them closed, but one is open enough that I can make out a cart sitting within.



“Where do we go if we want to join the next convoy out?” I ask.



“The offices are right over here,” Bianca says as she starts towards a brick office building closer to the wall. “You don’t need to accompany me, I can make the arrangements myself.”



“Nah, it’s fine,” I say.



I might need to know how all of this stuff works. Bianca seems nice, but she’s mostly acting as a guide for now, and we might not have her to help us the entire time we’re in the republic.



A sign over the door proclaims the place as the Navarra Merchant’s Consortium. As we get closer, I can make out voices screaming within. “We need to do something! Something, anything, dammit!”



I glance over to Bianca, but she seems just as confused as I am.



The door’s been left wide open, held that way by a brick by the base. Probably to let some fresher air circulate around.



The lobby isn’t all that big, just a bench to one side and a counter behind which a more robust man looks like he’s at his wit’s end. A young man, in gilded armour and with a plumed helm tucked under his arm, is waving his arm around like a flail. “We can’t just sit here and do nothing.”



“Look, we’ve done something, we’ve informed the guard. When tomorrow’s caravan heads out, they’ll keep their eyes open for your companions.” The big merchant-looking fellow shakes his head.



“That’s too late!”



“And it’s too late now to send out a rescue party. This kind of thing happens in this business, it’s why you’re paid so well.”



The young man throws his helmet to the side, where it smashes against the wall with a clatter of steel before he stomps out of the building and past us.



“Ten billon that’ll end up being our problem,” Felix says.



“Come on, we’re not that unlucky,” I say as I watch the man disappear out of sight.
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                Scourge Five - Tourists



“And when is it leaving?” I ask again, just to make sure.



“At two hours before mid-day, on the tenth bell,” the man behind the counter says.



Arranging for a carriage to join a convoy is a lot more painless than I’d assumed it would be; It’s a lot more expensive too, and I can tell that Felix is cringing next to me for every gold coin added. Mostly those are a joining fee, a fee for supplies along the way, travel insurance (which mostly means that if our carriage breaks down, the entire convoy will stop to help instead of leaving us on the side of the roads to meet the local wildlife) and of course the biggest fee is the shared cost of hiring guards for the trip.



The convoy leaving tomorrow is supposed to be relatively large, but it will split in half along the way, some of it going to the capital and the rest veering off towards Algecante, which is a big city to the south.



“Is that everything?” I ask as I finish signing on the dotted line of a contract.



“That is, indeed, everything,” the merchant says. “The Navarra Merchant’s Consortium always welcomes customers with open arms, old and new.”



I nod. I don’t know how welcoming he’d be if I wasn’t flashing so much gold around. The fact that we’re using an important family’s carriage might also be helping our reception. “Whelp, if that’s all, we’ll be off. See you tomorrow, sir,” I say.



Bianca, Felix and I exit the building, with Bianca holding the door open for us on our way out.



“You don’t need to be all subservient, you know,” I say as I walk next to her. We don’t make it far that Bianca pauses.



“Pardon?”



“I mean, I appreciate you helping, but I’d much rather we be friends than having you be all stiff and formal and all that,” I say. Felix and I are great friends, and our relationships aren’t like that. Esme is a lot more formal than I am, but she’s not formal towards me, she’s a friend.



“Forgive me, Lady Valeria, but it isn’t in my nature to simply ignore etiquette, nor would it be appropriate to do so.”



“Ah, but I’m asking you to, so doesn’t that mean that now you’re etiquettely obligated to not worry so much about etiquette?” I ask.



Bianca shakes her head, there’s no real change in her expression either. “No. I’m afraid that’s not how it works. I can act less formally, if you truly wish it, but... but etiquette is a form of protection, for both sides of the conversation. Once it is lost, it can be hard to rebuild.”



“Uh, Val,” Felix says.



I turn towards her. She’s staring off into the middle distance, eyes half-lidded, which means that she’s mostly using her Joy magic to see things. “What’s wrong?” I ask.



“There’s a fight starting over there,” she says, a thumb flick towards the gate pointing the way.



Bianca and I both focus on the south gate, where there is something of a kerfuffle going down. A group of what I guess are the city guards are standing around, staring at another group who are quickly arming up.



The guards are easier to recognize: they have these tabards over some thick padded gambesons, with wide belts around their waist onto which a cudgel is attached. Most are carrying short spears too, with a flag attached to the end right under the point. Vizeda’s symbol is on both their tabards and the flags, a caricature of a lighthouse, with some flowers embroidered under it.



The other group isn’t nearly as uniform. They have mis-matched armour, and no two of them seem to carry exactly the same weapons. There are plenty of polearms, and some swords both fancy and more brutal-looking. One big guy even has a heavy axe that he’s lugging around. It’s this group that seems to be rallying.



Or maybe rallying is too generous a term. They’re mostly clumping together in circles that often break apart as a younger member goes running off, either towards one of the buildings around the gate area, or deeper into the city. There’s certainly a lot of urgency there.



“What’s going on?” I ask.



“I would presume, from context and previously overheard discussions, that a group of caravan guards were assaulted,” Bianca says. “It’s possible that this second group intends to sally forth to rescue them.”



“Huh,” I say.



“We probably shouldn’t interfere,” Bianca says.



“Yeah, alright,” I agree. We’re supposed to be a bit subtle about things, and meddling in what’s obviously some sort of... situation, isn’t subtle at all. Esme would be tugging me away by now if she were here.



“That’s going to be trouble,” Felix says.



“Maybe our caravan tomorrow won’t be guarded as well, but it’s hardly like we need to worry about monster attacks,” I say.



Bianca nods. “That’s true, Lady Valeria. Though I must caution you that there are bandits to worry about as well.”



“We can take a few bandits,” I say. I raise my arm and squeeze my bicep. It’s not big or anything, but it’s hardly flabby. “See, we’re tough.”



“Yes, very,” Bianca says.



I can’t tell if she’s being sarcastic or not, her delivery is so flat.



“So, food?” Felix asks.



I roll my eyes. “Really? There’s all sorts of drama happening right over there and you only want more food?” I ask.



Felix shrugs. “They probably have sweets and things here.”



“Oh,” I say.



Sweets would be nice. Mom keeps insisting that we eat well, which mostly means big, healthy meals every day. That also means a distinct lack of sweets and pastries and things like cookies.



“Okay, new plan. We sneak out of the city, find a place where I can communicate with my little friends and make sure that we have all that set up, then we find the nearest place that’s open with pastries and stuff and we buy a bit of everything.”



“We should go to the pastry place first,” Felix says. “In case they close early.”



I hum and rub my chin as I consider it.



“Are we truly planning to prioritize pastries over carrying out what is ostensibly an important task?” Bianca asks.



“Well, important tasks are important, but cookies,” I say.



“Cookies,” Felix agrees.



“Lady Valeria, would it be improper of me to inquire about your age?” Bianca asks.



I feel some blood rushing to my cheeks. “I’m sixteen... ish.”



“Ish.”



“Well, I don’t exactly celebrate my birthday every year,” I say. Birthdays are disappointingly not a big deal to Mom and others.



“She’s also short, so she might be younger.”



“I am not short,” I say. “I’m still growing at a respectable rate. I’m sure I’ll be just as tall as Mom one day.”



“Your Mom is beyond tall,” Felix says. “I don’t think you’ll ever be that tall.”



“Your honesty hurts,” I whine. “Come on, Bianca’s probably right, we should do the important things before getting snacks. Are you okay with that?”



Felix turns my way, and she purposefully meets my eyes. “You know I’m always okay with whatever you want to do,” she says.



I huff and turn away, the hood of my cloak hiding the renewed blush. Felix can be so silly sometimes, I swear. “Let’s just find an exit from the city, something near the shore. It can’t be too hard, right?”



“There should be an eastern gate,” Bianca says. She eyes me strangely before folding her hands over her tummy. “I believe it is mostly used for cattle and farmers, but we should be able to exit the city without any issue.”



I nod, and then gesture ahead. “Lead on, please.”



Bianca takes the lead, though I do walk next to her because it would be rude not to. Felix takes the rear, following along with a content smile on and her arms folded behind her head again. We probably look pretty strange, two cloaked figures next to Bianca, who looks like a proper lady in her dress.



We’re not too far from the south gate when I hear a commotion out ahead. I feel my heart beat faster as a troop of guards comes around the corner, maybe a dozen of them in all, with swords and shields and spears.



The electric tingle of adrenaline leaves me with a sigh when the guards don’t try to stop us, but instead rush on by.



“That’s definitely trouble,” Felix says.



“Maybe there’s just a change of guard?” I speculate. It’s possible.



“It’s the right time of day for it,” Bianca says. “Though the urgency isn’t normal.”



“I’m sure it’s fine,” I say.



Then, of course, a bell starts to ring, constant tolls that echo out across the city.



“I don’t suppose that’s the noon bell,” I say.



“No, that’s an alarm bell,” Bianca says. “There should be a second bell.”



She’s right, a second bell starts to ring a moment later, much higher in pitch and louder. It stops after two rings though.



“Monsters,” Bianca says. “That’s the alarm for a monster attack.”



“Oh, shoot.”
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                Scourge Six - Horde



“Let’s go see,” I say.



“See what?” Felix asks.



She has to know what I’m talking about. After all, there are a lot of people streaming away from the edge of the city. Obviously I want to go in the opposite direction.



“I’m not entirely sure if that would be wise,” Bianca says.



“Why not? If it is monsters, then they’ll hardly hurt us. Well, not Felix and I, and we can help defend you. And if it’s something else, then I’d rather know now rather than later.”



“What else could it be?” Felix asks.



A grown man goes running by, arms waving over his balding head. “Monsters! Monsters! Oh Gods, it’s the monsters!”



I watch him move by before refocusing on Felix. “I don’t know. Like bandits or some other nation’s army?”



“Vizeda isn’t exactly near the border, and I doubt it would be the first place attacked by an enemy army, not that the Republic is actively at war with any of our neighbours,” Bianca says.



“That leaves bandits,” I say.



“Who, while common enough, are not usually organized enough to mount an invasion against a walled city, even one as poor as Vizeda,” Bianca continues.



“Alright, so it probably is monsters. Which means that they were pushed towards the town, which is all the more reason to investigate.”



“We could go see Esme,” Felix says.



“If she’s reading, then she won’t notice the screaming,” I say. “And if she’s asleep, well...”



We both know how deeply Esme sleeps. Even Mom has admitted that Esme is a particularly hard sleeper. She’s impossible to wake up until she’s not tired anymore.



Time’s slipping by, so I grab Felix by the hand, ignore the smug smile that crosses her face at the too-warm contact, then pull ahead. The people coming from the edge of the city seem too busy to really care that we’re walking in the opposite direction, not that we’re the only ones. More guards are rushing in from elsewhere, and men with half their armour on are running past, often while tying down buckles and cursing every-other god under their breath.



“Where do we go if we want to see over the walls?” I ask.



“The South Gate has an easily-accessible tower,” Bianca says.



“It’ll be busy,” Felix replies. “They won’t just let us up there to see.” She points ahead with her free hand, towards the walls. There are stubby little towers. Those nearest the gate are the biggest and most impressive, but they’re not the only ones.



“That one looks like it’s not too far from the inn,” I say.



Felix nods. “We can run back to Esme if we need to.”



It’s a fair plan, at least to my ears.



We rush through increasingly empty streets. The few people I see are either boarding up their windows, or are packing things up and preparing to run for the far end of the city. There are also suspicious people in some of the alleyways we’re crossing, ruffian-looking sorts that I’m sure are going to try to make the best of everyone evacuating the area.



It takes a while, once we reach the walls, to find access into the nearest tower. They don’t exactly have big obvious signs out front pointing strangers in the right direction. The only way up the wall we find is a rickety wooden staircase. There’s a few people manning the wall itself, but they seem too busy staring out of the city to care about three girls running up the stairs.



“Oh,” I say as I reach the top and wait for my heart to still its wild beating.



The city has a wide, deforested section around it. Room for farms and fields and grazing pastures to feed all of the people in the city.



Well, actually that’s not quite true. A city of the size of Vizeda needs a lot more farming than what’s available so close to its wall. For every city, there’s a dozen hamlets all around that are basically nothing but concentrated farms with a few guards overlooking them. Usually the people living there are only the workers, the wives and kids stay in the city proper, where it’s a lot safer.



I shake my head, Esme’s the one that keeps reading all of these sorts of books about cities and such, it’s not something that I’m super interested in.



Basically, there’s a lot of space between the city and the nearest forest, space that’s very much empty right now.



“I don’t see any monsters,” I say.



“Hey, you three!” A guard clangs and bangs his way over to us, his armour loose even as he’s tightening some of the straps holding it in place. “What are you doing here?”



[Roger Diaz - Watcher on the Wall]

Novice Waterside Guardsman

Initiate Port Labourer



“We’re looking for the monsters,” I say before gesturing out to the killing zone just outside of the city. “Doesn’t look like the bell was rung for a good reason.”



“Get out of here,” he says with a quick shooing gesture. “We don’t need some girls getting in the way.”



“The way of what, there’s nothing there,” I say.



“Our way,” he says with obviously straining patience.



“Valeria, there’s something coming out of the forest,” Felix says. Her eyes are closed, and she’s wearing this knowing little smile, as if she’s been enjoying my back and forth with the guardsman.



I spin around and squint towards the woods.



At first there’s just one. It’s a big boar-monster, covered in bristly dark fur and with a pair of impressive tusks. It’s probably the kind of monster that would scare the average farmer, fast and strong, and with a lot of muscle on display. But really, other than that, it’s not much to look at.



Then a second monster runs out of the woods and trots to a stop, a wolf monster.



Then another, and another. Wolves and bears and boars, large spider-like monsters and raptor-like wingless bird monsters. They’re running out of the woods and slowing down though, for all that there’s a lot of them.



Then I notice the growing formation bulging out, being pushed... no, that part is chasing after something.



It doesn’t take long for me to spot what. A dog, of all things, with its fur painted black and what looks like a pack on its back. Once I notice one, I can’t help but notice others. Some are tackled by monsters and their packs torn apart, but most of them make a bee-line for the walls, and the monsters follow.



“Get back to safety,” the guard says before turning around and rushing away to a spot on the wall.



The guards have big, clunky-looking crossbows with a foot-stirrup on the end and a clunky looking releasing lever that are left leaning against the wall next to buckets filled with arrows.



I glance up and down the length of the wall. There are maybe two hundred people on it in all, most of them guards, but some clearly aren’t. It seems like very few people for a wall as long as the city’s.



“Lady Valeria,” Bianca asks, “do you know why the monsters are converging on the city?”



“No,” I say. “But at a guess, someone’s tricking them into attacking.”



More monsters are pouring out of the forest now. Bigger ones, like monster ents who look like small trees, and slower ones, like gelatinous slimes who are having a hard time keeping up with the rest.



Flying monsters take to the skies as well, an ever expanding number of them, and I can only imagine the number of tiny monsters down there. From terrifying little bunny monsters to more insectile wasps and dragonflies.



“They’ve turned into a horde,” I say.



“Pardon?” Bianca asks. She's still looking out to the forest.



“Monsters are... not very smart. Terrors have some smarts to them, and Banes more, but low ranking Monsters are a bit dumb. When they see another monster running by, they’ll often follow. Do that enough, and you can end up with a whole horde of monsters moving. It happens all the time. Usually they’ll either disperse because there’s really nothing around to fight or eat or whatever, or a higher-level monster will break up the horde.”



“So how would something like that form?” Bianca asks.



“It looks like some of the monsters were baited, and I can’t see anything stronger than a Terror. So someone might have culled the stronger monsters in the region,” I say. It’s all speculation though.



“So, this is an attack then, a purposeful one.”



“Yeah,” I say. That much I don’t really doubt. “And I don’t think it’s going to break on these walls.”



There must be two or three thousand monsters out there already, and all of them are clamoring for blood. There won’t be any logical lines, formations, or even anything like order. It’s just going to be a mindless slaughter.



The poor cuties.



***

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from RavensDagger
                        

                    

                    Are You Entertained?

Cuties!







Some of my stories are on TopWebFiction!

-Cinnamon Bun

-Stray Cat Strut

-Lever Action

-Dead Tired

-Heart of Dorkness

Voting makes Broccoli smile!



The following books are available as paperbacks (and as Ebooks) on Amazon. Oh, and there’s an awesome audiobook for Cinnamon Bun Volume One and Two, and also Love Crafted!





[image: ]




(The images are links!)



All proceeds go to funding my addiction to buying art paying for food, rent, and other necessities!



Thank you so much for all your support everyone! And thank you extra hard for allowing me to do this for a living; I’ll do my best to keep you entertained!



                



Bane Two - Sleepover


                    
                        
                            
                            A note from RavensDagger
                        

                    

                    


If you want more to read, consider joining my Patreon! Or check out my other original works:

Stray Cat Strut (A cyberpunk system apocalypse!) - Ongoing

Fluff (A superheroic LitRPG about cute girls doing cute things!) - Volume One Complete!

Love Crafted (Interactive story about an eldritch abomination tentacle-ing things!) - Completed

Dreamer's Ten-Tea-Cle Café (An insane Crossover about cute people and tentacles) - Ongoing

Cinnamon Bun (A wholesome LitRPG!) - Ongoing

The Agartha Loop (A Magical-Girl drama!) - Ongoing

Lever Action (A fantasy western with mecha!) - Volume One Complete!

Heart of Dorkness (A wholesome progression fantasy) - Ongoing

Dead Tired (A comedy about a Lich in a Wuxia world doing Science!) - Hiatus

The Isekai will be Livestreamed (An Interactive story about a mom getting isekai'd) - Ongoing



                

                Bane Two - Sleepover



“Mom!” I called out, my voice echoing down the corridor, soon followed by the patta-patta of my feet before I crashed into Mom hug-first.



“Hello Valeria,” Mom said. She idly ran her hands over my head. “Did you have a good night?”



“Yeah. It’s nice to be back home,” I said as I pulled back a little, just enough to read her expression. She seemed happy too. “Felix and Esme slept in my room, is that okay?”



“It defeats the point of insisting that they have their own rooms, but I don’t see the harm in it,” Mom said. “Why, exactly, did you all sleep in the same room?”



“It was a sleepover,” I explained. “And I don’t want my friends to feel uncomfortable. Plus you have sleepovers all the time, no?”



One of Mom’s eyebrows rose up, and I realized my mistake.



Adults didn’t call them sleepovers.



“I mean, you stay at Semper’s place overnight.”



“Yes, but not in her room,” Mom said. “Regardless. I wonder what you plan on doing now?”



“Well, breakfast,” I said. “Once Felix and Esme wake up. Esme snores.”



“What delightful information,” Mom said, her voice entirely flat. “And afterwards? I do mean for the future that isn’t as immediate.”



“Oh, well, uh... I don’t know? I guess I can get back to training. I’ll have Felix and Esme with me now, so I should be able to train even harder. And Felix doesn’t know how to read. So we need to teach her.”



“I see,” Mom said.



I blinked and looked up to her. “What’s wrong?”



“Did I say anything to indicate that there is something wrong?” Mom asked.



I nodded. “You said...” I coughed to clear my throat, then did my very best to imitate Mom’s most hoity-toity voice. “I see.” I nodded again. “That means that there’s something wrong, but you don’t know how to address it yet, so you’ll just pretend it’s not a problem while you think about it.”



“You are entirely too perceptive at times,” Mom said.



“And now you’re deflecting with compliments.” I smiled up at her. “Thanks!”



Mom made her laughing noise, that little ‘hmm’ at the back of her throat, and she brushed my hair back again. “Very well. I am somewhat concerned about the presence of more children in my castle. One was and is quite enough for me.”



“I don’t think Felix wants a mom, and Esme has had friends and family outside of here. And they’re not part-monster like I am. I don’t think you need to worry about anything. Besides, what will you do when I grow older and have babies and you become a grandmom?”



Mom stared.



Her eyes didn’t blink or waver, and the silence in the corridor grew and grew until I started to worry.



“No,” she said on the matter. It was a very final sort of no.



“No?” I repeated.



“Not for a century, at least.”



“I don’t think that’s how it works,” I said.



Mom shrugged, a careless yet somehow very graceful gesture. “It will work the way I say it does,” she said with the certainty of a Goddess.



“Well okay then, if you say so,” I said. I was too young for that kind of stuff anyway.



“I do say so,” Mom said. “Now, why don’t you go fetch your friends and find yourselves some breakfast. I’ll have a monster set out in the rear courtyard for you to fight.”



“Really?” I asked.



“Oh yes. I can see few futures where I will be able to keep you happy while locked up in this castle. Which means that you will inevitably find yourself charging headlong into trouble. The very least you can do is learn to fight your way out of that trouble.”



“I did alright in Montele,” I said.



“From the recounting it sounds as though a girl of your own age held her own against you, and may have been better.”



I pouted. “She was tough.”



“And you were not tough enough. You are talented, perhaps, but talent without work is a waste. Besides, you should learn how to fight alongside these friends of yours. It may well be a valuable skill.”



That did sound fun. “Okay Mom!” I said. I gave her another quick squeeze then ran back to my room.



I opened the door carefully, mostly because I didn’t want to wake my friends up, but it turned out that I didn’t need to bother. Felix was yawning and stretching out her arms and legs every which way, taking up a huge chunk of space on the pile of blankets we’d used as a bed.



Our pillow fort hadn’t survived the night, it seemed. Esme was inspecting the damages, one of the smaller pillows in hand as she looked around. “Oh, you’re there,” she said before gesturing to the mount of blankets and pillows. “I thought you were lost in there.”



“Nope!” I said. “I was out for a bit. So! Did you just want to get changed into something else and get breakfast, or should we get breakfast first?”



Felix bolted upright. “I like either one of those,” she said.



Both of my friends were in some of my PJs. They didn’t fit quite right on either of them. Felix was a lot thinner than I was, but she was also a little bit taller, so everything looked wrong on her and she kept pulling her pants back up, while Esme was a bit bigger around the hips and shorter, so nothing fit right for her either.



I’d have to ask the clothing-making monsters Mom used to make some things for them sooner rather than later.



“After breakfast we’re doing some training.”



“Training?” Esme asked.



“Yup!” I said. “Mom set a monster aside for us to fight. I usually do a bit of stretching and some running too.” I jogged on the spot, mostly to bleed off some energy.



Esme didn’t seem too keen on the idea. “I’ve trained a bit too, but it’s mostly meditation and cultivating your emotions.”



“Mom says that that kind of stuff’s a waste of time beyond learning how to cast a spell until you can do it reflexively. Meditation’s only worth so much.”



“That goes counter to a lot of modern teachings,” Esme said.



“Mom’s a god.”



Esme’s mouth shut with a click. “Well... I suppose.”



I giggled.



“I’ve never trained before, what’s it like?”



“It’s not so bad,” I said. “Maybe I can show you a few moves while we’re at it. Though I don’t know much about Joy magic.”



“Moves?” Felix asked. “Like spells?”



“Hmm, no, not quite. Most types of magic come with their own sort of martial art. Well, I guess there are some kinds of magic that have many arts associated with them. Some are meant to help you feel a certain way, others are more about using the advantages of that kind of magic in a fight. Water magic won’t be used the same way as like, wind.”



“Oh, I guess that makes sense,” Felix said. “If learning that will help, then I don’t mind. It sounds more fun than learning how to read.”



“We’ll just work in the morning,” I said. “In the afternoon we’ll start teaching you how to read.”



Felix’s shoulder slumped.



“That’s after lunch.”



“We get lunch?” she asked.



“Of course! Training works up your appetite. It makes you extra hungry,” I said.



Felix bounced to her feet, fists closed in determination. “Let’s train really hard, then,” she said.



Laughing, I led my friends out of my room, and we went upstairs to the smaller dining room where Mom and I had breakfast. Mom was sitting at the end of the table, reading something while a plate of eggs and ham and sausage cooled before her.



My friends silently insisted on sitting as far from Mom as they could, because they were both silly and hadn’t realized that Mom was a sweetie.



Serving monsters brought plates heaping with meats and fresh bread, and we stuffed ourselves full. It took some time, but my friends eventually relaxed and seemed to forget that Mom was there at all.



I glanced up to her towards the end, and I saw her looking back, a curious--but happy-glint in her eyes as she took the three of us in, roughhousing and playing and making a bit more noise than was necessary.



I think she would enjoy having more friends!



My friends were too young now, probably, but they’d grow up, and so would I, and we’d all be super strong, and really smart, and totally great!



One day soon, I’d make Mom so proud she wouldn’t know what to do with herself.



But first, I had to entertain my friends and work hard to become strong enough to earn that pride.
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                Scourge Seven - Boom



I don’t expect the monsters to do much here. Sure, they outnumber the guards on the wall by a lot, even counting the guards that haven’t arrived and the adventurers and caravan guards that are still inside the city.



Most monsters don’t really have an answer to walls. They can’t exactly scale up the wall, and there aren’t that many weaker monsters with any sort of ranged ability.



The slimes might be able to ooze up, and the flying monsters won’t have a problem, except that they’re pretty small and I’m sure the average adult can kill something like a monster pigeon with a bit of effort.



“This is going to suck,” I say.



“We should consider returning to the inn,” Bianca says.



“And miss out on the show?” Felix asks.



That guard that screamed at us earlier half-turns, though he doesn’t leave his post. “Get back down!” he screams. “You’re going to--”



I never learn what we’re going to do. A huge noise, like an avalanche of stones right after an explosion, hits me like a rolled up newspaper to the face.



Ducking down, I bring my arms up to cover my face just as a small rain of little pebbles and dust come splattering down around me.



The dust shakes, and I almost lose my footing as the wall shifts the other way. There’s another explosion, this time way off to my left. It’s further though, or weaker.



“Are you okay?” Felix asks. She has an arm around my back. I don’t remember her moving there.



“Yeah,” I say. “What happened?”



The dust is quick to clear, and I can’t mistake the faint tinge of Joy magic to the air. Not Felix’s, hers has a particular feel to it. This is just some local mage moving things along to make it easier to tell what has happened.



The wall has collapsed. Two sections of it, at least. The one to our right has a part at least a dozen metres long that’s fallen out and into the field surrounding the city. The tower nearest the hole looks like it's starting to lean as well, and I can’t imagine its being all that secure.



To the left, a smaller tower is missing, though there’s still some wall left. I think someone could climb through the hole, but it would require some work to climb up into it and across.



The monster horde roars, a friendly reminder that a whole heap of hungry cuties are rushing over.



“Shoot shoot!” someone screams, and bows are loosed, though not with the kind of precise timing that I think those firing wish they have. A few monsters stumble and fall, but they’re still far enough away that a lot of those arrows just miss them outright.



The guards start to reload while calls go up and down the length of the wall. There are some people rushing over to the holes to save those that were there when the wall collapsed. I see some guys with shields and spears trying to form a spear-wall over the hole too, while what look like Vigilance mages start to work their magic and build up a barrier to cover the gap.



“That was sabotage,” Bianca says. “I suppose the monster horde really was a trap.”



“Yeah,” I say.



I know I shouldn’t just stand here and watch, but there’s something incredible about seeing hundreds of monsters rushing towards the walls. Flying monsters start to dive down and harass the guards. It means that their next volley will take that much longer to be fired.



Felix places a hand on my shoulder. “We should go,” she says.



“We could probably help,” I say.



“That’ll mean someone might notice who you are,” she says. “I’d rather they didn’t. All these people are going to be thinking like they’re in a fight, and that means they might think you’re an enemy.”



“Watch out!” Someone screams nearby just before one of the guards is swept off the wall by a large goose monster. It spread its wings and hisses, pleased at its victory. Then it turns our way and stares for a moment, obviously quite confused.



“Shoo shoo,” I say.



It takes a moment, but it eventually turns around and waddles after some guards who threaten it with spears until it flaps away.



“Okay, you’re probably right,” I say. “Let’s head back to the inn. But I do want to see what all of this is about after.”



“Are you not worried that the city might fall?” Bianca asks.



“Not really, no,” I say. “There aren’t enough monsters here for that... actually, we kind of need that caravan, don’t we?”



“We do,” Bianca says.



“Oh, in that case we might as well help. We can be subtle about it though. C’mon.” I turn around and walk back down behind the wall. It sounds as if the faster monsters have reached the holes in the wall, at least judging by all the screaming and roaring.



A few crack-bangs sound out, and I imagine that there are some surprise mages working hard to take out any of the bigger monsters.



While the attack is concerning, there’s almost no chance that the monsters will win this, even with holes in the walls that they could sneak through.



Which begs the question: why?



Someone blew up that wall. Sure, there are some monsters that could poke a hole through a wall like that, but I didn’t see any truly big monsters out there. The most powerful were some terrors. If there are some banes in the horde, then they’re being very quiet, and not listening to mom’s orders.



So, someone has purposefully set a bunch of monsters on a path to attack a small city, and they’ve sabotaged the city walls.



I glance at the sky, searching for smoke, but I can’t spot anything obvious. No big fires, then.



If this was part of an invasion, and I were in charge—and not allowed to use stronger monsters—then I’d probably light the city’s granaries on fire, maybe some of the fisheries too. It would weaken the whole town.



“This is strange,” I say.



“It is,” Bianca says. "I suspect that the young man that warned the city of the oncoming horde was, if not an actor, then at the very least left free to warn the city.”



“Oh?” I ask.



“This attack isn’t nearly great enough to bring Vizeda down, not if the people rally at all.” Bianca gestured ahead, and I followed her gaze to see a group of fishermen running down the street. They had paddles and big knives, some had ropes with weights tied to the end, and more than one was carrying a net.



“If enough people show up, they’ll match the monsters one for one,” Felix says.



I nod along. “And with the warning, the attack wasn’t as big a surprise as it could have been.”



I move to the side of the road to let all of the angry fishermen pass. There are a couple of them that are rallying the others, shouting encouragement and stuff to get them all worked up. I imagine that at least a few of them are cultivators. Monotonous jobs are their own form of meditation, after all, and there’s plenty of time to practice while doing simple tasks like farming.



“Let’s get back to the inn,” I say.



Felix walks up ahead of me, leading the way as if she knows this city like the back of her hand. I guess, from a faint feeling in the air, that she’s pushing her joy magic out to its limits, feeling out around corners and ahead of us.



We navigate through a couple of alleys and across some roads. A few normal citizens are out again, some of them moving big buckets of water around as if preparing for fires, others boarding up windows and doors, and one group we pass has a couple of bigger guys looking over two people that were beaten to a pulp and who are tied to a fence. Looters that were caught, I guess.



It doesn’t feel like Vizeda will suffer all that much.



I can’t shake off that constant nagging ‘why’ though.



Why would anyone attack this place the way they have?



Maybe I’m going about it the wrong way. The question might be ‘who’ is attacking Vizeda, and specifically this way.



I can rule out Heroe and his church. They’re a bunch of no-good jerks, but they’re very serious about hating monsters, and I don’t think they’d ever use monsters like this. A few other gods can be ruled out too. Too many of them depend on people worshipping them, a few genuinely hate monsters and don’t like associating with Mom at all.



“Bianca,” I ask. “You know about local politics, right?”



“I do.” Bianca says. “Though I am only as informed as someone in my station can be.”



“Uh, alright,” I say. “Does anyone jump to mind for this attack?”



“My first guess, were I not associated with you, would be the Dark Goddess or one of her servants. But, seeing as how you’re here, then I can safely rule that out.”



“Huh,” I say. I didn’t expect that answer, but I guess it makes sense. “Well, if we rule me out, then who?”



“That is a rather complicated question, and to answer it, I think you may need a small primer on Caselfellan politics.”
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                Scourge Eight - Politics



I drag one of the seats around so that it’s facing the others a bit better. Felix has opted for leaning against the nearest doorframe while Esme is slumped next to me on the loveseat, her eyes blinking every so often as she tries to stay awake.



Across from us is Bianca, who seems entirely comfortable with being the centre of attention. Then again, there’s only the three of us (and a few little friends) watching her.



“Arlight,” I say. “Where do we start?”



“I suspect from the beginning. How much do you know about the Caselfella Republic?”



“Not too much,” I admit. “I know that it’s relatively young, as far as nations go. And that it’s mostly made up of nobles that were from the Kingdom of Heroé. Culturally, it’s not that different from there.”



Bianca nods. “That’s accurate enough, I suppose. Though it’s not the entire picture. The Republic is, as you said, a young nation. My father was born when the capital was still only a relatively small city, and my great-grandfather was the first member of my family to move here, along with his retinue and some companions.”



“Alright,” I say.



“The first thing you need to know is that Caselfella isn’t a kingdom, it’s a republic. That means that matters of state are determined in a specific order, without a king or monarch at the head to lead the nation. Instead, each of the noble families has a vote which can be cast at the capital. Laws can be proposed by any family, but they must have majority votes to be accepted into the books. And each family rules over a province of the country, though some of these provinces are barely developed at all.”



“Huh,” I say. “So who rules this area?”



“Vizeda and its surroundings are ruled by the Caquero family. They’re one of the first seven, though they are a relatively small family, one that isn’t quite as prosperous as the other six.”



“Wait, so there’s only seven families?” I ask.



“Not quite. There are forty-two families that have a vote in the Republic. The vote is held by the family patriarch, though a lot of families send a delegate to vote in their stead since the votes are held at the capital. Of those forty-two families, there are seven that hold a city. These are the seven original families. The others are often offshoots of those, or noble families from other nations that moved to Caselfella after its founding. There are also a few merchant families that purchased a seat on the council.”



“Alright, so it’s almost like a democracy, only the people can’t vote,” I say. That sounds about right.



Bianca nods. “Essentially, yes.”



Felix shifts her spot against the wall, then makes a little go-on sort of gesture. “What’s any of that got to do with the monsters attacking this city?”



I listen for a moment, trying to pick out any noises from outside of our inn room, but there’s not much to hear. I can’t see any fires from the one window I have facing the city itself, so I figure things haven’t degraded entirely.



“Lady Malvada asked me who I suspected could be responsible for the assault on the city. An understanding of Caselfella’s politics is necessary to properly answer that question.”



“Alright,” Felix says. “But history stuff is usually pretty boring.”



Esme’s head rises up, and she shoots a tired glare over at Felix. “History is great,” she says.



“It’s boring,” Felix rebuts with complete conviction in her own judgement.



I’m on the fence. I prefer fiction to actual history, but I do like some history, just not as much as Esme does. She can devour the most bland book there is just for some nugget of drama that happened a thousand years ago.



“Let’s not argue about this... again,” I say. It wasn’t fun teaching Felix to read when no one could agree which books she should learn with. In the end, Felix had grudgingly found that she enjoys the simpler, most child-friendly stories about knights in shining armour and such.



Everyone at home found her tastes a bit juvenile, but I think we were all so happy that she was reading that we didn’t complain too much. At least, that’s how I figure it happened.



“Continuing,” Bianca says. “The seven families are the Caquero of Vizeda, where we are now. The Bilbao of Guimanho is to the very north, are relatively small for one of the seven families, and are relatively poor. The Sanolaria are the family who control the capital itself. They are quite strong. I don’t suspect that they would be responsible for this monster attack.”



“That’s three,” I say. “You’re suspecting one of the others?”



Bianca nods. “The Orellana are far, far to the south. They run Narin, a decently large ocean-side city. They’re too far to be involved, I suspect. The del Valle family run Mealhanes, the largest agricultural region in the republic. They’re surprisingly apolitical. Mostly the family’s dedicated to Thornton.”



“Are a lot of families tied to different churches?” Esme asks.



“To some degree all of them are. But part of the charter that governs the Republic forbids families from putting religious needs before those of the nation. It will happen regardless, but it’s usually frowned upon. The del Valle are something of an exception. They provide grain and fruit and meats to everyone at competitive prices, so the other families overlook their worship to Thornton.”



“Thornton’s a pretty inoffensive god too,” I say. “Even Mom doesn’t have much issue with him, and she dislikes just about everyone in the Pantheon. All she cares about is farming and planting things.”



“That’s likely a factor as well,” Bianca says. “If the del Valle cared about Rogne or one of the other more troublesome gods, it might be a different story.”



“Alright, that leaves two families, right?”



“It does,” Bianca says. “The Notari of Algecante, and the Malicieux of Nafpakri.”



“Uh,” Esme uhs. “Aren’t you Bianca Malicieux?”



“I am,” Bianca says. “The eldest child of the main branch of the family. Though the fact that I was born a girl precludes me from any real political ability.”



Wow, her voice might be all flat and neutral, but I can feel the anger in her core. To be fair, I’m decently sensitive to that kind of thing, but it still takes a lot of emotion for it to sense-able.



“So, can we rule out your family?” I ask.



“We likely can. My father is the plotting sort. This attack was too crude for him. Which leads me to suspect the Notari. They are a rather envious family, of middling wealth and middling importance. They spent decades trying very hard to expand their domain and their influence but only to moderate success. They are noted as being ready to spend vast sums to ameliorate their situation.”



“How’s that work?” Felix asks.



“Mostly they’ve been trying to attract artisans from other cities and even other nations, they’ve set up multiple temples and churches to curry favour with various gods and goddesses, and they have tried to turn Algecante into an important trade hub. Unfortunately, I think the geography of their territory has complicated things for them, and some of the other families have tried to curb their growth a little.”



“And it would make sense for them to lead monsters to attack Vizeda?” I ask.



“It wouldn’t surprise me if they were somehow responsible. It seems like the kind of extreme action they’re fond of.”



I lean back into the couch while I consider things. Esme asks a few more questions, and I listen with half an ear as Bianca answers. She seems pretty knowledgeable about local politics, but if she’s the daughter of a big family I guess that only makes sense.



My big problem is figuring out if any of this stuff actually matters.



I don’t think it does.



Sure, there’s going to be some stuff to take into account, but my mission, and Esme’s, mostly means that we’ll be moving on to the capital first and foremost. Once we’re there, we’ll need to investigate things. Unless this whole kerfuffle makes it so that we can’t move over to the capital, then it really doesn’t matter all that much.



Still, someone’s using monsters for their own ends, and that’s a little concerning.



“Alright,” I say, cutting off the others mid-conversation. “Here’s what we’re going to do. I’m going to write a letter to Mom. Tomorrow morning, I’ll send it over. I’ll tell her about the monsters around here, and maybe she’ll know what to do from there. I’m pretty sure she can get a few stronger monsters to navigate over to here.”



“Stronger monsters?” Bianca asks.



“They’ll be older, smarter. A lot harder to trick with something as silly as some food tied onto a few dogs. Anyway, they should keep things steady while we go on with our mission. Esme’s thing is still going to be in the capital, right?”



“Probably,” Esme says.



“Then that’s where we’re going,” I say. I push myself up then stretch my back. “I think I’m going to grab something to eat, then take a quick nap. We can figure out anything more complicated in the morning, I think.”
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                Scourge Nine - Tournament



Morning happens as it usually does, with fights over who gets to use the bathroom first, and Felix urging everyone to move faster so that she can get to breakfast a couple of minutes sooner. Bianca, whose whole ice-princess attitude doesn’t hold up quite as well at this hour, watches us all with detached curiosity, as if we’re a bunch of animals that have snuck into her living room and are making a mess of things.



“So!” I say as I toss on my cloak. It wouldn’t do to be seen as some sort of monster. “Make sure you’re not leaving anything behind, because we’re heading out today.”



“We don’t even know if the city’s still standing,” Esme says.



“We’re in the city,” Felix says.



Esme rolls her eyes. “You know what I meant. We spent the evening hidden in here, we don’t know how bad the city got hit. It’s entirely possible that there won’t be any caravans heading out at all.”



“If that’s the case, then we can head out on foot,” I say. “This mission doesn’t exactly have a strict timeline tied to it.”



“Your part might not, but mine does,” Esme says.



Bianca coughs lightly to clear her throat. “Forgive me for asking, but I don’t think I was entirely informed about Lady Esme’s mission.”



“I’m not a lady,” Esme says. “And I was sent here to discover who broke into one of Semper’s vaults.”



“This is something that the Dark Goddess wants to know about?” Bianca asks. I have the impression that she’s stepping very carefully, as if she might ask something that’ll offend us, or more likely Mom.



“Nah, Esme wants to be an archivist, you know, those people that work with Semper,” I say.



“I was given the mission by Semper herself, I can’t mess it up,” Esme says. Her absolute determination is somewhat undermined by the huge yawn she lets out a moment after speaking.



Eventually none of us need the washroom anymore, and as a group we grab our things and head downstairs. The innkeeper, an older gentlemen, greets us with apologies. “I’m sorry, Lady Malicieau, but my chef hasn’t appeared this morning, and neither has half of my staff. I don’t have anything fresh to serve you, which I know is a terrible sin, but please accept my sincere apologies.”



Bianca glances at us, then back to the innkeeper. “It’s fine. Could you perhaps provide us with non-perishables for the road then? We will be cutting our stay off early, and we might need some supplies for the road.”



The innkeeper agrees and runs off to the kitchens. We don’t have to wait long before he returns with a bunch of things. Bread wrapped up in cloth, some jars of preserves, and a few precious sausage links. That’s a big concession with how much of a luxury good meat is.



Bianca thanks him, and we take a moment to spread the food out between us and our packs, just so that we all have a more or less even amount of weight between us.



“The caravan place will probably be busy,” I say as we start heading out.



“That’s likely,” Bianca says. “Different cities have different responses to disasters like this. I don’t know what Vizeda has planned, but I imagine that they have something in place to take care of things now, and the south gate is a wide open space with easy access to the rest of the city. It’s likely a rallying point.”



“Oh, great,” Felix says. “So we’re heading right into the trouble ourselves then.”



“I wouldn’t say that so soon,” Bianca says.



The city hasn’t changed too much overnight. Then again, I haven’t been here long enough to really get used to it. There are a lot of homes with planks over their windows, and there are definitely fewer people out now than yesterday morning.



The south gate and the area around it, unlike the rest of Vizeda, is filled with people. There are guards all over, some of them looking grimey and tired. I guess some of them have been up all night. There’s an even larger number of adventuring sorts spread out across the courtyard. It’s easy to tell which ones have been working to defend the city at a glance.



Bianca gestures to the building where we reserved our spot on today’s convoy yesterday. “I think we should start there,” she says.



“Sounds good to me,” I say.



“What are they doing?” Felix asks.



She’s looking to the centre of the courtyard where a ring of men are surrounding a sort of mini-arena. The walls are little more than fences, with overlapping shields inside them. In the arena itself are two boys, about our age and shirtless, both with long practice swords.



[Pol Zaragoza – Son of Vizeda]

Initiate Swordfighter



[Markus – The Gutter Rat]

Novice Dirty Fighter



“It’s a fight,” Esme says.



We watch as the two boys go at each other. Pol, who is older and has nicer clothes, obviously has better technique, but it’s also clear that he doesn’t have any real experience.



The other boy, Markus, soon grapples and throws him to the ground before grabbing his own sword mid-shaft and pressing it down over Pol’s neck.



The fight’s called by this big burly fellow on the side, and the two teens are helped to their feet. They’re both approached by men with extra feathery hats who guide them over to two groups waiting on the side.



“Are they being recruited?” I guess.



“It seems like it,” Esme says. “I’ve read about this kind of thing before, when a mercenary group is recruiting, they’ll have potential recruits fight one of theirs to determine which one’s worth taking on.”



“I bet they've lost a bunch of members,” Felix says.



That was unfortunately likely. I imagine that the defence of Vizeda cost the city something. There are piles of armour next to some of the groups. I guess that some of it belonged to the people that just died.



A bit morbid, but I guess there’s no point in wasting it.



“Lady Valeria,” Bianca says as she exits the caravansary. She has a small bag of jingling coins which she hands to me. “I’m afraid that the caravan has been cancelled. They were willing to repay us in full, with a little more on top.”



I take the bag and weigh it. “That’s not great,” I say. Having the money back is nice, but we’re all packed up and ready to go.



“Well, maybe we can join them?” Felix says. She’s pointing back towards all the mercenaries and adventurers.



One is standing on a box, arms raised as he calls out for people’s attention. “Come! The Swinging Sabers are looking for brave warriors to clear the roads from here to the capital! Good pay, a good reputation, and more glory than you can imagine!”



“They’re heading to the capital,” Felix says.



“That’s a mercenary band, they might be willing to escort us for pay,” Bianca says.



“Or we could join them temporarily and get paid to travel,” I say as I start walking over. There are a few takers who seem interested in joining, mostly locals, I guess, from the way they’re dressed, but there are at least half a dozen in the group who have armour and weapons already.



I nudge my way into the group, then to the front with a few sorries and a couple of strategically placed elbows.



“Hey, what do you need to do to join?” I ask.



The man pauses mid-speech and looks down at me. He smiles. “I’m sorry, child, are you asking for your father?”



“What? No, I mean me and my friends.” I gesture back to where my friends are gathered. Felix waves.



“We don’t accept girls,” he says. “Only strong and capable fighters can become Swinging Sabers.”



I shrug. A glance at the men behind him reveals that none of them have more than two classes. They’re probably not allowed to, not being nobles and all. “What if we’re stronger than your men?” I ask.



He laughs, and so do a few of the others.



I... don’t get it. Just because I’m a girl? Mom’s the scariest person on the planet, and she’s a girl. Heck, half the pantheon are girls. “Well, come on, at least let me prove that I can take on any of you,” I say.



I probably can’t. The stronger members are likely too strong. But the majority of them? I like my odds, especially if it’s a mostly fair fight.



“Girl, go back to your friends, you’re embarrassing yourself,” someone says.



“What’s embarrassing is this guy being too afraid to see his Swinging Swords or whatever get beaten by a girl.”



The man on the box twitches. “Very well then! Let’s see if these girls are worth their salt! Come one, come all, and see the might of the Swinging Sabers!”



I nod to myself. A trip to the capital with an escort, and we’ll get paid for it? All for the cost of beating up a few nobodies? Easy!
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                Bane Three - Training



I nodded, then took a small step forward and shifted Felix’s shoulders. “Like this,” I said. “You don’t want to hunch forward when you punch, even if it gives you a bit more range. It’ll throw your centre of gravity forwards, and then someone can sweep you off your feet or just grab your wrist and tug you towards them.”



“Oh,” Felix said. She stepped on the spot, then lowered her hips a little while her arm returned to her side. She breathed out, then punched forwards. In that same moment, a burst of air shot out past her fist and blew across the courtyard.



It wasn’t exactly a powerful blow, but I don’t think Felix was putting her all into it. “That was much better form,” I said.



“Felix learns fast,” Esme agreed.



The three of us had, after a couple of days back at the castle, found a spot to practice in. It was one of the larger balconies, a few floors above the ground level. It overlooked the ocean-side of the castle, with some of the active volcanoes to the west. It made for a nice backdrop to our training sessions.



“She does learn fast,” I agreed.



Of the three of us, Felix was probably the one that took to the more martial part of cultivation the easiest. Esme was... a very good friend, and not someone I wanted to insult by implying that she had two left feet and the coordination of a drunk butterfly. But she was very good with spellwork and could unleash huge spells with barely any focus at all.



I was somewhere between my friends. Not as good as Felix with the physical stuff--though I still had more experience and knew more counters and moves than her. And I wasn’t quite as strong as Esme with spellwork--though I had a few more tricks up my sleeve still, and Esme wasn’t very good at any magic that wasn’t surprise-based.



“Can you do it again?” I asked.



Felix nodded, reset, then ran through the simple motions of a quick straight punch. Felix was somehow really elegant when she was moving. Maybe it was the natural attunement to Joy magic that helped, or maybe it was something else entirely.



“Well done!” I said.



Felix laughed as she bounced back to a more normal stance. “Thanks! This is a lot more fun than reading.”



“Hmph,” Esme and I hmphed at the same time.



Felix’s speed with learning how to fight was inversely proportional to her speed with learning how to read.



“What’s the next trick?” Felix asked. She jumped on the spot a few times to unlimber herself some more and threw a few punches against the empty air.



“I don’t think any of us really have the basics down,” Esme said. She gestured to the side of the balcony, where a stack of books was left next to a backpack that Esme had taken to lugging around. A few of those were books about various martial arts from the library.



Most elements had an art attributed to them, one that some old sage sorts said better encapsulated the emotions and sort of thoughts one had to have to be able to use the magic associated with that martial art.



Joy magic was open and quick, so the martial art tied to it was filled with big gestures, little hops and twirls, like someone doing a happy dance, but more gracefully.



Surprise magic was sudden and fast and hit hard, so the martial art around that was the same, filled with single blows that were meant to use the artist’s entire strength in one hit.



I found that it worked on paper, but only for some emotions, and even then I thought that a lot of the weirder rituals and such tied to the martial arts were all superstitious nonsense.



Mom’s own Dark magic had a few very old martial arts tied to it. They were weird though. There weren’t a lot of punches and kicks, but instead a whole heap of moves that were made to help you get untangled or grapple someone. The only attacks were aimed at an opponent that was already subdued, like hitting the eyes, ears, throat and groin of someone that was grappled.



It was mostly a ‘run away first’ kind of martial art, which I found weird.



At least it was easy to practice. I just had to find a monster, then keep avoiding it.



“You girls seem to be coming along nicely.”



Emse and Felix both jumped and gasped before they turned, wide-eyed, towards Mom who was standing a few paces behind me.



“Hi Mom!” I cheered before running over for a hug. I hadn’t filled my daily quota of hugs (which was as many as I could get) and so I figured there was no time like the present to get more.



Mom patted my back a little awkwardly. I might have given her heck about being shy in front of my friends, but that didn’t change how embarrassed she was about showing affection in front of others. “Hello, Valeria,” she said. “You’re all hard at work today?”



“We are,” I agreed. “Felix is really getting the hang of the forms we have in the books Esme and I found, and me and Esme aren’t too bad either!”



“I see,” Mom said. “Nonetheless, I have the impression that this self-taught curriculum isn’t as effective as you might think.”



“How do you figure?” I asked. Esme was usually the one with a million and one questions, but she was still very shy around Mom, so I filled in for her. Also, I was curious too.



“While I don’t enjoy some of the more... traditional and dogmatic parts of a more formal teaching in the martial arts, there is great value in having an instructor present.”



“Could you teach us?” I asked.



“No,” Mom said. “While I keep myself in good form, I never found much joy in teaching that kind of art.”



“Aww. Did you have a teacher?”



Mom shook her head. “I learned things the other way. The path that doesn’t require books or guidance.”



“Oh! Can we do that too?” I asked.



Mom smiled, and I suddenly felt very nervous. “I was hoping you’d ask that,” she said. Her hand rose, and she snapped her fingers.



I stepped back as her shadow lengthened, then darkened until, finally, a long limb rose out of the black and landed onto the stone balcony with a sound like a bag of rice being dropped to the floor.



The monster rose and rose out of the pit that was Mom’s shadow until it disconnected itself entirely and stood a step behind and to the left of Mom. It wasn’t the biggest monster I’d ever seen, just a big lumpy fellow, with a squashed head and big bulging arms.



“Aww, who’s this cutie pie?” I asked.



“You think that thing’s cute?” Esme hissed.



I glanced back at her, then gestured to the monster. “Can’t you see it? With his big boy arms, and that squished little face?”



“That’s not cute!” Esme said.



“Anything’s cute if you want it to be!” I retorted.



“Girls,” Mom said, and that put an end to the discussion--for right then. “This is Strongel, a monster I made this morning, specifically to give you real experience against a foe.”



“Uh,” I said. “That sounds like it might hurt.”



“That’s one of the greatest ways to learn. To face adversity and challenge. You find that you need to improve, or you will fail, and failure is never an option.”



“Mom, you’re worrying me.”



Mom smiled, big and proud. “Good. Enjoy your training, girls, and do bathe before dinner. I don’t enjoy eating while smelling others. Understood, Valeria?”



I felt my cheeks warming. “Mom, that was once.”



“Yes, one time you didn’t bathe for a week.”



“Mom!”



Mom sniffed. “I will see you all soon. Good luck.” she stepped back and disappeared, sinking into the same shadow that the monster had come from.



“That was a neat trick,” I said.



Strongel roared, and I was distracted about my musing on Mom and all the magic she was hiding from me as the monster surged forwards and swung its fist at me.



I jumped away, but I wasn’t going to be fast enough!



Then Felix grabbed my arm and rolled back, pulling me out of the path of the monster’s fist. We landed on the ground with twin ‘oofs’ before both of us started climbing back to our feet.



Esme screamed, and the day got even brighter as she unleashed a huge burst of electrical fury into Strongel’s side.



The monster’s hair poofed up, but it didn’t seem to do much more than that.



“Oh boy,” I said. “Okay, okay, we can do this.”



Strongel turned towards me and grinned.



“Probably.”



“Your mom must really want us to get stronger fast,” Felix says.



“I guess so,” I said.



I had the impression that maybe Mom took my declarations of wanting to become stronger a bit more seriously than I did. Which, I figured, was really going to suck if Mom kept trying to help.
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                Scourge Ten - Show



For some reason the news that the Swinging Sabers were going to be testing out a group of girls attracted a bunch more attention than I think even the guy on the boxes was expecting. My friends and I are gathered up on one side of the makeshift arena, behind a wooden barrier and with a bit of room left around us from the other onlookers. On the other side is our competition, four men, though two of them are about our own age. They look really confident.



“Who goes first?” I ask.



Esme shrugs. “Might as well get this over with,” she says.



I nod and give her a pat on the back. “Do your best, but don’t get hurt,” I say.



“Yeah, mess them up good,” Felix says.



“The Swinging Sabers accept only the very best!” the announcer says from atop his box. He has a deep voice, one that carries well over the growing murmur in the crowd. “But we don’t care where you’re from. Born high or low, rich or poor, even men, boys, and girls!”



My brows pinch together at the laughter that generates. There’s a lot of guards nearby, they look tired, but kind of eager, and I see the flash of coins as people gauge Esme.



She stands near the middle of the arena, arms crossed and face impassive. I don’t think anyone in the crowd would be able to notice the way her hair is gently poofing itself out into an even bigger poof than usual.



There are some people along the edges that don’t look at her with the same kind of condescending and dumb look. Particularly a group not too far from the announcer. Men in nicer armour than most, with tabards, sashes, and feathered hats that make them stick out.



“Those are the leaders of the various guilds and mercenary bands,” Bianca says. “They’re the strongest people here. Or close to that, at least.”



“Huh,” I say.



“Fighting this intrepid and very brave little girl is a fresh-faced local!” the announcer says. He gestures to the side, and a boy jumps over the fence.



He’s wearing armour. A big brass breastplate, cut to look like pectoral muscles and abs, with metal greaves, and pauldrons over a chainmail shirt. Felix and I look at each other. The boy’s lost already.



“Let us see what this young man can do against this fearsome girl!”



“He’s not even pretending that Esme can win,” I say.



“She’s a girl,” Bianca says.



I glance at her. “Yeah? So?”



“Well, ah, it’s not typical for women here to know how to fight. That’s a man’s duty.”



I blink. “That’s stupid. Mom’s the scariest fighter, period, and she’s a girl.”



Bianca doesn’t shrug, she’s too blue-blooded for that, but the little wavy gesture she makes with her free hand means the same thing. “Be that as it may, tradition tends to warp perceptions, which in turn creates a sort of imbalance in a society.”



I pout. “That’s stupid. How hard is it to judge people based on their merits?”



“Let’s start this contest of wills!” the announcer calls.



The boy swings his sword around in a tight little circle. It wasn’t an actual sword, just a length of wood shaped like a sword he’d picked off a rack set to the side. I imagine that walking into the arena with an actual sharpened sword would be a bit unsportsmanlike; also, a little murderous.



“Good luck,” the boy says. He grins and starts moving towards Esme before she can reply.



“Yeah, you too,” she says.



The crowd starts to cheer, but it’s cut off with the snap-crack of a magical spell going off.



The first is just a tiny spark, barely a flash that starts somewhere in the air next to Esme and connects with the boy’s hand. He hisses, and his hand spasms open, sending his wooden sword thumping onto the sand.



The boy’s eyes widen, and in his defence, he does react well, lunging forward towards Esme.



Another snap-crack and a bolt flickers around the boy and touches his knee. It bends, and he drops to the ground mid-lunge.



He catches himself, and starts to stand when three more bolts snap out, hitting his legs and back.



The boy ends up on his knees before Esme, back straight as the sword he’s dropped.



Esme gestures lightly towards his face. “Sorry,” she says.



There’s another snap, and a tiny, imperceptible flash before the boy drops onto his side, eyes rolling back into his head.



“I win!” Esme cheers.



It takes a moment for the crowd to join in. They don’t seem all that enthused, except for a few who are very eagerly collecting some big winnings. Serves the others right for betting against my friend.



Someone jumps over to check on the boy, but all it takes to wake him up are a few little smacks to his cheek that are delivered while Esme returns to our side. “That was easy,” she says.



“Yeah, these people don’t seem all that impressive,” I say.



The announcer takes just a moment to centre himself. “What an upset! Truly, a spectacular, and surprising, show of cultivation powers! Which young lady will step up next, and who will dare challenge her after seeing what one sparky young lass can manage?”



A man steps into the arena. He’s huge, way taller than any of my friends and I, and wider than two of us standing side-by-side. His armour isn’t all that impressive, a thick gambeson that pads him out, and he’s carrying a wooden mallet covered in pillows held in place by twine.



“I’ll take this one,” Felix says. She jumps over the fence and lands on the other side before walking to the middle with a confident swagger. Even if I can’t see her face, I can imagine the smile she was wearing.



“Will she be able to defeat him?” Bianca asks.



“Oh yeah, Felix is the strongest of us when it comes to stuff like sparring,” I say.



Esme nods. “She’s tricky to hit. I mean, if you can hit her with a good spell, you might take her out, but she’s really fast.”



“Are our two contestants ready?”



“Yeah yeah,” Felix says. She bounces on the spot a few times, shoulders shifting to loosen up.



“I’m ready,” her opponent says. He nods to Felix, who returns it with a grin.



The announcer takes a deep breath, then holds it as the betting shifts into a frenzy. There’s more people now, I think, attracted by the last fight maybe. I hope Felix isn’t the sort to get nervous when too many people are scrutinizing her.



She turns and glances my way, and our eyes meet.



“Begin!” the announcer screams.



Felix shoots backwards, narrowly avoiding a swing of the mallet that would have smacked her in the head were she any slower. “Sorry little miss, just figured I ought to take you out quick before you pulled some trick on me,” the man says, quite politely as well.



“That’s okay,” Felix says. She grins, big and proud. “I like playing with my food.”



The man laughs as he swings his mallet again, horizontally this time, and Felix backs away just enough that it brushes by the front of her shirt.



She waits for the next swing, a return stroke, to pass by her, then she brings her arms up and weaves in close to her opponent.



The man tries to grab her with his free hand, but Felix ducks under it, then side steps into a blind spot.



She punches him.



It’s not a single punch, and it’s not even that hard of a punch. Felix weighs practically nothing, and while she’s nearly all muscle--despite her diet of ‘as much as she can fit in her stomach without puking.’ That’s not what matters. It’s the speed of her strikes.



They sound like heavy rain on a windowpane. It’s a paf-paf-paf sound so fast it’s more like a rattle.



The big man moves to the side, and chuckles. His gambeson is pushed in where Felix struck him, but the material moves back into shape as he walks sideways and keeps her before him. “Fast little one, aren’t you?”



“Yup,” Felix says.



“But can you handle this?”



The man raised his foot up, and I can sense the magic welling around him. Vigilance. “He’s a mage!” I scream, but the warning is drowned out by the crowd.



His foot crashes down, and the arena floor buckles and breaks apart into a spiderweb of wide cracks with the fighter in its centre.



Felix seems to almost disappear for a moment before reappearing standing on one of the posts of the arena. “Whoa, that was dangerous old man,” she says. “I could have sprained an ankle.”



“Oh, try to avoid that, it’s a pain to heal a twist, especially when you’re as old a man as I am,” the man says. He laughs, but his eyes never leave Felix.



“Will the young miss please remain within the arena?” the announcer snaps.



“That’d be stupid when the arena floor’s a weapon,” Felix says. “What about staying above the arena, is that good enough?” she asks.



The announcer doesn’t have time to answer when Felix rolls forward, her boot scrapping atop the pole. Then, when she’s almost horizontal, she launches herself forwards across the arena, propelled by a powerful gust of wind, and infectious laughter.
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                Scourge Eleven - Punch



Felix sails straight for her opponent, but while she’s very fast, that doesn’t mean that the man she’s fighting is slow. He shifts and swings his mallet around, on a direct course to swat her out of the air.



She slaps at the air, and with a loud ‘oomph’ shoots to the side, rolls, and lands a couple of paces past the man.



The size of the arena’s making it harder for her to fight. It’s also working against her opponent. He can’t exactly start flinging boulders around without risking hitting people in the crowd.



Felix bounces on the spot a couple of times, gauging things carefully. “You’re an interesting opponent,” the man says.



“Yeah, you got any more tricks, old man?”



“You know, I’m only in my thirties, I’m hardly that old,” he says.



Felix laughs as she bounces closer, weaving from side to side with every step. Her opponent raises his mallet up, then brings it crashing down, way too early to hit Felix.



It thumps to the ground and I feel the earth tremble underfoot a moment before two stoney walls break out of the ground like massive, blunted teeth, and try to grab at Felix.



She’s faster, of course, tapping the stones on one side just enough to shoot higher and spin out of the way of the chomping grasp.



Felix moves closer, feet tapping atop shifting stones until she’s right up in front of the bigger man. He lets his mallet drop and brings his arms closer to his face and chest before a fist rockets out towards Felix’s head. The ground around him starts spinning, a blender of rocks constantly moving.



It doesn’t seem to matter to Felix. She weaves out of the path of his fists, and only touches the ground with quick taps. It almost looks as if she weighs nothing, like she’s a leaf being picked up by the passing wind.



Felix ducks under a swing that goes too wide, then peppers the underside of the man’s arm and the side of his chest with a dozen quick strikes.



He grunts, his other arm reaching out to grab her. Instead, she grabs onto his wrist, puts a foot against his chest, and pulls.



He stumbles forward, moving his centre of mass out enough that he can’t keep on his feet.



Then Felix twist’s back, and, in a sudden motion, the man is flipped around and comes crashing down onto his back with a heavy wallop.



Felix hops, spins, and jumps backward, only stopping when she lands--sitting--on the fence around the arena and crosses one leg over the other. “You done, old guy?” she asks.



“Not quite yet,” he says as he rolls back onto his feet. He stomps, and earth rises to cover him up to his thighs, then he leans down and punches the ground twice, great gobs of hardened earth crawling up his arms and forming a rough armour over his limbs and head. “I don't think I can match you for speed,” he says.



“You know, this just means I’ll have to hit harder,” Felix says.



“Hah! Then I’ll give you a free hit! We’ll see if you’re all bark and no bite, girl!” He spreads his arms wide, and there's no way Felix will miss out on an invitation like that.



Felix stands up onto the fence and reaches into a pocket. She removes a long piece of cloth, and while ignoring the murmurs on the crowd, she ties it over her eyes.



“Alright, old guy, I’m coming,” she says.



She launches herself across the arena, a repeat of her last approach.



This time, it’s not a free passage.



Rocky pillars tear out of the ground, barriers blocking her path.



Some in the crowd gasp.



Felix just laughs louder. She swings around a pillar, hops up onto another, then uses a third to springboard high into the air. Every head in the crowd turns up to follow her as she hangs in the air.



Felix grins, looking for all the world like she belongs up there, in the open sky, her eyes entirely closed but the world open to her.



The armour bursts apart as she comes crashing down fist-first. A wyvern punch, delivered from three metres up.



Felix’s laughter is drowned out by the heavy bang of her fist meeting the front of her opponent’s earthen breastplate, and the blast of wind that shoots out around her.



All that strength needs to go somewhere, and that’s out the back of the cuirass.



The older man is sent flying out, bent double at the waist. He crashes into the fence around the arena, right through two of the wooden planks.



“Whoa! Are you okay, old guy?” Felix asks. She’s shaking her hand out, probably working out the soreness there.



Her opponent stands up, looking pretty intact for someone that was just sent flying. Then again, Vigilance mages are pretty tough. Had Felix just punched someone normal like that, we’d be in a heap of trouble, what with murder being frowned upon and all.



“You’re a tough little brat, you know,” he said. “Punches like a mule.”



“Hey, you’re pretty tough too,” Felix says. “Got more in you?” She kicks at part of the stone armour he’d used, a bit that still looks a bit like a leg. It falls over, crumbling apart.



“No, I think I’ve impressed people plenty,” he says. “And knowing when to quit’s a valuable lesson too.”



Felix looks a bit disappointed. We don’t get to practice with a lot of earth mages, and they’re sometimes considered the answer to Joy magic.



“And there we have it!” the announcer says. “An incredible show of cultivation abilities! And our winner, the intrepid Joy-mage Fenix.”



“Felix!” Felix corrects.



The announcer doesn’t seem to care, and her yell’s drowned out by the cheers anyway. I think a few more people bet on the girl this time.



Another earth mage runs out and soon the arena floor is repaired, though there’s not much anyone can do about the broken posts on such short notice.



“I’ll head out next,” I say.



Esme touches my shoulder. “Careful not to let people know about you.”



I nod. “I’ll be careful,” I say.



The announcer switches tracks as I step out into the arena. “And here we have the leader of the little band of girl warriors! Will she be as impressive as her friends? Or will she fall under the fist of her opponent, Optio of the Swinging Sabers, Nillo!”



I twist around to stare at the announcer. Optio is a rank, something like a sergeant in a lot of armies. Are they sending out one of their own? Why? Did they think we needed the challenge, or are they trying to humiliate us?



I glare across the arena at the man stepping in to face me. He’s younger than Felix’s opponent by a couple of years. A smiling man with lanky limbs and very nice armour covered in delicate gilding.



I step up closer to the middle and tug my cloak on tighter.



“Are you ready, girl?” the man opposite me asks.



“Are you?” I shoot back.



He grins before turning to the announcer. “Can we start this thing?”



The announcer nods. “Last seconds for your bets, everyone... and... begin!”



I’m not the fastest spellcaster, but some spells I’ve learned to fire off quickly. It only makes sense to learn to cast those fast.



The first thing I do is allow a thick, cloying darkness to seep out from under my cloak. It instantly forms a screen between me and my opponent.



It’s not hard, frankly, the way we’ve been treated here, the way they think I’m somehow weak? It’s so easy to feel the disgust welling in the pit of my stomach and racing up to my core, and from there it feeds my magic.



I step to the side while preparing my next spells, these I cast as quickly as I can, priming them to fire as soon as I’m ready. The more time I have, the sooner I can end the fight, and if they intend to humiliate me, then ending the fight as soon as I can is the best thing for me to do.



There’s a dark-magic spell that makes one harder to hurt. It’s one of the first I learned, and probably the first I really perfected. The spell is the staple of the entire magic type, making the one it's cast on more durable, more resistant to other effects, and just a tiny bit stronger.



But the spell has a few faults. Miscast it a little, and it will make it harder to move. Miscast it a lot, and it will harden muscles and skin, and basically lock a person in place.



It’s happened to me a few times, while practicing, and it’s never fun.



So, of course, I weaponized it.



“Come on, girl! Don’t hide!” My opponent shouts.



A heavy gust of wind tears through the arena, and my dark cloud is torn apart. I hug my cloak close, even as I use the little bit of wind magic I know to press against the current pushing me back.



Then the air stills at last, and I’m left standing on my end of the arena, alone... except for the eighty or so floating spikes of dark magic, tightly wound and hovering around me like a constellation of primed firepower.



I see my opponent’s eyes widen, and the way the crowd shifts from jeering to cheering.



“Sorry,” I say. “But I do intend to win this.”



And then the spells launch.



***

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from RavensDagger
                        

                    

                    






As you may have heard, I’m about to take my first ever vacation from writing! I’m planning on taking the whole month of December off, which means that I’ll take a week off, get bored, then return to writing in secret so that the people on my patreon don’t get angry at me for overworking myself again!



This’ll be your last chapter for a while, I’m afraid.



But fret not!











	Story
	Words in Backlog
	Chapters



	Ciannamon Bun
	
32,901​


	
16​





	Heart of Dorkness
	
16,774​


	
11​





	Past the Redline
	
27,204​


	
18​





	Strat Cat Strut
	
17,248​


	
11​





	Dreamer's Cafe
	
4127​


	
4​





	
TOTAL​


	
98,254​


	
60​












I currently have just shy of 100K words in my backlog available for people who join my patreon at the $5 and up tiers. Plus, you’d get to join my discord and play games with us! Oh, and you’d get to keep me fed and watered and living too, which would be awfully nice of you!



I’m doing an AMA today over on reddit, so if you have any questions, I’d love to hear them (also it would be embarrassing if I only got like, ten questions, so please come over!).



And... actually, I think that’s it!



Have a nice December everyone!
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                Scourge Twelve - Unfair



Nillo is, obviously, an experienced Joy mage. I guess he has to be if he’s reached a higher rank in the Swinging Saber’s hierarchy.



It probably shouldn’t surprise me that he cuts the distance between us in a blink.



His face is twisted in a rictus grin, teeth showing even as his brows are drawn together. His fist shoots forwards with all the strength and speed lent to him by a powerful burst of wind magic.



He’s not holding back at all, and his fist will hit before my spells touch him.



It’s really, really unfortunate for him that I’ve practiced with Felix so much. I know what it’s like to fight a Joy mage.



His fist rams into my nose, and I squint as the impact starts to push my head back. Then I transfer the force of the blow down my spine and along my back leg. It’s enough that I skid back a couple of centimetres, but that’s all.



There’s a wonderfully satisfying crunch as something in his hand is squished in a way that has to be unpleasant, and I see Nillo’s eyes widen.



My own smile grows, and I know he can see it even in the shadow of my hood.



Disgust spells, designed to harden and paralyze, come zipping through the air all around us, all of them aiming to pass right where Nillo is standing.



He jumps back, twists and weaves, and overall proves that he’s a talented fighter by dodging most of my spells. Some of those he can’t avoid splash off of his greaves and vambraces, the magic dispersing harmlessly over the metal. But he can’t avoid all of them.



Some land, slight blows in the cracks and joints that his armour doesn’t cover. They probably don’t hurt any more than a light smack.



Nillo stumbles back, then wobbles a little as one of his legs doesn’t quite bend enough. He glances down while flexing his thigh. The wince he’s wearing suggests that he’s not pleased by the sudden difficulty in moving his own body.



The last of my dark bolts splatter into the ground with little puffs of kicked up sand, the spells spent.



I take a little half-step forward, returning to exactly where I was standing at the start of the fight.



“Dark magic, huh,” Nillo says. He wipes at his nose with a thumb. “Tricky little girl, aren’t you?”



I resist the urge to rub my own nose. He did punch me there, and while my magic negated the damage, it still feels a little ticklish.



“I can do a lot more than that,” I say. I bring my hands up, almost as if in prayer, then slide them apart. A spark snaps out between my hands. It’s really, really hard for me to do this much, especially while still focusing on my Dark magic, and on another, proper spell that I’m preparing.



Nillo jumped on the spot a few times, likely testing the limits on the effects of the spells I peppered him with. They’ll wear off, but not for another few minutes.



I don’t have much of a gift when it comes to magics other than dark. I could beat this guy with that alone, but that wouldn’t make the point I want to make. That despite being way younger than this jerk, and a girl--which he seems to think less of me for--I can still kick his butt a dozen ways over.



“Well, I’m impressed, two whole kinds of cultivation. You must have worked really hard to--” he stops mid-sentence and bursts forwards, his whole body twisting around to deliver a kick right into my side. He’s aiming to hit me with the leg that’s hardened. Smart.



I bring an arm up and catch his shin against my elbow and bicep, both hardened to resist the blow. A gust of wind sweeps by, and I finally get the second part of his plan when I breathe in.



There’s no air.



He’s created a vacuum, something to choke me out.



I stomp a foot down and throw a punch towards him, one that’ll never reach.



He skips to the side just as a wrist-thick pillar of earth juts out of the ground and tries to skewer him. It falls apart almost as soon as it’s reached its full size. Not exactly an impressive display of Earth magic, but that doesn’t matter; it got him to back off.



I try to breathe again, but there’s nothing. It’s strange. It’s not as if I’m underwater or anything, there’s just... nothing to breathe, the negative pressure too much for my lungs to overcome.



Nillo grins, though I have the impression he’s a little nervous.



I’ll give him a reason to be.



I spread my arms out to the sides. Two disks form out of the darkness and pour out of my sleeves. They’re two perfect, solid shields, slightly thicker in the middle and with edges that come down to sharp points.



One of the spells that I spent a long time perfecting.



I swing my arms forward and both disks zip towards Nillo, slicing through the air where he was standing a moment before. One goes further out, then pulls back towards me, to catch him from behind, but the man jumps and rolls through the air, neatly avoiding it.



“Hey there,” he says. “Those look sharp.”



I glare at him. He just kicked me with enough strength to break a normal girl’s bones! The disgusting jerk.



I settle down, focusing on anything but the burning in my chest. He’s playing for time.



Raising a hand in front of myself, I snap my fingers as hard as I can.



He glances at my hand, and I can’t help the grin, even as I screw my eyes shut.



I know--for a certain definition of know--four kinds of magic. Darkness, which is the only one I’m actually good at. Spark, which Esme’s helped me with, but which I have a hard time using. Earth, which Mom knows a lot about seeing as it’s the magic her nemesis uses. And Light.



Nillo looks at my hand. It’s his last big mistake.



A soundless bang flashes out, and I hear some in the crowd scream or call out in panic, even as my eyelids flash red for just a moment.



When I open them, Nillo is cursing, a hand over his eyes.



A Joy mage he might be, but he doesn’t have Felix’s practice at sensing the world around her while blind. He never sees the disk that smacks his legs side-first and that flips him onto the ground.



I close my fist and summon a dozen more dark bolts that zip out and smash into him even as he starts to roll back to his feet.



A second swing of a disk hits, and he flops onto his back.



Then the first disk lowers itself back down, edge poised over his throat.



Nillo squints at the disk, then sighs and lets his head fall back. The air around me pops and suddenly I can breathe again. I take in a deep, tasty breath of sweat-smelling air and almost giggle.



“Incredible!” the announcer says. I can tell that he’s genuinely excited. “Nillo must not be at the top of his game today!”



I glare at him. Is he really going to make excuses for the idiot that I just beat?



“So far the girls are three-for-three! What an impressive showing! Who will be next?”



I stomp off back to my friends even as I undo the spells keeping my dark disks going and they come undone as two clouds of black smoke. “You’re next,” I tell Bianca. “Do you, uh, know how to fight?”



“No, but I have a few techniques up my sleeves,” she says. “Nothing as impressive as you, I’m afraid.”



I grin. “Just do your best,” I say.



Felix and Esme congratulate me on my win, even as in the arena, Nillo is helped back to the sidelines, blinking all the while to get his vision back.



Bianca steps into the arena, and on the other side steps in... a boy.



He looks a bit scrawny, and is very wide-eyed.



“On this side!” The announcer begins. “A new prospective member for the grand mercenary companies of Vizeda! A local with skills and brawn and cunning on his side! And on the other side, another of our shining ladies! Start!”



No preamble? The people in the crowd’s betting reaches a fever pitch even as Bianca and the boy stand across from each other.



Bianca stares at him, entirely impassive, no emotion on her face. I’m getting worried. No emotions isn’t a great thing in a cultivation battle.



And then there are screams and grumbles as beer and wine flows out of a dozen cups and hovers closer to Bianca. It starts to spin around Bianca, a disk of liquid with her at its centre. She glares, just a little, and the air ignites.



A second disk forms, this one entirely made of ropy tendrils of fire that run counter to the watery disk, forming a shifting set of disks around her that waver around while staying in constant motion.



The boy shakes his head and turns around. “Screw this, I’m not joining nobody. I forfeit,” he says while tossing his spear to the ground.



Bianca blinks, and the two rings waver before falling apart.



“Well, that was easier than I expected,” she says a moment before the crowd starts jeering and booing.



***
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                    December’s done!



Taking time off was... strange. It was also kind of boring in a... fun way?



Anyway, let’s not do that again!



It’s 2022 and I have a whole heap of things I want to do. First, I’m lowering my total wordcount goal from 1,000,000 words to 900,000. Second, I’m now going to take a single week off from writing every 200,000 words. A whole month off was way, way too much. I was going crazy there in the end, both because I had an itch to write, and because I was worried I’d lose all of my readers while not posting anything. It wasn’t ideal.



Anywho~ It’s now January, which means I’m back on the grind!



This is the writing and posting schedule for the rest of this month:









	Writing
	 
	 
	Words
	 
	Posting
	 
	 
	Words



	Monday
	Stray Cat Strut
	Fluff
	
3000​


	 
	Monday
	Heart of Dorkness
	 
	
1500​





	Tuesday
	Cinnamon Bun
	Past the Redline
	
3500​


	 
	Tuesday
	Cinnamon Bun
	Stray Cat Strut
	
3500​





	Wednesday
	Heart of Dorkness
	Fluff
	
3000​


	 
	Wednesday
	Dreamer's Ten'Tea'Cle Cafe
	 
	
1000​





	Thursday
	Stray Cat Strut
	Dreamer's Ten'Tea'Cle Cafe
	
2500​


	 
	Thursday
	Cinnamon Bun
	Stray Cat Strut
	
3500​





	Friday
	Cinnamon Bun
	Fluff
	
3500​


	 
	Friday
	Heart of Dorkness
	 
	
1500​





	Saturday
	Heart of Dorkness
	Past the Redline
	
3000​


	 
	Saturday
	 
	 
	
0​





	Sunday
	Top secret projects that I'll forever deny actually exist
	 
	Sunday
	 
	 
	
0​


	 
	 



	 
	 
	Total
	
18,500​


	 
	 
	 
	Total
	
11000​












Fluff’ll be starting up in February! I want to build up a bit of a backlog before I start posting, and I want to try a few different starts to the story before I start posting in earnest. There’s also Past the Redline, which should be coming out... uh... one day? No dates on that one!



In other news~



Stray Cat Strut is on audible!



You should really check it out if you like my audiobooks, it’s genuinely great (nearly perfect reviews so far, too!)



Also, I’ve officially sold Cinnamon Bun, Stray Cat Strut, and Fluff to a publisher, and I might have sold Dead Tired and Lever Action to another, unrelated publisher too! So that’s... really exciting! Expect audiobooks and proper books coming out for all of those soon!



Oh!



Since I had a looooot of time to read in the last month, I binged a few stories. I figured I’d share some of them:



Tricked into a New Life

https://www.scribblehub.com/series/385749/tricked-into-a-new-life-god-must-be-screwing-with-me/

This story is trash. But it’s the kind of trash that’s just a lot of fun to read... does that even make sense? Anyway, the start is awful, but eventually it becomes a lot of fun!



Hero Past the 25th

https://www.royalroad.com/fiction/11361/a-hero-past-the-25th



A Royal Road story that I had never heard about. It’s kinda fluffy, very silly, and has a few good moments of cuteness. I haven’t finished the last volume yet, but what I’ve read so far has been fun!



I read a bunch of other stories, but most of those were mainstream things that are popular enough that they don’t need my help endorsing them!



On that final note, I hope you all had a great holiday season, and that 2022 is an awesome year!



Thanks for sticking around, and I’ll see you in the next chapter!








Time for stories!
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                Bane Four - Guest



It was a big important day.



I knew this because mom had literally told me that it was going to be a big and important day that morning.



Well, no, Luciana didn’t exactly use those words, but she did tell us that there would be no training that day and that we should all bathe and make ourselves presentable because there would be (more) guests at the castle for a week or two.



I took that to mean that it was a big important day.



“I hate this,” Felix said.



“No, you look cute,” Esme said.



I nodded. “Really cute,” I said.



Felix glared at the two of us, but it wasn't very powerful, and it certainly didn’t intimidate either of us.



The dress she wore had frills on its frills, and lacey material covering its skirts and waist. Its poofed sleeves meant that Felix had to keep her arms partially raised, and its bust was ballooned out and looked like an empty wineskin slapped onto Felix’s front.



“What did you do to my hair?” Felix asked.



She usually kept her hair in a long braid at the back and cut short at the front. When her bangs grew too long she took a knife to them and chopped off the bits that annoyed her. It had horrified me when I first saw her doing it. Now her hair was festooned in bows and ribbons.



“I look stupid,” Felix said.



“No,” I said. I coughed to stop myself from giggling, but it was still obvious in my tone that I was holding back laughter. “No, of course you don’t.”



Felix glared harder.



Esme and I were dressed up too. Esme in a nice evening gown done up in purples and with a few light blue accents, and me in a flowing dress that imitated mom’s own style of dress. That was, it hugged my features all the way down my legs, with a slit along the side for walking and a lacey poof around the hips.



I could barely walk in the dress, and it looked embarrassingly wrong in a few spots. Mom was a lot more... more than me. Still, I was determined to look like mom, at least a little. It wasn’t every day that I got to play dress-up.



Felix crossed her arms. “Why can’t I just wear pants?”



“Because pants aren’t pretty,” I said.



“Yeah,” Esme agreed. “Now you look like a noble lady.”



“I look like an idiot,” Felix said. “And I’d think a lot more about those noble ladies if they were wearing pants.”



I laughed and wrapped an arm around Felix’s shoulder to pull her into a side-long hug. “We’ll make it up to you later,” I said. I glanced around the room, taking in the bit of a mess we’d made in the large dressing area. The monster that had made our dresses was sitting in the corner, its many limbs held up, primed to assault another dress into shape, and the rest of the room was filled with bolts of cloth in little cubbies and long racks filled with dresses, some of which looked positively ancient.



The level of intelligence and ability of the monster in the corner had impressed me a bunch. It was one thing to make a monster that could attack someone, or spit fire, but it was another entirely to create a monster that could create things.



“We should get going,” I admitted reluctantly. It had been fun to goof off with outfits and such, but it would annoy mom if we were late to their meeting thing.



My friends and I rushed out of the room, then through the entire castle. Felix was usually the fastest of us, but she kept tripping over the hem of her skirts and using the kind of language that brought a blush to Esme’s cheeks whenever she heard it.



We met mom at the bottom of the stairs. She looked at the three of us, staring for a particularly long time at Felix who shifted huffily under the goddesses gaze. “I had a particular image in mind when I asked you to clean up nicely and wear something appropriate,” Luciana said. “This was not it. But I suppose it’s too late now.”



“You mean I could have worn pants?” Felix hissed to me.



I shrugged. “Maybe. I guess we’ll never know.”



“Next time, I’m wearing pants.”



Esme glanced at me, then we had to work hard to hold back giggles. Soon, Felix was laughing along with us as we followed the Goddess of Darkness through the halls of the castle.



“So, Mom, who’s coming here?” I asked.



“An old friend,” Luciana replied.



“Oh! Is it an old monster?”



The goddess shook her head. “It’s not. In fact, saying as much might very well insult them. Though, I don’t think they’re the sort to lash out without considering things first.”



I wondered what mom meant, even as we stepped outside and into a dreary afternoon.



The air smelled of mud, and fresh puddles botted the craggy landscape. The rain had stopped already, but the skies were still overcast, and a glance out towards the ocean showed fat black clouds hanging low around the horizon.



My friends and I grouped up to one side, not too far from the steps leading down into the courtyard while Luciana stood with her back straight and her arms folded over her stomach as she overlooked her lands.



Her head tilted to the side, and she turned to face the eastern skies.



I squinted off into the distance, a hand over my brow to help me spot what mom was looking for. Even so, it took a moment to see the distant black speck flitting over the clouds.



“Are those pegasi?” Esme asked.



“What’s that?” Felix asked right back.



“They’re like horses, but with wings. They’re very rare, magical creatures,” Esme said. “Some of the gods are said to use them to pull their carriages across the nations.”



“Wouldn’t the wings get caught in like, trees and stuff?” Felix asked.



“Through the air, obviously,” Esme said.



“I bet they don’t spend their whole day up there. Birds don’t,” Felix said.



Luciana sighed. “Girls, if you could bicker a little less, I would very much appreciate it.”



Both girls shut their mouths with twin clicks.



I held back a laugh. I didn’t want my friends to be afraid of mom, of course, but it was still funny to see them snap-to whenever mom said anything near them. They didn’t know that mom was actually a terribly big softy under all the sass and the evil dark goddess-ness.



As the distant pegasi grew less distant, the form of a carriage became obvious behind it. It was a sleek black thing, shaped like a tear-drop with large wheels sticking out beneath it. At the front were four winged horses. Not the pure-white ones like I had seen in a few coloured manuscripts, but more ordinary, horse-like pegasi, dabbled in browns and blacks.



They came down gently some distance away from the castle and landed with a slight lurch, then the horses pulled their wings in and trotted along at a decent pace.



I found myself standing on tippy toes as the carriage stopped before the castle.



The pegasi stomped and shifted at the base of the castle, obviously impatient, at least until a few monsters moved out from around the corner and started heading towards them. The monsters were quick to undo harnesses and start brushing the horses down. They were surprisingly okay with the treatment.



Luciana took a step closer to the edge of the steps as a door opened on the side of the carriage.



A woman stepped out. Not as tall as Luciana, but much taller than me, with frizzy brown hair and a simple dress. She had large glasses hanging around her neck from a silvery chain, and a large satchel by her hip.



She looked around, then zeroed in on Luciana at the top of the steps, only sparing a glance for us.



I glanced at my friends. Felix shrugged, and Esme didn’t stop looking away from the woman.



The woman climbed the steps, stopping right before Luciana. “How’s the tea?” she asked.



“Still warm,” Luciana replied. “Did you bring anything worth the hospitality?”



“Hmph, I haven’t been here in near-on half a decade and that’s how you treat me? Disgusting indeed, Luci.”



“Please don’t call me that,” Luciana said.



“I think it’s cute,” I said. I slapped a hand over my mouth when mom gave me a look.



“Oh! Well, no guessing which one’s that vaunted daughter of yours,” the woman said. She walked closer and inspected us again, more carefully this time. “Pleased to meet you, girls. I’m Semper.”



“Oh,” Esme said, a moment before she collapsed to the ground at a dead faint.



***
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                    Are You Entertained?

Semper! At last!

Though I guess she and Luci did show up for a bit in Dreamer's Cafe!





Some of my stories are on TopWebFiction!

-Cinnamon Bun

-Stray Cat Strut

-Lever Action

-Dead Tired

-Heart of Dorkness

Voting makes Broccoli smile!



The following books are available as paperbacks (and as Ebooks) on Amazon. Oh, and there’s an awesome audiobook for Cinnamon Bun Volume One and Two, and also Love Crafted!





[image: ]




(The images are links!)



All proceeds go to funding my addiction to buying art paying for food, rent, and other necessities!



Thank you so much for all your support everyone! And thank you extra hard for allowing me to do this for a living; I’ll do my best to keep you entertained!
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                Scourge Thirteen - Mercenary



After our showdown in the arena, things settle down. The announcer tells people to come back in ten minutes after they’ve had time to arrange a few things and when they can continue with the selection matches.



I give him time to get off his box before I approach the announcer and the mercenary captains around his end of the makeshift arena.



“So,” I say as I come closer. I’m happy that I’m growing taller, soon I won’t even have to look up to stare these guys in the face. “Was that good enough?” I ask.



The announcer smiles, but there’s some brittleness there. “Ah, you fought to join the Swinging Sabers, did you not?” he asks.



“Wasn’t that the deal?” I ask.



“Well, technically, we never shook on it,” he says.



“Val, this jerk is trying to weasel out of our deal,” Felix says. The air around us shifts, and a quick glance back reveals that Felix is smiling from ear to ear.



I scuff my shoe against the cobbles below. “Is she right?” I ask. “Are the Swinging Sabers trying to back out?”



One of the mercenaries in the little ground of boss-looking guys steps out and closer to us. He’s a bigger fellow, tall, with a lantern jaw and narrowed eyes. Nillo, the guy I beat, is standing a step behind him.



“You’re bringing the company’s word into question?” he asks.



“Isn’t the company bringing it into question themselves, you know, by not fulfilling their part?” I ask.



His chest puffs out and he comes to stand closer to me. I think he’s trying to intimidate me? “Are you accusing the company of not being faithful to its word?” he asks.



“Do I need to write it down for you?” I ask. “I’ll use little words.” I can feel a dark pit of disgust welling inside me. This jerk just made me waste my time, and then he dares be angry when I call him out on it?



“Do you think you scare me, little girl?” he asks as he leans forward. I can see his eyes more clearly now. Mom always says that the whole thing about the eyes being the window into the soul is a myth. But there’s some truth buried there. Eyes reflect the truth underneath, and this man staring down at me wears his emotions in his.



I grin up at him. “Do you want me to scare you?” I ask.



He glares.



I step back. “Come,” I say to my friends as I turn away and dismiss him. “We don’t want to work with these guys. They’re not good enough.”



“Hey! What does that mean?” Nillo asks while his captain fumes.



I want to reply, but Mom’s taught me that to really succeed in life, you need to be able to look past and ignore things that don’t matter anymore. I think this is one of those moments.



“We’re going to need to find another group,” I say as I scan the courtyard.



“You might have made an enemy there,” Bianca says. “The Swinging Sabers are moderately popular here.”



“Yeah, but they’re also idiots. Mom says that I should always pray for smart allies and stupid adversaries.” I glance to the side as a young man walks our way. He’s in his late twenties, if I had to guess, with some well-maintained but not very impressive armour. A long red sash goes from his right shoulder to his left hip, with a few coloured cords woven around it. “Maybe we’ll find someone smarter,” I say.



“I saw your fight,” he says as he pauses before our little group.



“A lot of people did,” Esme says.



He laughs. “Fair. I’m Teo Alcaide. I’m with the The Big Hill Lions. Saw you got, ah, refused by the Swinging Sabers.”



“Big Hill?” I ask.



“It’s a large hill to the south of Vizeda. It creates something of a tight passage next to a river and the start of the mountains to the east,” Bianca says. “There should be a fort there.”



“Are there lions in the region?” I ask.



“I don’t think lions are native to the Republic at all,” Bianca says.



Teo has the good graces to look a bit embarrassed. I would be too, in his place. Who came up with such a terrible name? At least my names make sense.



“We wanted something that reminds people that we’re brave,” he says.



“Are you?” I ask.



“Huh?”



“We’d better hope he’s got more bravery than wits,” Esme mutters.



“Brave,” I say. “Are you brave?”



“Well, I’m speaking to you four, aren’t I? After you wiped the arena floor with some of the Swinging Sabers. Nice job with Nillo, he’s probably one of the stronger members of the crew.”



“Thanks,” I say. “So are you here to hire us after the Sabers failed to?”



“That depends,” he says. “What are you looking for, exactly?”



“We need passage to the capital.”



Teo nods. “And there aren’t any caravans leaving Vizeda anymore. Which means you’re all stuck here unless you can either head out of the city on your own, which would be dangerous for any group of just four, or if you can sign on with a crew that happens to be heading that way.”



“That was the plan,” I say.



Teo grins. “Well, maybe we can help each other. There’s an outpost at the foothills of the mountains between Vizeda and the capital. It’s practically a small town already, a growing stop-over for merchants. The Big Hill Lions are heading down there.”



“What for?” I ask.



“Supply run,” he says. “We’re one of the two crews that supply all the outposts between here and there.” His smile loses some of its pep, and he glances away. “We’re low on crew. Lost one last night, and two more this morning.”



“Dead?” Felix asks.



Teo shakes his head. “Juan died on the walls last night. Jose and Pollo, though, jumped at an offer from a different company. It’s a good time to be looking for work.”



Bianca steps up next to me. “I’d like to see your contract, if that’s what you’re offering us.”



Teo nods. “Fine by me. Short term stuff. Just from here to Castaneda’s stop. We’ll cover food between here and there, as long as you like travel rations, and you can ride part of the way on the carts. No offense, but none of you seem used to a full day’s march.”



“How far is it?” I ask.



“Two days, at most,” Bianca says.



“Three,” Teo replies. “We’re stopping by every outpost on the way and unloading goods as we go. We’ll stink of fish the entire time too.”



“How much you paying?” Felix asks.



Teo rubs at his chin. “Twenty coppers.”



“Each?” I ask.



“For all four of you,” Teo says.



“Lady Malvada,” Biana mutters. “I suggest we leave. Those prices are robbery.”



I huff and put my hands on my hips. “Two silver.”



“That’s a big hike up,” he says.



“Each,” I add.



“That’s what an optio would be paid!”



“Didn’t you say you just watched me kick the Swinging Saber’s optio in the rear?” I ask. “I think that means I’m worth at least as much.”



Teo waffles a bit. “Well, yes, but an optio does a lot more than just fight. They’re leaders.”



I pout. “You’re saying that my friends and I can’t lead? We’re all accomplished cultivators, we all know how to read and write and have pretty decent educations. I bet I’ve led more things than you.”



Teo raises his hands in surrender. “Fine, fine. One silver, each. I really, really can’t promise any more than that. And at that price, I expect you to bring your own equipment.”



I consider it for a moment. “When are you heading out?”



“We’re leaving in three hours,” he says.



“That’s soon,” I say.



He shrugged. “We’re bringing food to outposts. We should have left last night.”



“Alright,” I say. “Give us ten minutes to talk it over? I don’t mind joining you guys, but I want to see what my friends think first.”



Teo nods, then half-turns and points towards the gate and to a small band of people gathering around a trio of carts. “I’ll be right over there, with the rest of the company. We can do introductions if you agree.”



Teo heads off, and I turn to my friends. “Sounds decent?” I say.



“Yeah, I guess,” Felix says. “Bit slower than going on our own though.”



“Yeah, but then we’ll be with others, have carts to ride on, and we won’t risk getting lost,” I say. “I’ll just need to send a few little friends to the air while we’re heading out to tell the monsters around us to leave the caravan alone, and then we should be fine.”



“I’d rather ride in a cart than walk,” Esme says. “I still have some reading to do.”



“As you wish,” Bianca says.



“Brilliant! In that case, I think it’s time for us to become mercenaries!”
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                Scourge Fourteen - Lions



“We’ll join,” I say as I walk up to Teo and his crew. The Big Hill Lions, as far as I can tell, have five more members other than Teo.



Only one of them has the sort of gear and equipment I’d expect from a leader-sort. A hat with a big feather sticking out of the top of it, and armour that’s a bit fancier than the more serviceable greaves and vambraces and mail skirts the others are wearing.



He steps up next to Teo and looks the four of us up and down. “This is what we’re getting for four silver?” he asks Teo.



“This is what’s available,” Teo says. “Come on, Esteban, you saw them fighting.”



“I saw one of them fighting, I was too busy to stop and watch the spectacle,” Esteban says. He reaches up and rubs at his big bushy mustache. “You girls really worth as much as Teo here says?”



“We’re worth a lot more,” I say. “But you can’t afford that. Fortunately, we’re heading the same way.”



Esteban chuckles. “Fine. We need manpower of one sort or another, and I don’t particularly care if that manpower comes from a man or not. I don’t imagine you know how to operate as a group?”



“Felix, Esme and I know small squad tactics,” I say. Mom insisted that we learn some. “Bianca here doesn’t, but I think she can hold her own from afar. Anger and Fear cultivation both have ranged options, right?”



“I can manage,” Bianca says.



Esteban squints at Bianca. “Can you do healing?” he asks.



She shakes her head. “No. I’m a fear and anger mage, not grief.”



“Good enough,” Esteban says. “Teo, you recruited them, you give them the rules. We’re leaving as soon as the next cart arrives.”



“Yes, sir,” Teo says before snapping off a quick salute. He turns to us a moment later. “The Lions have three squads, usually. A fore, middle, and rear guard. We’ll probably be mid guards. It’s the safest place for new members.”



“Alright,” I say.



Teo gestures to the side, then walks over to the carts. There are six of them, with drivers setting up on them and donkeys shifting about at the front. “We’re short. Usually we have something like five-four-five, but as it is, we only have ten members including you four. It’s not optimal.”



We walked over to one cart in particular. Unlike all the others, where everything was neatly packed and squared away, this one had heaps of packs on the back, and a few spears on racks hanging off of the sides. “Is this the Lion’s cart?” I ask.



“That it is,” Teo says. “Hey Ram, say hi to our newest recruits.”



A guy sitting at the front of the cart turns around and stares first at Teo, then at us. He’s a bit younger than Esteban, but older than Teo, with a leather eye patch. His armour is all rough. Leather pieces over a scratched up and patched gambeson, with a few metal plates here and there. “What’s this lot?” Ram asks.



“A few really talented girls,” Teo says. “Got some room for their bags?”



“Yeah, yeah,” Ram says. “Toss them up, girls. Wherever you please. No one gives half a damn about staying organized here, and I can’t be bothered to do anything about it.”



“Uh,” I say. But Felix beats me to it and tosses her pack up onto the cart behind Ram.



“What?” she says when I look at her. “I’m not carrying that stuff all day if I can avoid it. It’ll make fighting harder, besides.”



“Fine,” I say as I toss up my own bags.



“Right,” Teo says. He raises a closed fist before him at shoulder height. “The rules.”



“What rules?” Esme asks.



Two grins. “The ones that’ll keep you alive. First, no noise that doesn’t need to be made. If you see a monster, I expect you to call it out, but no talking too loud, no screaming, and no whining.” His first finger rises, followed by another. “Second rule. No bleeding. There are some monsters that are a lot more attracted to the scent of blood than they are to any noise.”



I glance to my friends then back. He’s not entirely wrong, I guess, at least from what I know of the monsters that should be common around the area.



“Third rule. No straying from the carts. We pause every two hours or so. Esteban has an hourglass that marks when we stop. You can do your business then, otherwise hold it in.”



I notice Esme’s face reddening at the thought, and I try not to giggle.



“Four. When the monsters come. And they will. You follow my orders. No running ahead and placing yourself in the path of an arrow, no heroics. We usually try to focus on taking out as many of the weaker monsters as we can first, then whatever’s bigger. The carts might not even stop sometimes.”



“Alright,” I say.



“Fifth... uh,” Teo’s brows scrunch up.



“Keep your eyes open,” Ram says. “Or at least one of them. Hah!”



‘Right,” Teo agrees. “Keep your eyes peeled. On the road and on the sky.”



“Got it,” I say.



Teo takes a deep breath. “Yeah, I hope you all do.” He glances back, and I follow his gaze over to a cart rumbling our way, one that looks like it’s only half-way loaded with boxes and is covered in a thick tarp. “That’s the last one,” he says.



The rest of the Big Hill Lions rush around, and Teo leaves with some final instructions to stay behind Ram’s cart and keep up.



The drivers whip their donkeys, and soon the seven carts start to rattle off towards the gates. Esteban jogs ahead and speaks to a guard, and soon the gates start to clunk open under the careful watch of a whole squad of guards.



Just like that, we’re outside of Vizeda.



“Stinks,” Felix mutters.



I glance back at the city as we start down the road towards the forests. The walls are rough on this side, with heaps of monster bodies stacked up to head-height a dozen metres away from the biggest holes in the walls.



Normal looking folk are dragging the monster bodies back, then they work together to toss them onto the heaps while guards keep an eye out on the forest we’re heading into. I imagine they are watching out for a new swarm that might come out of nowhere.



A few of the piles are already lit up, sending plumes of black smoke into the sky.



No ceremony for the monsters, I guess.



Felix walks at the front of our little group, hands folded behind her head, and I’m a step behind her. Esme and Bianca walk a little ways behind us, but still close to the cart that has all of our stuff.



“You think we’re going to be attacked?” Felix asks.



“By monsters?” I ask. “I don’t think so. At least, not if we can get a little ways ahead. I have a couple of little friends that are quite good at preventing monster attacks and such.”



Felix nods along. “Well, when you see your little friends, tell them to hurry up. The more we get attacked, the slower this trip will be.”



I roll my eyes, both at Felix’s attempt to be all subtle, and at her need to speed things up. “We’ll get there when we get there,” I say.



The road feels like it could use a bit more maintenance.



“So,” Ram says, his voice more than loud enough to break rule one. “You kids runaways from some sect?”



“A sect?” I ask. “You mean like one of those smaller churches?”



“Yeah, that’s what I mean,” he says.



“No,” I say. “We’re not really affiliated with anything like that. Well, Esme might be. She’s a big Semper fan.”



“I’m not a Semper fan. I’m one of her loyal followers,” Esme says.



Felix and I both giggle, the laughter only growing louder when Esme sniffs angrily at us.



“So, not sect kids,” Ram says. “Where’re you from then? You’re not from Caselfella, that’s for sure.”



“Do we have accents or something?” I ask.



“That you do,” he says. “Nothing too strong, but I’ve got the ears to make up for my poor sight, you know. But it’s not just that. You lot are all cultivators. Girl cultivators. Never seen the like in the Republic. But I’ve travelled my share. I know that it’s not too uncommon elsewhere.”



“Oh? And what do you think?”



Ram rubs a hand under his chin. “I think a woman’s place is back home, tending to the house and kids. But I won’t begrudge a woman her right to defend herself. Knowing how to pick up a sword and skewer some pest in defense of house and child’s a noble thing in my book.”



“Uh-huh,” I say.



So he’s just casually a jerk then. I sigh. Hopefully, the people around here will change one day, but I have the feeling it won’t be an overnight thing.
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                Scourge Fifteen - Quiet



I don’t know why, but I keep expecting something to happen as we’re walking along.



For all that Teo’s talked up monster attacks and such, there really isn't much going on. I guess that’s to be expected. It only took me a couple of minutes to send out some of my little friends to warn off any local monsters so that they’ll stay safe.



Remove the monsters, and there’s not much that we can run into as we walk along. Maybe bandits, I guess.



“This is a bit boring,” Felix says what I’m thinking aloud.



I can’t help but giggle. I’m still keeping an eye on the world around us, but it’s just forests and more forests. Sometimes we get to cross a small bridge over a stream, but really there’s nothing impressive to look at. “It’s only going to be a few days,” I say.



“You could meditate,” Esme says. She’s not even pretending to look around. Instead she’s walking with a book held open before her. Sometimes she bumps into my side, other times she starts to veer off towards the ditch. I’m keeping an eye on her and pulling her back whenever she goes off-track.



“Walking meditation is quite popular in some sects,” Bianca says.



“Are you part of a sect?” I ask. “You seem to have pretty good control of two very different sorts of cultivation.”



Bianca shakes her head. “I’m afraid not. What I know I learned from reading and experimenting in what free time I have.”



“That’s impressive,” Esme says. She turns the page, then almost trips in a pothole.



“Hey!” comes a call from behind us. It’s Teo, and he doesn’t look all that amused. “Can you at least pretend to pay attention?”



“There’s nothing to pay attention to,” I call back.



He points past me. “Then what’s that? Huh?”



I turn, then squint at the road ahead of us. There’s a bit of a curve as the road circles around a slight rise. There’s nothing on the road, but above it, coming from over the woods ahead, is a dusty cloud. The same sort that we’re leaving behind us.



“Looks like we’re going to have company,” I say.



The caravan, especially the Big Hill Lions, tenses up. The wagon in the lead starts to hug the side of the road, and the others follow suit. There’s enough room, barely, for a wagon heading the other way to pass on what space remains on the road.



Teo jogs up to our little group on his way to the front. “Keep your heads down,” he says.



“Are we expecting trouble?” I ask.



“After the last couple of days? I think it’s better to expect trouble than not,” he says before he runs on to the front.



“So what do we do?” Felix asks.



I shrug. “Prime your core, I guess.”



“Hey, I’m always primed for fun,” Felix says. She jumps up onto the side of the cart with all of our stuff, then roots around until she pulls her bag to the top. I’m half expecting her to pull out a pre-fight snack, but instead she pulls out a knife in a sheath before jumping back down. She undoes her belt while walking and fixes the sheath to it. “Just in case,” she says.



I nod along. I really should learn how to use a weapon one day. Mom says that a weapon can fail you in a way that magic won’t. You’ll never drop magic, or misplace it in the dark.



Still, being able to stab things that annoy you sounds very fun.



The rumble of carriages from ahead has us tensing before the first cart shows up. It’s pulled by a single donkey, just a little cart with a man with a pale green cloak on. The cart looks like it's loaded full of boxes.



Another cart shows up, then another, and finally a big carriage followed by a few more carts. All the workers around the carts are wearing the same green cloaks, and there’s a symbol on the side of the carriage. An ‘A’ with a dagger serving as the bar in the middle of the letter.



“Hey, Esme,” I say. “Whose symbol is that?”



She squints ahead and adjusts her glasses. “That’s Altum’s, I think.”



“Huh,” I say. Altum’s a small-fry as far as gods go. “Isn’t he really new?”



“He ascended... maybe fifty years ago,” Esme says. “I don’t remember any texts mentioning him having a presence in the Republic.”



“It’s new,” Bianca says.”There have been missionaries in Nafpaki. I think they asked my father for permission to set up a small temple. They’re pretty popular in the capital lately.”



“What are they doing coming this way?” I ask. As far as I can remember, Altum’s a god of fear, one that specializes in necromancy and other death-related magics. It’s all technically water magic.



We slow down even more as the caravans cross by each other. The Altum priests glance our way, and I can almost feel them judging us as we move on past. My heart beats a little faster, and I can’t help but expect trouble.



And then they’re past, and we keep on moving.



“That road only leads to Vizeda, right?” I ask.



“Yeah,” Felix says. “Didn’t feel any other main roads.”



“I wonder why a whole bunch of Altum’s worshippers would want to go there,” I mutter.



“Could be to get more worshipers,” Esme says. She returns to reading. “Lots of very afraid people, maybe some that lost family. The best way to get someone to join a cult is to target them when they’re feeling alone, when they’re in a foreign place or if they’ve just lost someone close to them.”



“Which are all things that some people in Vizeda will be feeling,” Felix says.



“A recruitment drive sounds plausible,” Bianca says. “But the timing doesn’t work. The attack happened yesterday. The nearest city is too far for the news to reach them and for them to reach Vizeda, even if they left the moment the last monster died.”



“Unless they knew about it before the attack started,” Esme says without looking away from her book.



“That’s a bit of a stretch,” I say. “But... maybe.” I glance back, but the caravan’s already gone around a bend, and all I can see of them is the trailing dust in the air above.



Our walk continues uninterrupted for a good while, a few little friends darting back to me to tell me that they’ve redirected a few curious monsters away.



By the time my feet are getting real sore, we turn off the main road and onto a smaller side-road that circles around a hill, always heading up towards the top where a small fortress is sitting.



It’s not the most impressive of fortresses. Mostly just a circle of walls a bit taller than I am, with a couple of guard towers poking out above.



Teo stops on the side of the path, letting the caravan pass him by until he’s level with us. “There’s no fire smoke,” he says.



“It’s not cold enough for a fire, is it?” Felix asks.



“The outpost is supposed to keep a smoke signal going, as a sort of landmark. Caravans stop here for the night if they can’t make it to the city. It’s safer.”



I squint up at the guard towers. They’re empty. “No one on watch,” I say.



“Esteban wants us to stop a hundred paces from the gate. We’ll go in and look around. Maybe the monster horde hit this place and took out the guards. Though they should have kept the gates closed and huddled away if there were too many monsters. You four stay with the carts.” He runs on before I can ask any questions.



“Could it be the same horde?” Felix asks.



“No,” I say. “Too far. A horde would break up between here and Vizeda, unless it was being led by a much stronger and smarter monster. What did he mean by holed up?”



“Outposts like these have basements beneath them, with heavy doors and an entrance that can be collapsed,” Bianca says. “In case a strong monster attacks. A group of guards can stay holed up for a day or two while waiting for help.”



“Makes sense,” Felix says.



I nod along. Soon the caravan comes around and stops by the front of the outpost, not too far from the gate. Someone’s left it open. I can’t see any signs of forced entry or anything though. No bodies, no blood.



“Well, that’s worrisome,” Esme says.



A group of the Big Hill Lions moves into the outpost, Teo and Esteban in the lead.



“Can you feel anything in there, Felix?” I ask.



“The only feeling I’m getting is that we’re going to be in a heap of trouble soon,” Felix says.



I shoot her a look. “You’re real funny,” I say.



She grins. “I do try.”



And that’s when the screaming starts.
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                Bane Five - Initiate



Esme woke up with a deep intake of breath.



She was alive!



She was alive?



Her eyes fluttered open, then squeezed shut. It was too bright. The ceiling above was made of some white stone that practically glowed in the sunlight pouring in from a floor-to-ceiling window to one side of the room.



The glimpse she’d gotten did reveal some things. Esme was in a bedroom, a very nice one. It took her a moment to place it. This was the guest bedroom that Valeria had given her.



She was alive, and not home.



Home.



She missed home. With Gertrude who was a bit scary. With her little room, much smaller and tighter than this palatial one, but which had all of her favourite books. The library... well, okay, the library here was pretty nice too.



“So, you’re awake,” someone said from nearby. A feminine someone. Not one of her friends though, the voice was too old.



Esme didn’t move, she didn’t want her disappointment (and maybe a tiny bit of fear) to show. She didn’t like the Dark Goddess. The woman was creepy. All tall and beautiful and lithe and so, so powerful. Esme could feel the power coming off of Luciana, like an old old scary thing.



She brought her head up a little and looked at the woman in the room with her.



Tall, but not as tall as the dark goddess, and with brown hair instead of black. A bit more of a rounded face, but with a strong brow. Not the Dark Goddess. The Goddess of Contempt. The Lady of Libraries.



Esme squeaked and pulled the blankets up over her head.



The goddess sniffed. “Now what’s that supposed to mean?” She walked closer to the side of Esme’s bed. Esme could tell that she was looking down on her. “You know, I speak seventeen languages fluently. Admittedly, some aren’t used anymore, but the point stands. And in none of them is the sound you just made a word.”



Esme gulped and lowered the blanket.



A little.



Just enough for her eyes to peek out. “H-hi,” she said.



“Yes, hello,” Semper replied. She was smiling now. “My dear Luciana said that you were something of a... I believe the term she used was ‘fan.’ Little Valeria had to explain that one. Interesting etymology there.”



Esme nodded. “I’m one of your, ah, worshippers?”



“You don’t sound so sure.”



“I am!” Esme said. “I read all of your diatribes, I studied... most of the texts. I even went to one of your schools! That’s where I learned a lot. Well, Miss Gertrude ran it, so we didn’t really have a choice in the matter, it was learn or, ah... I’m rambling. I’m rambling in front of Semper.” Up the blankets went again.



The blankets were tugged down and Esme’s face was exposed, the thick material pinched between the goddess’ finger and thumb. “It’s fine,” she said. “Any friend of Gertrude’s a friend of mine.”



Esme gulped.



The goddess laughed. “Oh, don’t be shy. You’d think living with the Dark Goddess would rob you of some of that timidity.”



“That’s not my fault!” Esme said. The idea that her goddess might accuse her of plotting with the Dark Goddess was awful. “Valeria brought me here - with a dragon! I didn’t want to come here! I didn’t want to leave Montele, and Gertrude, and the Great Library. And I’m not worshipping the Dark Goddess, I swear on Semp-- uh.”



Semper chuckled, then she reached down. Esme went cross eyed as she followed the goddess’ hand, but it stopped above her head and rubbed her curly mess of hair. “You’re a bit of a blabbermouth, aren’t you?”



Esme died.



Or rather, she wished she died. All that happened was that her blood relocated itself to her cheeks. She might have unlocked the hitherto unheard of Dao of Shame as well.



“Please burn my diary before you cremate me,” Esme whimpered.



Semper chuckled again. “Now, now, a fine future-archivist has no business dying when she’s healthy and hale. There’s no time for it either, Esme. There are too many books to read for all that dying nonsense. Besides, you still have a lot to live for, I suspect. Sights to see, cities to roam, cute boys to kiss behind stables... or girls. I don’t care either way.”



Esme had been hopeful for a moment, but now she wasn’t sure whether death would be the preferable answer or not. “You don’t think that I betrayed you?” she asked.



“Because you stopped by my friend’s house for a week or two?” Semper asked.



“You’re really the Dark Goddess’ friend?” Esme asked.



“We have tea once a quarter or so, and we share books. The rest of the pantheon frowns upon it, but they can rot for all I care. You don’t become a god by bowing to the whims of others, little Esme. Besides, my Archivists profit from the relationship.”



Esme nodded, because that’s what felt right. She stored the knowledge for later though.



Semper tilted her head to the side. “You don’t like it here?”



Esme folded her legs up. She wasn’t about to step out of the bed when it looked like she was wearing nothing but a shift. Not in front of the goddess! “It’s nice?” she started. “Valeria really was sorry, I think, and Felix is fun. The training is really, really good. But, ah, I’m not supposed to be here. I was afraid that you’d be angry at me.”



“For exploring a place that no Archivist has ever reached? For tapping into the oldest library in the world for lost and obscure knowledge?”



Esme didn’t admit that she and Valeria had mostly been reading not-so-old-or-obscure fantasy stories. “But I’m not a worshipper of the Dark Goddess.”



“Then be one of mine,” Semper said easily. “If it helps think of it as a mission of sorts. Explore this place, read what you can, become stronger. Forge bonds with those who will one day be powerful. And once you do return, one day, I’m certain you will find a place among the very best Archivists who have ever walked Monsterra.”



Esme nodded. “I can do that. I’ll do my best, I promise.”



“Good,” Semper said as she stood up. “I am not impressed by those who squander the opportunities they have right before them. So work hard, little Esme.”



“I will,” Esme said. She meant it too. “I’ll impress you, I swear.”



Semper chuckled. “So earnest. You know, I’m beginning to see why Luciana adopted that little Valeria girl.”



Esme’s head swam for a moment. “Uh.”



“Rest a little. Fainting’s never a good sign. Though you should be in relatively good health.”



“Thank you,” Esme said. “Thank you a lot.”



Semper smiled. “It was, quite literally, nothing. Impress me, and maybe next time I come over I’ll even give you a mission.”



“A mission?” Esme asked.



The goddess nodded. “Indeed. Didn’t you know? As a final part of their training to become Archivists, a candidate is given a mission, something to accomplish that will help one of the Grand Libraries.”



Esme held back a gasp. Her hair was tingly in the way it always got when she was bottling in surprise. “You’d give me one.”



“Maybe a small one,” Semper said. She started towards the door, clearly intent on leaving. “Sleep well.”



“Wait!” Esme said.



She couldn’t believe she’d ordered the goddess. She couldn’t believe that the goddess actually stopped. “Yes?”



“Ah... will you be here for long?” Esme asked. It came out as something of a squeak.



Semper shrugged. “A day or two, certainly. Then I’ll be off on my way to take care of whatever fires started in my absence.”



“Oh, okay,” Esme said. “M-maybe we’ll see each other again, while you’re here, I mean.”



“I’m certain we will,” Semper said. She snapped her fingers, and the door thumped open, two gangly figures dropping to the floor like potato sacks. “Hello, Valeria. Hello... Felix, was it?”



“Ow,” Valeria said from the floor.



“You were spying on us?” Esme asked.



Valeria jumped to her feet. “It wasn’t spying! We were just listening through the keyhole.”



Esme felt the blood returning to her face. Anger, this time. “You can’t do that!”



“Sure I can. I just did. Hi, Semper! Are you staying for tea with Mom?”



“I am, yes. You three have fun now,” Semper said as she left. “And Esme, do try not to kill your friends. You’re... sparking there.”



Esme waited until the goddess was gone before she started flinging pillows and lightning.
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                Scourge Sixteen - Outpost



“It’s clear!” Teo says as he steps out of the outpost. Esteban isn’t with him, but I figure that just means he’s still exploring the place.



“Anyone home?” Ran calls out.



Teo shakes his head. “No one.”



“That’s not normal, is it?” I ask the obvious question. A guard outpost that’s entirely deserted, and a glance at the walls around it shows no signs of forced entry. There are some monsters that could wipe out a group that stealthily. But Teo’s not acting like he’s just seen a heap of corpses.



He runs over to the caravan while shaking his head. “Not a trace of them. Maybe they’ve moved on already.”



I glance at my friends, and we all move forwards at about the same time. Some of the other mercenaries are doing the same.



Two raises his hands, stalling us in our tracks. “Park the carts near the walls. Keep an eye out for trouble. I don’t know what happened here, but our business is to deliver goods. If there’s no one to take them, then we move on to the next outpost, same as usual.”



“The next outpost’s gonna want to know what happened,” one of the Lions says.



“You’re right, but we’re not going to burn daylight to find out. I need volunteers. Cultivators only. We’re going to check the base for any signs of magic use,” Teo says.



I raise my hand right away to volunteer, and my friends are quick to do the same. Teo eyes us, then sighs. He points to a pair of guys, then the four of us. “You won’t be any good helping move the carts around, and you’re smaller, maybe you can fit into some crack the guys can’t.”



I want to complain, but we are noticeably smaller than the guys, and I feel like exploring the outpost more than I feel like complaining about being called small. We jog up to the outpost’s gate, then slip inside, heads on swivels to take in everything at once.



The outpost isn’t all that impressive within. There’s a pair of towers on opposite sides, rising up over the wall with a stand at the top where I can imagine the guards having a decent view of the surroundings.



The rest of the outpost is made up of one larger building made of stacked and mortared stone. It’s low to the ground, but looks plenty sturdy. There are three more, smaller buildings. Wooden constructions that are much smaller. A stable, what looks like an outhouse, and a shed next to a modest garden.



“Where do we start?” Esme asks. “Do they have a library or something here?”



“I doubt you’ll find out where everyone that was here left in a book,” I say.



“You never know,” Esme replies.



I laugh and turn to tell her something, but I notice Felix frowning while staring off into the middle-distance. “You sense anything, Felix?” I ask.



“I just thought I heard something,” she says. “Like someone screaming, but it was muffled.”



“Which direction? If you don’t mind me asking.” Bianca adjusts her skirts. “And what sort of screaming?”



“Like someone calling out for help,” Felix says. “It’s coming from behind there.” She points ahead, past the squat stone building in the middle of the outpost.



All four of us start heading that way, but we’ve barely moved that Esteban walks out of that building, a stack of documents in hand, and narrows his eyes at us. “What are you doing here?”



“Investigating,” I say.



He sniffs. “I know that Teo seems to trust you children, but I don’t need to turn this into a hunt for four girls who don’t know any better than to stick their noses where they don’t belong.”



I’m about to say something that might be a bit rude when Felix pipes up first. “I heard it again. I’m sure it’s a scream.”



“Let’s go,” I say



“”What did she hear?” Esteban asks.



“Oh, just the kind of thing a curious girl who likes sticking her nose in things would hear,” I snap. He glares, but when we start heading around the building he’s quick to follow us.



The rear courtyard isn’t anything special. There’s a sort of storm cellar cover to one side, with stones all around it, and an old well, with a wooden roof over it.



We spread out a bit, Esme and I heading to the storm cellar while Bianca and Esteban walk over to the well. “Where now?” I ask Felix who has opted to stay in the middle.



“I can’t sense anything,” she says.



“Was this all some tri--” Esteban starts, but he stops when a faint call comes from below. It’s hard to pin-point, but it’s definitely a man’s voice, and he does sound like he’s asking for help. “The cellar, quick.”



With the bunch of us working at once it’s trivial to pull the cellar’s door open. It reveals a dark passage burrowed into the ground, with steps leading up to a gate. It’s closed on the other side, a heavy piece of wood on two metal brackets holding it closed.



Esteban jumps down and grabs the beam locking the door through the bars.



“That doesn’t seem safe,” I say.



“It’s meant to keep out monsters,” Bianca says. “It has to be easy for rescuers to open it from the outside once it's down. And the bars allow those within to ward off monsters with spears and arrows.”



That makes a lot of sense. Esteban tips over the beam and it clatters to the ground with a heavy thump. “Is-is someone there?” comes a call from deeper in.



Esteban opens the gate, then curses. “Light,” he says.



Bianca snaps her fingers and a ball of flame appears over her hand.



Not to be outdone, Esme mutters a quick spell, and she summons a swirling ball of light that zips around her lightning-quick. With both lights, and the sunlight pouring in behind us, it’s much easier to see.



The tunnel is made of rough-hewn stone, with wooden beams supporting the ceiling above. Rusty old lanterns are hanging off the wall on hooks, and there are some boxes and crates, covered in a thick layer of dust, left behind.



We move into the tunnel as a group, Esteban in the lead with a hand on the sword by his hip. “Is anyone in here?” he asks. Then, in a lower voice. “Some monsters can mimic human speech, be ready.”



I doubt that we’re dealing with a monster. It’s probably a person, and that’s likely far worse.



The tunnel turns, a sharp ninety degrees into a wider area with cots pressed up to one side and what looks like a very rudimentary living space. Not somewhere where anyone would be comfortable for long, but I guess this whole place isn’t meant to keep people safe for long either.



There’s a man on one of the cots, a guard. His armour’s half off, gambeson left on the ground next to him. His shirt is open at the front, and his breathing is laboured. He’s clearly sick.



Esteban raises a hand to stall us. “Who are you?” he asks.



“Inigo Zapa, posted with the sixth guard at the Shortbend outpost,” he says. He blinks his eyes, then scans us all. “Angels. Oh, he sent me angels.” Then his gaze lingers on Esteban. “And an ape.”



“What happened to the outpost, the others?” Esteban asks. “Was there an outbreak? A sickness?”



“No. No, not a sickness. They, they drank the vials. I didn’t. I couldn’t. But they forced me to. And it hurt. They left, but I came here. I came here to pray. Oh Luto, Lord of Mourning, watch over my feeble souls and bless me with your healing grace,” he says before his words descend into murmured prayers that I can’t make out.



“He’s obviously sick with something,” Esme says. “It’s not warm enough here to be sweating so much, and his eyes are pinpricks.”



“Poison, maybe?” Esteban asks. “Servants of Luto can pray for healing.”



“Then where are the others if they were all poisoned?” I ask.



“Maybe they’re the ones that poisoned Inigo here,” Felix says.



Esteban approaches Inigo and squats down next to the bed. He touches his forehead, then nods as if to himself. “He feels cool. Too cool to be feverish. I think whatever he’s had has broken its hold on him. He likely came down here to hide while the poison took its course.” He sniffs. “He’s shat himself too.”



Esme and I recoil, but neither Felix nor, surprisingly, Bianca, seem to care.



“We’re taking him out of here. Grab his legs. Ran has some experience with poisons and the like, he might know better.”



“Oh, Luto,” Inigo mutters. “How can they do such things? To make the dead walk without their rites.”



I grimace as I walk over and grab the guy’s legs. I really hope there’s going to be something to learn from all this.
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                Scourge Seventeen - Distract



It doesn’t take too much effort with all of us working together to get Inigo outside. Esteban insisted that we bring him over to the carts right away, so that’s what we do, Felix and I carrying his legs and Esteban holding his torso up.



Inigo mutters and seems a little out of it the entire time we move him. I can’t make out more than one word in three, but I think he’s praying again?



“A devoted worshipper of Luto might be able to obtain Luto’s blessing to resist a poison, right?” Esme asks.



“It sounds plausible to me,” I say with a bit of effort. Inigo’s on the heavier side, what with his clunk boots and all. The smell isn’t helping any. “Luto’s domain is over grief, right? That’s the healing magic.”



“I thought he was a death god?” Felix asks. She’s not struggling quite as much as I am, so I can’t allow myself to flag here.



“Sorta. He’s the god of mourning. Funerals and stuff like that,” I say.



“Then why would he care about healing stuff?” Felix asks.



“Just because he’s the Lord of Mourning doesn’t mean he encourages mourning,” Bianca says. “His followers are often battlefield healers, or show up when there’s a plague. They heal those that can be healed, provide poppy wine to those that can’t be healed, and generally take care of the funerals that come after.”



Esteban grunts as he shifts Inigo’s weight to get a better grip. “Lots of soldiers worship Luto. Plenty of guards and mercenaries too. As far as gods to worship before a fight goes, Luto’s not a bad choice.”



Some of the other Lions see us coming, and they rush forwards to help carry Inigo. I should probably be a bit insulted that they don’t think that Felix and I can carry him the rest of the way but really, I’m just glad to be away from the stink.



Esteban lets go of the wounded guard and talks to Ran who’s quick to root around in a sack filled with vials and what looks like packets of dried herbs. He has the others lay Inigo down on the end of one of the carts and gets to tending him right away.



“You girls did alright,” Esteban says to us with one of those serious nods guys make sometimes. “Think you can find anything else in there?”



“No harm in looking,” I say. “Felix is the one with the good ears though.”



“Lots of practice,” Felix says with a quick grin.



“Did you find anything in the main building?” I ask Esteban.



“Just paperwork, nothing that would interest you,” he says



I blink. Is he underestimating us, again? What is up with the people in this country? “You do know that all of us can read, right?” I ask.



Esteban quirks an eyebrow at us. “And what makes you think you’d be able to draw anything from the reports I found?”



“Well, mostly I’m assuming that we’ll be able to figure it out because we’re smart,” I said.



“Smarter than I am?” He asks.



I shrug. “Probably, yeah.”



He sniffs. “Well, there’s no doubting your self-confidence.”



“You don’t need to worry about doubts when your confidence is backed by certainty,” I say.



Esteban laughs, then smacks me on the shoulder so hard I almost stumble off my feet. “I can see why Teo took a liking to you. I wish some of the boys had half the balls you girls have. I’ll give you the reports once I’m done with them. Go scout around some more. As a group. Don’t need to lose anyone in there. And don’t eat anything. There might be poison in the meals they left behind.”



“Got it,” I say as I rub my shoulder. I’m sure that’ll leave a bruise.



My friends and I leave the caravan to scout out the outpost again. We spend a good hour walking into every building, poking and prodding everything and pulling Felix away from the pantry and kitchens, just in case.



We find a whole lot of nothing.



“The armoury is nearly empty,” Esme says. “And a good portion of the food’s just gone.”



“We’re delivering food,” I point out while I look around the main courtyard of the outpost for any clues we might have missed. “It’s probably normal that they’re low on food.”



“Or they took what was left with them when they left,” Esme says. “They didn’t just leave on a whim is the point I’m trying to make here. They planned to leave, at least a little bit.”



“I don’t know enough about outposts like this to say whether or not that’s normal, but I’m leaning on all of this being kind of weird,” I say.



“It’s definitely strange,” Bianca says. “The guard might have left to support Vizeda if the city knew they were going to be attacked, but I don’t think they did. This is raising more questions than it’s answering.”



I shake my head. There’s not much more to see here. Maybe we can interview Inigo a little, get some more answers out of him. Until then we’re just going to have to guess.



Teo walks into the outpost, then jogs over to us. “We’re heading out again. There’s no point in leaving food behind if no one’s going to eat it, and we need to reach the next outpost before nightfall. That’s where we’ll be resting tonight.”



“Alright,” I say. “Come on girls, let’s head back.”



The caravan takes a minute or two to realign itself out of the outpost, then we all start to climb back down towards the main road leading out of Vizeda. The donkeys don’t like the ride down, even though gravity’s helping them along.



A few minutes after we’re on the main road and on our way to the next outpost, Esteban walks up the length of the caravan and hands me a black book filled with dog-eared pages and some sheets stuck into it. “You said you four were able readers. Maybe you can make sense of this.”



“What is it?” I ask as I take the book. I need to be careful, some of the pages are loose.



“That’s the outpost’s logbook. The captain of the guard is supposed to keep it up to date at all times. He might have let something slip that’ll tell us what happened.”



I nod. “Did you find anything?” I ask.



“I hardly have time to read and lead this caravan. Seeing as you all seem to have time to chit-chat and gossip, I might as well put you to work.”



I pout as he stops and lets the caravan move on until he rejoins one of the carts at the back. He’s so rude. We’re not chit-chatting, we’re having important discussions about our differing political ideologies and why everyone else’s opinion is wrong. “Might as well split this up,” I say.



“We each read for a bit?” Esme asks. “Why can’t just one of us read the entire thing?”



I open the book to a random page. It’s just rows of dates and times, with some notes on the side next to them in nearly illegible font. I guess the hiring process for a captain doesn’t involve having nice calligraphy. “Well, if you’re volunteering,” I say before I snap the book shut and give it to Esme.



She looks at it, pouts, then glances up at Felix. “You still need to practice your reading skills, right?”



“Nope,” Felix says. “I’m happy with how good I’ve become. No need to practice any.”



Bianca sighs. “I may as well read it myself. There might be references that you wouldn’t understand.”



Esme sniffs. “Fine, we’ll read it together. Come on, if this isn’t an excuse to sit on the cart, then nothing is.” She places the book on the back of the cart, then hops onto it and sits on the back before tapping the wood next to her. Bianca joins her, and soon the two of them are shoulder-to-shoulder, eyeing the contents of the log.



“What do you think happened?” Felix asks me.



I kick a rock off the road while folding my hands at the small of my back. “I don’t know.”



“Come on, you have to have an idea. You always have ideas.”



I roll my eyes, but I do say what’s on my mind. “I can’t help but imagine that everything’s connected. It’s probably just like, narcissism or something. Not everything’s about my business, but... yeah, I feel like things are linked.”



“I can see some of it, I guess. Someone wanted to attack the city, so they killed off the guards, or maybe bought them off? And then they created a big monster horde to attack the city. It’d even make sense with the walls. Someone had to plant something that exploded under them,” Felix says.



“Yeah, but the attack didn’t destroy the city. It feels like a lot of work not to win.”



Felix chuckles. “Maybe they didn’t want to win? Sometimes, back in Santafaria, you’d get a kid to steal something from a shop, and while the shopkeeper’s running after them, all the rest of the kids would run in and grab everything.”



“A distraction,” I say. “Yeah, that might actually make some sense. But then, what did they distract people for?”
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                Scourge Eighteen - Sore



My feet are more sore than they’ve ever been by the time we’re approaching the second outpost on the route south of Vizeda.



It’s been a super long walk, and I’m glad to see the end in sight. My friends look exhausted too. Even Felix, who's the lightest and most fit of us, isn’t walking with her usual happy bounce and is trudging along as if she’s having a hard time carrying herself.



The worst part of it is glancing at the boys. They’re a bit tired, sure, and dusty from the road, but not one of them looks as tired as we do.



“At least there’s someone at this one,” Esme says.



I glance at her. She’s shading her eyes from the light of the setting sun and looking out ahead, so I follow her gaze to the walls of the outpost ahead.



Unlike the last outpost, this one isn’t atop a hill. There aren’t any hills for it to be atop of. The entire area around us is made of flat, nearly barren fields. There are patchy woods further out, and a river maybe ten minute’s walk away from the road, but not much else. There is more interesting stuff to the east, woods and mountains that stand out in the distance, but that’s about it.



The outpost is much larger than the last. It has the room to sprawl out, and I suppose that in such open terrain, they can see any monsters coming from a long ways out and prepare to react in time.



The tiny figures of guards are standing above the walls and in the towers. People!



When we finally arrive by the gate, they’re opened up from within, and the caravan rolls into a continuation of the road that clearly split the outpost in half.



To our right, on the west side, is basically a small town. A lot of little homes crammed in together, with just enough room around them for gardens and a couple of chicken pens. To our left is a large barracks next to a larger roadside inn. There’s a stable past that, and what looks like a training yard behind that.



A couple of guards jog up to the front of the caravan as we come to a stop, and I see Teo climb up to gesture Esteban forwards.



I really should be paying more attention, but my feet are killing me, so I just flop up against the side of the cart and hiss as I pull my feet off the ground. The worst part is the pain in my shins. I didn’t know those could hurt just from walking a lot.



I’m almost dozing when Teo walks over to us. “Girls,” he begins. “We’ll be unloading a good portion of our stock. Can you take care of bringing Inigo to the infirmary? Should be in the barracks.”



“Thanks,” I say as I hop off the cart. My feet hitting the ground makes me want to wince, but I hold it back. I don’t want to appear weak. “We’ll take care of it, no worries. Are we staying at the inn?”



“We’ll talk about it after,” he says. “Just get our friend taken care of. And maybe see if the local healer can do something about your feet. We have another few days of walking ahead of us, and we’re not going to slow down for any of you.”



“Right,” I say. “Thanks.”



I glance at my friends, but none of them seem ready to protest. Esme picks up the logbook and tucks it under an arm while we move over to the cart that has Inigo. He’s on the very back, with a few spare blankets bunched up under his head and tucked up to his chin to keep off the chill. He’s asleep, which at least means he’s not babbling as much.



“How do we do this?” Bianca asks.



“One per leg, and two of us grab his upper body?” I ask. I narrow my eyes. “Wait, no. I’m being an idiot.”



I close my eyes and focus, then carefully I cast a spell. It’s tricky, I need to modify it on the fly for what I have in mind, but it’s not beyond the parameters of the spell. When I’m done and I blink my eyes open, there’s a hovering board next to me, long and rectangular and with a loop on each end.



“One of your shields?” Felix asks.



“Yup. It’s not going to be the sturdiest thing, and I need to stay focused to keep it solid, but it should be usable.”



“Nice work,” Esme says.



I bring the shield up to a hover next to Inigo, and with the four of us working together, it’s not too hard to get him up and onto the shield.



I can’t float him around. Not without exhausting myself, and even then I don’t think the spell would hold up. So we grab the shield by the ends and heft the man up with shared grunts of effort.



A few guards stare as we wobble past with the obviously injured man between us, but no one stops us.



Esme flags someone walking out of the barracks and asks them where the infirmary is, and from there we get some directions towards the very back of the building.



It’s awkward, carrying such a long burden through tight corridors, but we manage with only a few bumps along the wall. I’m worried that we’ll wake Inigo up, but other than a few groans he doesn’t seem entirely responsive.



The infirmary is a long room with a low ceiling. There are three beds pushed up against one wall, with curtains separating them, and a small office space at the end where a middle-aged man is reading from a large book. He glances up when we walk in, then notices Inigo.



“What happened?” he asks as he bolts to his feet and runs over.



“That’s a long story,” I say. “We think he might be poisoned or something. We found him at the outpost to the north of here.”



“And you brought him here instead of checking on him there? Did the healer there not know what to do?” he asks.



“There is no healer there, so we brought him here,” I say, a touch miffed at the tone in his voice.



He sniffs. “On the bed, the middle one. Carefully.”



My friends and I move Inigo right over the bed, then I dismiss the shield spell. He falls through the puff of black magic and lands on the bed. We were only holding him a finger-length over the mattress, so it’s not much of a fall.



“Black magic?” the healer asks.



“A modified shield spell,” I say.



“You’re a cultivator?” he asks.



“We all are. Well, maybe not Inigo here. Can you help him?” I don’t really care about Inigo all that much. He seems nice enough, but he’s still just a stranger.



“Tell me more about his situation?” the healer asks. He checks Inigo’s pulse with a finger to the man’s neck, then touches his forehead for a moment before he starts to undo Inigo’s shirt.



“We found him at the next outpost to the north. He’s the only person that was there. He said something about... I think being forced to drink something?”



He nods, then walks over to the cabinets at the back of the clinic and starts to rifle around for something. “If he’s still alive after this long, then it’s likely that he’ll be able to fight the poison off the rest of the way.”



“He has been praying to Luto,” Bianca says. “We suspect that the god has intervened to keep him alive.”



“A blessing, huh?” the healer asks. He pauses a bit, then nods. “That’s possible. Uncommon, but not unheard of. That means that Luto himself suspects that he will live. That helps.”



“Are you a grief cultivator?” Felix asks.



The healer shakes his head. “Just a plain old healer. Though I’ve worked with my share of grief cultivators before. You girls can leave, I’ll take care of this man.”



“Ah, well, we have a bit of trouble too,” I say.



He glances up and eyes all four of us in turn. “What sort of trouble?” he asks.



“We’ve been walking a lot, I think all four of us have blisters on our feet.”



“Ah. I was worried you had women issues,” he says with a sigh. Seriously? “I don’t have the herbs for those. But feet, that I can help with. Sit on the other bed and take your boots off. There’s a jar of water over there. Clean your feet off. Make sure they’re dry, humidity can worsen the blisters.”



I sniff. Of course he jumped to such a silly conclusion.



Esme rushes to do as he asks, finding the jug and a few metal bowls that she fills with water.



“Add salt,” he says. “From the blocks. The box with the blue ribbons, third shelf up. Three tablespoons per bowl. Soak your feet in it for twenty minutes. Then dry them well,” he says absently while checking on Inigo.



“Will it cure the blisters?” Felix asks.



“No. Time will cure them. This’ll just help them along.”



“Then how do you get rid of them?” I ask.



“Walk more often until you stop developing blisters,” he says. “Now if you don’t mind, I need to focus.”
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                Bane Six - Moon



Valeria was twisting around in her bed when she noticed it. She blinked her eyes open, then said a word that was very rude and that might have earned her a disapproving eyebrow raise from her mom.



At least it explained the headache she had last night. Or maybe it was morning? She couldn’t quite tell. It was dark out, at least.



Sighing, she sat on the edge of her bed, then pressed a hand against her stomach. There was another sigh.



Standing up, she fought off just a tiny bit of vertigo, then snapped a mental command at the monster sleeping atop her dresser. It opened one of the drawers, grabbed some things, and tossed them out to Valeria who caught them out of the air.



She trudged over to the bathroom, her path lit up by the red light in the belly of one of her prototype monsters.



It took a minute to confirm that her initial suspicions were right.



Wearing a heavy pout, and a fresh nightgown, Valeria stomped out of her room and down the corridor. The few monsters she encountered on the way shied away from her, clearly knowing that she was upset.



She arrived upstairs, at her mom’s bedroom, and knocked.



There was some shuffling on the other side, then the door opened.



It wasn’t Luciana who stood there, but Semper in a long gown with her hair tied back. She looked down at Valeria, who stood a bit taller. “Ah, hey,” she said.



“Hello,” Semper said. She grinned. “Are you alright?”



“Fine,” Valeria said. She felt some warmth reaching her cheeks. “Can I speak with Mom please? If you don’t mind. It’s, ah, private?”



Semper shrugged. “Certainly,” she said before half-turning. “I’ll be in my rooms, Luciana. It was nice, chatting and all.”



Valeria bounced to the side as Semper walked by. She followed the goddess with her gaze, her mind drawing a lot of possible conclusions, but she set those aside for the moment. She was here for something else.



Luciana was sitting by her desk, in her own nightgown with one leg crossed over the other and a few books left open on the desk next to her. “Is something the matter?” she asked.



Valeria closed the door behind her. “I’ve got cramps,” she said. “And a headache. And I ruined some of my underthings.”



Luciana looked up, then understanding flashed in her eyes. “Oh.”



“Oh?” Valeria asked.



“I... had not considered... this eventual occurrence.” She sat up straighter while adjusting the front of her gown. She looked a bit more flustered than Valeria was used to seeing.



“Well, it was going to happen eventually,” Valeria said.



“So you knew?” Luciana asked.



Valeria blinked. “I’ve read the biology texts in the library. Well, some of them. You know, for making better monsters. How to place bones and ligaments, how organs worked. I’m not dumb you know.” She crossed her arms while shaking her head, then stopped. It made her head ache a bit.



“That’s a comfort to hear,” Luciana said. “If that’s the case, then I suppose you’ll, ah, take care of things on your own?”



Valeria stared. “Don’t you have some magic to take care of this? It’s gross, unsanitary, and very unpleasant.”



“You know, that could be used to fuel dark magic. The emotions, I mean.”



“I can fuel my magic plenty well without having to change my clothes,” Valeria said.



Luciana chuckled. “Yes, I suppose. Come, sit down. You look irate standing by the door.” Luciana gestured, and a chair moved over to be next to hers. She was sitting by one of the windows, the light of the moon competing with lamplight to keep the room lit.



Valaria muttered to herself as she walked over to the chair. “Now I’ll be irritated sitting down.” She sat down. “So, what do you do to fix this?”



Luciana cleared her throat, then rubbed at her jawline. “Well, I don’t necessarily have the same issues you do.”



“Because you’re a goddess?” Valeria asked.



“That is part of the reason,” Luciana admitted. “Though, that’s not the entire story. Have you ever read of a goddess or deity-like figure called Marge?”



“That’s a weird name for a goddess,” Valeria said. “But no, I don’t think so?”



Luciana nodded. “There are some gods and goddesses that aren’t part of the pantheon. Some are ancient, and quite powerful. Others are gods, but their domain is so small and specific, that they are nearly forgotten by history. They don’t have the power or wits to impact the world at large. Or maybe they just don’t care.”



“And Marge is one of those?”



Luciana nodded. “She would be a goddess of grief, if she cared about doing anything but cultivating and wallowing in the suffering of her own domain.”



“What’s she got to do with... anything?” Valeria asked.



“She’s the goddess of your current problem,” Luciana said. “Noone else seems entirely keen on fighting her for the domain. As women suffer, she grows more powerful.”



“Huh,” Valeria said. She could see why no one cared much for Marge. In fact, she was quite happy to write a scathing letter addressed to the goddess. “Where does she live?”



“On the moon,” Luciana said.



Valeria looked out of the window. The moon hung, far above, a nearly perfect disk, if it wasn’t for the massive cracks in its side, and the small floating rocks around it made of the same grey stone. The broken moon was out of her letter-sending range, she imagined.



“Marge hasn’t come down in... a very very long time. She’s cowering up there, I suspect.”



“Why?” Valeria asked.



“Well, see, I once had the same issue you now have. Marge, at the time, decided to... amplify the issue, by causing more pain and suffering and such.” Luciana sighed. “This was millenia ago. The very day the moon was cracked, in fact. I’ve never had any such issue since.”



Valeria blinked, put two and two together, then stared up at the moon.



“Mom.”



“Yes?”



“Are you saying that to take care of my period I should blow up the moon?”



Luciana frowned. “That might be a bit beyond what you can manage,” she said.



“I think so, yeah,” Valeria said. Valeria sometimes forgot that her Mom was the most feared of all the goddesses. Sometimes she was reminded of why.



Luciana gracefully shrugged a shoulder. “Well, in that case I suppose you’ll have to just live with it.”



Valeria’s jaw went slack for a moment. “Are you serious?”



One of her mom’s eyebrows quirked. “Did you expect me to solve all of your problems for you? You’re in reasonable shape. I’ll have the cooks add more red meat to the menu for the next couple of days. It’ll pass. Ask your friends about cloths and such, and perhaps consider bathing more often if you want.”



“That’s not the solution I wanted,” Valeria said. She was really hoping for something more magical. The gesture with the meat was nice--meat being very, very expensive since keeping cattle was very hard in a monster-ridden land--but it was still just meat.



“Then learn some grief magic to alleviate the symptoms. Half the world's population deals with it, I would be quite disappointed if my daughter couldn’t.”



Valeria crossed her arms. “You couldn’t deal with it.”



“Pardon?” Luciana asked.



Valeria uncrossed her arms to point out the window. “You blew up the moon!”



“That is dealing with it. In a very permanent fashion, certainly, but it is undoubtedly an issue that is entirely dealt with.”



Valeria pouted.



Her mom stared for a moment, then rolled her eyes. “I’ll ask Semper for advice. Some of her archives must have some sort of solution that’s not quite so drastic as my own. There are teas and such.”



“Thanks Mom,” Valeria said. “I appreciate the help.”



“Yes, I am rather helpful, aren’t I?” Luciana didn’t smile, but there was a hint of amusement in her tone that might as well have been a full on grin. “Now, back to bed with you. Lacking sleep won’t help anything.”



Valeria stood up, then grimaced. “Urgh, this sucks,” she said before she grit her teeth. Then she raised her arms.



Luciana stood up, then carefully hugged her close. That was nice, at least. “Sleep well,” she said. “And don’t fret. No daughter of mine will die of something so mundane.”



“Yeah yeah,” Valeria said. “Love you mom.”



“And I you.”



She paused by the door. “By the way, what was Semper doing in here?” Valeria asked.



“Oh, we were just talking about this and that. Catching up, as it were.”



Valeria nodded and turned back towards the door. It was, in part, so that her mom didn’t see her eyes narrowing in suspicion.



It would have to be an issue for another time, though.
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                Scourge Nineteen - Assassin



I shift in my bed, then glare out of the window above me. The sun’s rising already, the sky is turning from black to a deep blue, with hints of a brighter light along the horizon. In a few minutes it will be bright enough outside to see and all the birds will be waking up.



I really should try to sleep some more, but I can’t.



Part of the reason is that I’m not that tired anymore. I did get a few good hours of sleep in. The other reason is that I’m sharing a bed with Esme. She’s clutching onto my shift, face pressed into my side and mouth half-open so that when she snores, it’s with all the force she can muster.



It’s a recurring complaint post-sleepover that Esme’s snores are unbearable. She still denies that she snores at all, of course.



I tilt forwards and look around the room. The doctor let us stay in his clinic overnight. There wasn’t anyone else that needed the beds, and if we didn’t stay here then we’d have to sleep with the boys in the barracks, and Teo said that that would be a bad idea.



To be fair, if any of the Lions tried something, I’m pretty sure any one of us could beat them to a pulp, but maybe it’s best that we just have our own space. Fewer broken noses that way.



Yawning, I try to extricate myself from Esme’s grasp, which is easier said than done. I need to pry her hand open, then shove her back down when she moves in for a hug.



It’s a good thing that no one can wake Esme up. If I bump her with my elbows and knees while rolling out of the bed, it doesn’t matter at all. I think banging pots and pans against her head wouldn’t wake her up from a deep sleep.



I wince as my feet touch the ground. Not just because my feet are all bandaged up, but because the floor’s all stone and it’s super chilly.



Felix and Bianca are sharing one of the other beds. They both pulled the longer straws last night. Felix basically doesn’t make a sound while sleeping, and she doesn’t move at all. Though she does wake up at the slightest noise.



“You’re up?” I whisper.



Her eyes are still closed, and she looks for all the world like she’s sleeping, that is, until her lips quirk up at the corner and she nods. She rolls off the bed, then stretches her arms up and up until her back pops. “Slept well?” she asks.



“Yeah,” I lie.



Felix grins and gestures at the door. “Come on, I bet they start with breakfast early here.”



We grab our clothes, and dress in a silent hurry before heading out. I can’t exactly go around without my trusty cloak. I have excuses for why my skin is the way it is, and for my eyes, but it’s always better not to raise suspicions in the first place.



As it turns out, Felix is right. There’s a chef in the barrack kitchens pushing loaves of barley bread into an oven while a large pot of beans simmers next to him.



Felix and I volunteer to help in exchange for an early breakfast and a single sausage link. Meat being as rare as it is, it’s something of a privilege to be allowed that much. We silently agree to split it in four between us.



Setting up mostly means carrying things to the mess where early risers are already sitting back and waiting for their food, including a few members of our caravan.



“Hey Teo,” I say as I set a bowlful of beans in front of him, then a loaf of fresh bread next to that.



“You’re awake already? Good. We’re not going to linger here for long. The stock we came to deliver was unloaded already.”



“Alright,” I say. “I’ll go wake up the others. When are we leaving?”



“As soon as the sun’s fully up,” he says. “I like waking early. Eating while walking gives me stomach cramps.” I’m about to head back to the kitchens when Teo reaches out and grabs my sleeve. “There’s a group that arrived at the outpost last night.”



“A group?” I ask.



He nods. “Followers of Altum. Just a small band of them.”



“The same ones we crossed?” I ask.



“No. This is another group. They arrived late last night, from the south. They started to ask questions of the guard.” He glances around, as if expecting someone to be listening in. “I think it might be best if we move on without interfering with them.”



“Alright,” I say. I’m not making any promises.



I move back to the kitchens, and deliver another load of food to a table filled with bleary-eyed guards. I meet Felix on the way back. “I’m going to wake up Bianca, and maybe toss some water on Esme’s face.”



“Good luck with that,” she says.



I chuckle as I move on. I really will need some luck to wake Esme up.



I hear something from the clinic, and I barge in while pushing the door open with my back. “Hey guys, wake up, we’re--”



There’s a big man leaning over Bianca, a fearsome scowl on his face and one hand wrapped around her mouth. She’s glaring back up at him, one foot kicking back into his thigh as hard as she can with what little space she has.



I step into the room and close the door with a dreadful click.



The man glances up, and I finally notice the knife in his other hand, one that he’s clearly trying to bring down towards Bianca. She’s holding him back with both arms, but he’s bigger, stronger than her.



My eyes meet the man’s eyes, and he hesitates. Then he screams.



A gout of flame pours out from around Bianca’s hands, burning into the man’s wrists.



“Bastard,” I growl.



Three black spikes hiss through the air, their trajectory ending somewhere inside his guts with three quick thumps.



The man screams and tries to rise.



That’s his last mistake.



Bianca pushes herself up and clamps a hand over his open mouth. “Burn,” she orders.



His eyes go wide, and I can see his cheeks and the entire lower half of his skull radiate a warm light. Licks of flame come out of his nose, and I can make out his ribs through his shirt as his insides glow.



Bianca shoves him off, and he thumps to the floor, the smoke pouring out of his mouth making the entire clinic smell like pork roast.



I scan the room, looking for more trouble even as more spikes form in the air around me, poised to dart towards anyone. “Are you okay?” I ask.



“I’m, I’m fine,” Bianca says. “I appreciate you asking.” It sounds rote, like some easy repetition of something polite to say. Basically, I don’t believe her.



“Who is he?” I ask.



Esme snores, long and low and rumbly.



Bianca and I stare at each other. Her lips twist, and we both start to laugh.



I kneel down next to the body, then, because I’m not that dumb, I poke his neck and check for a heartbeat, just in case he’s not a body yet. “I’ve never killed anyone before,” Bianca says.



“The books will tell you that it makes you feel all weird and stuff,” I say. “But I never really understood that. I guess you can feel guilty, if you want. But I wouldn’t bother. He attacked you, a sleeping girl, with a knife.”



“I could have restrained him,” Bianca says.



“With just fire magic?” I ask. I pull open his lapel, and tug out a small emblem on a set of beads from his inner pockets. It’s got the crossed-A symbol of Altum on it. “A member of Altum’s church? Or just a believer of his?”



“He wasn’t here for us,” Bianca says.



I look up to her. “How do you figure?”



“Inigo knew things. He’s here to silence him. We were just in the room too.” Bianca rubs at her eyes. “My first assassination attempt and it’s not even aimed at me.”



“Hey, hey, I’m sure the next one will be,” I comfort her.



We both start to giggle again.



“Am, am I doomed to have a tainted soul now?” she asks.



“Huh?”



“You know, to be reborn as a worse monster because I’d committed the sin of murder,” she says.



“That’s all propaganda. The monster you become will be warped based on the virtues and vices you have. Just killing someone isn’t a vice. Revelling in killing, and being violent, that would mean something, but this? Yeah, this won’t do anything to your soul, don’t worry.”



“You’re not so great at comforting people, if you don’t mind me saying so,” Bianca says.



“Sorry? I’ll work on it some more.” I point to Inigo. “We need to question him. And I want to check on Felix. Can you splash some water on Esme’s face, and keep an eye on the door? I’m going to get her and come back here, it’ll only take a few seconds.”



“And then what?”



“Then we wake Inigo up and ask him some pointed questions before running off. I don’t think I want to be in this outpost for much longer.”



***

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from RavensDagger
                        

                    

                    Are You Entertained?

For the month of February there's a sale on my Patreon. Discord access will be available at the lowest tier all month, that means that if you want to join in on the chatting and world-building stuff, it'll only cost you $1! Better yet, Discord access is permanent once you've joined (well, assuming you behave).





Some of my stories are on TopWebFiction!

-Cinnamon Bun

-Stray Cat Strut

-Lever Action

-Dead Tired

-Heart of Dorkness

Voting makes Broccoli smile!



The following books are available as paperbacks (and as Ebooks) on Amazon. Oh, and there’s an awesome audiobook for Cinnamon Bun Volume One and Two, and also Love Crafted!





[image: ]




(The images are links!)



All proceeds go to funding my addiction to buying art paying for food, rent, and other necessities!



Thank you so much for all your support everyone! And thank you extra hard for allowing me to do this for a living; I’ll do my best to keep you entertained!



                



Scourge Twenty - Situation


                    
                        
                            
                            A note from RavensDagger
                        

                    

                    

If you want more to read, consider joining my Patreon! Or check out my other original works:

Stray Cat Strut (A cyberpunk system apocalypse!) - Ongoing

Fluff (A superheroic LitRPG about cute girls doing cute things!) - Ongoing

Love Crafted (Interactive story about an eldritch abomination tentacle-ing things!) - Completed

Dreamer's Ten-Tea-Cle Café (An insane Crossover about cute people and tentacles) - Ongoing

Cinnamon Bun (A wholesome LitRPG!) - Ongoing

The Agartha Loop (A Magical-Girl drama!) - Hiatus

Lever Action (A fantasy western with mecha!) - Volume One Complete!

Heart of Dorkness (A wholesome progression fantasy) - Ongoing

Dead Tired (A comedy about a Lich in a Wuxia world doing Science!) - Hiatus



                

                Scourge Twenty - Situation



I’m a bit worried about leaving Bianca on her own. Well, technically she’s with Esme, but Esme’s still snoring despite her face being wet from the water we splashed on her. I can tell she’s starting to wake up, but it’s going to be a minute.



Bianca asks me to stay in the room for a minute while she dresses. While sliding into her skirts and blouse she says that it’s inappropriate for people of our station to see each other dressing, but under the circumstances she thinks that a bit of impropriety is the lesser evil.



Once she’s all dressed up and armed with the assassin’s dagger, I nod to her and head out to find Felix.



I find my friend still in the dining room talking to Teo while mopping a plate clean with a chunk of bread. “Hey,” she says as I get closer.



“We have a situation,” I say.



“What sort of situation?” Teo asks.



For a moment I consider brushing him off. I bet if I say it’s a girl problem he'll clamp right up and let us figure things out. On the other hand, Teo has been pretty helpful. I glance around to make sure there aren’t too many ears nearby, then I lean forwards so that only Teo and Felix can hear. “Someone just tried to kill Bianca, Inigo and Esme,” I say.



Teo sits up straighter. “Is this a joke?” he asks. “Because if it is, it’s in bad taste.”



“Val wouldn’t joke like that,” Felix says. “You need help with the body?”



I nod. Felix really knows how to be a good friend.



Teo stands up. “We need to report this,” he says.



I reach up and clamp a hand on his shoulder, stopping him mid-motion. “Come with us first. We’re going to wake up Inigo and interrogate him.”



“And the assassin?” he asks.



“Is a bit too dead for interrogating,” I say.



He looks at me, meeting my eyes through my hood. “You’re serious,” he says.



I roll my eyes. “Obviously,” I say.



I lead the pair of them back through the barracks and to the infirmary. When we near the door, Felix starts sniffing at the air. “Smells good here,” she says. “Like bacon.”



“That’s the assassin,” I say as I arrive at the door. I knock, a quick pattern that both Felix and Esme would recognize. “Hey, Bianca, it’s me,” I say.



Something clunks on the other side of the door, and soon it opens up, revealing Bianca standing with a hand behind her back, no doubt holding onto some weapon. Esme’s sitting on the edge of her bed, rubbing her face.



The body’s been shoved to the side, and there’s a chair in Bianca’s other hand. I guess she used it to block the door.



We slip into the room and Bianca replaces the chair.



“You really did kill someone,” Teo says as he stares at the body.



“Bianca did all of the hard work,” I say. “All I did was stab him a few times with some magic. I’d venture a guess that he didn’t have any skills that made him tougher. Just stealthier ones.”



“I didn’t get the opportunity to observe his classes while he was on me,” Bianca says with noble detachment. She flicks up the knife to display it. “He had this on him, as well as some symbols of the church of Altum. The knife isn’t anything special as far as I can tell.”



“Did he have a sheath for it?” I ask.



“Yes,” Bianca says.



I nod. “You should keep it. Spoils of war and all.”



Bianca eyes the knife for a moment, then shrugs and walks back up to the corpse. She kneels down and starts to undo the man’s belt to free his sheath.



Teo rubs at his face for a moment, then takes a deep breath. “We need to get moving. I’ll tell Esteban, and we can load up the carts right away. If we’re fast, we can be out of the outpost and a few hours down the road before anyone realises what happened.”



“That sounds like an idea,” I say. “But before that, we need to find out what the assassin came here to learn.”



“Unless you know some sort of necromancy,” Teo says with obvious disgust. “Then we won’t be learning that unless we ask those that sent him, and I’m not keen on doing that. I saw the group from the church coming in last night. They have a paladin or two in their midst. Cultivators that can likely take us all on.”



“I meant that we should ask Inigo what he knows,” I say. “Esme, you up?”



“Yeah yeah,” Esme says. “So, uh, someone tried to kill us?”



“I think it was mostly Inigo. We were just in the wrong room,” I say. “Can you check on him?”



Esme nods and jumps to her feet. Teo turns a bit on seeing that she’s still in her nightgown, a blush touching his cheeks. Honestly, there are more important things going on that matter more than a bit of modesty. People are so stuffy around here.



We move closer to Inigo with only Felix staying behind to guard the door. Esme touches the man’s cheeks and leans over him to feel his breathing. “He’s not feverish or anything, and his colour’s a lot better,” Esme says. “I think he’s just sleeping deeply.”



“Think we can wake him up?” I ask.



Esme shrugs. “I’m not that well versed in medicine. I can’t say if that would be safe or--” she pauses to yawn. “--not, but I can give him a jolt. That’ll wake him up, I bet.”



I glance to the others to see if anyone has a better idea, and on seeing nothing but blank faces, I nod to Esme.



She places her hands over Inigo’s chest, fingers placed in very specific spots, then she takes a deep breath. There’s a snap and Inigo gasps. His arms flail around, but he’s still weakened and Teo and I both catch his arms and legs and press them back down onto his cot.



“What? What’s? Where am I?” Inigo asks. He sounds lost, which I suppose it only fair. He tries to bolt upright, but we manage to hold him down by pinning him to the bed. “No, let go of me.”



“Hey, calm down man, you’re fine, you’re safe,” Teo says.



“His eyes are dilated weird,” Esme says. “I think he might still be a bit rough.”



Inigo calms down. “I’m not at the outpost,” he says. It’s more of a statement than a question.



“You’re not at your outpost. We’re further south,” Teo says. “We brought you with us, to get you healed up. You were the only person at Shortbend. We need to know what happened to the others.”



Inigo starts muttering. It’s a prayer to Luito.



“Hey, Mister Inigo,” I say. “Come on, stay with us. We need to know who wants you dead so bad.”



“Dead?” he asks. “Right, dead. They were dead, but only for a while.”



“Uh-huh,” I say, encouraging him on. “Do you know if Altum has anything to do with it?”



Inigo gasps. “The travelling priests. They came and offered the others wine. We took it, all of us. It was good wine, good wine that killed us.”



I send a glance to Teo. He’s frowning, brows drawn together on his forehead and lips turned down. “This is all hearsay, from a very sick man,” he says. “But, there’s a dead assassin on the floor there, and I never rightly trusted Altum’s people.”



“Why would Altum’s worshippers kill people?” Esme asks.



Felix is the one that answers. “Ain’t he the necromancer god?”



“Well... that’s great,” I say. “Anyone else have this creepy feeling that Altum’s creating an army of the undead?”



“That’s ridiculous,” Teo says. “The dead can’t worship. Besides, that’s a big leap to go from killing the members of an outpost to creating an army.”



“Yeah, but I bet they make for good followers,” I say. A god’s power isn’t just based on the number of people following them. If that was the case, then Mom would be super weak since she’s basically not worshipped at all.



Teo leans down next to Inigo. “You’re coming with us,” he says. “We’re going to need to sneak you out of here.”



“They’re here?” Inigo asks.



“They are. And they’ve tried to kill you already.” He gestures to the dead assassin. “I’m going to wrap you in blankets and carry you out over my shoulder. Gods know you can’t weigh much, skinny as you are. We’ll need you to stay mum while I carry you, can you do that?”



Inigo nods. “I can. Luto’s kept me alive this long, I won’t spurn his gift by making myself known.”



“Good man,” Teo says.



We wrap Inigo up in some additional blankets until he’s entirely hidden, and then Teo hikes him up onto his shoulder in a fireman’s carry.



“Now we just need to sneak out of this entire outpost,” I mutter.



“Sneak?” Felix asks. “I think it’ll be easier if we just walk out, bold as day. That’s how all the best sneaks did it, back in Santafaria. Grab what you want and just walk out.”



I snort. “We’ll see if that holds up here too.”
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                Scourge Twenty-One - Undead



We decided to follow Felix’s plan. It might be a bit... cocky, but it’s not a terrible plan. We walk out of the barracks building, the three of us girls forming a rough triangle around Teo who has a big, obviously heavy, bundle over his shoulder.



We’re not just leaving entirely without planning things though. We left that assassin in Inigo’s bed with the blankets pulled way up. I’m hoping that the assassin’s buddies don’t notice him being missing for a while, but that’s a lot to ask for.



The outpost is a busy place. There are plenty of villagers out and about already. I didn’t notice the night before, but there are a number of sheep pens here. I guess it makes sense that people would farm those in a place this small and secure. A group of guards are doing morning stretches on a lawn to the side, and others are jogging around a small field, working up a sweat.



Ran and a couple of the other Big Hill Lions are preparing the carts already. They’re noticeably lighter, with fewer crates and things loaded on. Hopefully, that’ll make us faster as we head out. “Go wait by the back over there,” Teo says with a nod to the rearmost cart. “Out of sight and out of mind. I’m going to drop this guy off, then talk to Esteban.”



“Understood,” I say.



I’m pretty confident in my own strength, and that of my friends, but I’m not sure if we could ever manage fighting our way out of this entire outpost. Not without a lot of monster friends to help us along the way.



“Val,” Felix says as she walks up next to me. “Look, at the far end over there, near the inn.”



I glance over, trying to be surreptitious about it. There’s a group of priests of Altum by the inn, three of them, just standing next to a barrel of water and chatting. They seem casual and at ease, but I notice that they’re also glancing around fairly frequently, and they’re not moving.



Who just stands around and chats outside while doing nothing? That looks so unproductive. And suspicious. “I see them,” I mutter. “What should we do about them?”



“Nothing, I don’t think,” Bianca says. “We have a lot of suspicions, and maybe a few accusations we can level, but I don’t think losing time here trying to convince the guards and local magistrate that the cult of Altum has gone mad would be entirely productive. And it would mean that we’re no longer moving.”



“Right, we have bigger issues,” I say.



I can’t help but feel like our current quest and Altum’s priests are tied together, somehow.



Esteban and Teo talk by the front of the caravan, then Esteban touches Teo’s shoulder before moving back into the guard barracks. I notice him having a whispered discussion with one of the older, more decorated guards. They both glance across the street to the priests.



Maybe things will take care of themselves here.



Ran calls out to us, and we join him by his carriage. “Plenty more room for you girls to sit today. Come on, hop aboard, and be quick about it.”



“Thanks,” I say as I do just that.



It doesn’t take long before we start moving.



Esteban makes a point of stopping by every member of the caravan as we move out from the area around the barracks. I can’t hear what he says, but it’s hard not to notice the way the Big Hill Lions are all stiff and cautious after he speaks to them. Some of them are more subtle about it, but they’re not exactly a subtle group to begin with.



The outpost has a southern gate, which opens up to let us all through, and just like that, we’re out of the outpost and passing through the tiny village clinging close to its walls. It’s mostly a few little farms and lots of fields splayed out along the edges of the road.



I let out a sigh, some of the tension leaving my shoulders. “Safe,” I say.



“We might be,” Bianca says. “But that outpost isn’t. I have the impression that our adversary has just revealed themselves.”



“You mean Altum?” I ask.



“Or at least his church,” Bianca replies. “The number of them heading towards Vizeda so soon after the city was attacked is worrisome. Especially if they’re making a point of killing guards and assassinating people.”



Esme nods. “They’re obviously the ones responsible for the monster attack on Vizeda.” She has that book out, the journal from the outpost. “This stops having anything a couple of days before we arrived. One of the last notes in it is about a group of wandering priests stopping by the outpost. No mention of who they are, but it’s not hard to guess.” She places the book back down and folds her knees up so that she can hug them. “Are we going to do anything about them?”



“As soon as I have a bit of time, I’ll send Mom a letter,” I say. “We’ve got our own missions though, and they don’t really have much to do with Altum and his cronies.”



“You won’t act against them at all?” Bianca asks.



I consider it for a moment. From her point of view, Altum is a lot of trouble, a lot of trouble that’s starting up close to her home. “I guess that depends,” I say. “Like I said, I think they’re likely involved in the reasons why we’re here.”



“You think they’d dare break into one of Semper’s vaults?” Esme asks.



“It wouldn’t surprise me at all.” What are the chances that we’re dealing with two entire factions both trying to cause trouble at the same time? It’s not impossible, but I do feel like it’s pretty unlikely.



I’m pretty sure that Altum doesn’t care much for Mom. Most of the gods don’t. So using monsters to attack a city would only help his own cause and rally more normal people to the pantheon for protection.



But then... “Altum’s a god of necromancers,” I say. “Why does he want more worshippers?”



“I guess the necromancers are people,” Felix says. “He’s not a god of the undead, right? That’s like... being a god of cooks doesn’t mean that you’re a god of food.”



That makes a strange sort of sense.



I let the idea percolate in the back of my mind as I just enjoy the ride. The forests here are a bit closer to the road, so there’s a light canopy of trees above providing some shade. Not that we need it, the sky is a bit overcast, with only some splotches of blue visible where the clouds are torn open.



“Halt!”



The call isn’t from anyone in our caravan. At least, I don’t think.



I sit up straighter and spin around.



Out ahead of us, blocking the road, are three figures. Two of them are in the robes of priests of Altum, though they also have breastplates on over their flowing gowns. The third guy, who’s standing between the other two, is more worrisome. He’s wearing nothing but sackcloth and bandages, with a hood that covers his entire head. None of his flesh is visible. He’s a huge guy, at least a head and a half taller than Mom, and way wider at the shoulders.



Esteban walks up to the very front of the caravan. He has a hand on his hilt, but hasn’t drawn. I can feel the tension from the others around us.



“Guys,” I mutter. “Might be a good time to start cycling your emotions and cultivating a bit.”



“There’s something on the sides of the road,” Felix says.





I glance around. There are trees along the edges of the road, just past a little ditch. Past those there’s an open field all the way to a forest all around us. Those fields have been left to grow, so the grasses there are about hip-high.



“What do you want, priest of Altum?” Esteban asks. “We have little that someone of your wort would want.”



“Are you so certain of that?” One of the priests asks.



Esteban raises a gauntleted hand and makes a gesture or two. Nothing changes in that moment, but I can feel the tension rising. “Just food for the next outpost, my good man. That’s all we have.”



“You also have bodies,” the priest said. “And that’s more precious than any grain.”



Esteban seems properly cautious. “And what good would those do for you?”



The priests both pull out long, narrow daggers from sheathes by their sides. They look more like skinning knives than knives for fighting. “Our lord Altum always needs more bodies. Either in worship of his greatness, or to fulfil his grand purpose. Surrender, and we will give you peaceberry wine. No pain, just an easy plunge into the service of our lord.”



“Whatberry wine?” Felix asks.



“It’s a poison,” Esme says. “One that’s supposed to taste good, and kills you by making you fall asleep forever.”



“I think we’ll have to pass on the offer,” Esteban says.



“So be it,” the priest replies.



He grins, and the grass around us rustles for just a moment before dozens of figures rise from it. Figures with pale skin and scarred faces, with lifeless eyes and unmoving chests.



“Ah, crud, zombies,” I say.
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                Bane Seven - Worries



“Esme,” I said without looking up from my book. I was laying on a lounge chair in a corner of the library that had somehow become ‘our’ corner. I had a monster friend tucked up against my tummy, a fat, furry thing that radiated a soft warmth and that purred whenever I scratched it under the head. “Stop pacing so much, the floor can’t handle all the friction.”



Emse stopped, then glanced down. “The floor is stone,” she said.



“Yeah, and you’ve been pacing for nearly an hour,” I said. I finished my paragraph and placed my thumb over the spot I was at. “What’s wrong?”



My bookish friend puffed her cheeks out, then crossed her arms. “Semper’s right here,” she said. “The Semper! In the home of the dark goddess. It’s... it’s a lot to take in!”



“She’s just here for tea,” I said.



“No one visits the dark goddess just for tea!” Esme said. It sounded like she wanted to scream, but it came out as a desperate hiss instead. “That’s... it’s practically heresy.”



Felix finally sighed. She was upside-down on another sofa, legs over the back and a book held straight up before her. It wasn’t the sort of book Esme and I read. A bit thinner, and printed with a larger font. She was still learning how to read, but she was making good progress. Mostly by reading books about knights who fought great monsters and such. “Esme, we all heard Semper say that she was visiting. I don’t know how religion works, but I’m pretty sure that if the god of that religion says something, then it can’t be heresy, right?”



Esme grumbled. “You weren’t supposed to spy on us talking.”



“We did anyway,” Felix said. “I’m pretty sure you can do a lot of things here that you’re not supposed to. You know, consorting with monsters and stuff like that.”



Esme started pacing again.



“Why don’t you do something about it?” I asked.



“Do something about it?” Esme asked. “Like what?”



“I don’t know. Ask Semper why she’s actually here?”



Esme gasped. “I can’t just question my goddess!”



“Sure you can. I do it all the time.”



“It’s not the same for you,” she snapped. “But... maybe we can find out what they’re actually doing some other way?”



I glanced up from my book. “Some other way?”



She grinned. “Yeah. I bet some of your monsters can find out where the two of them are hidden, then we can listen in on their conversation.”



“Weren’t you giving me crap for spying on you literally a minute ago?” Felix asked. “Now you wanna spy on Semper and Luciana?”



“It’s not the same,” Esme said. “You were spying on me because you’re both busy bodies who can’t mind their own business. I’m... listening carefully in case Semper needs help. Maybe Luciana ensorcelled her.”



I snorted. “Mom would do that.”



“Aren’t you supposed to defend your mom?” Felix asked.



“I mean, yeah, but she’d totally do that. I have the impression that mom was a bit, ah, lonely before I arrived. Even after, I guess. She spends a lot of time all on her own, just reading and sometimes making new monsters. She has a lab too, where she tinkers with stuff, but it’s not a focused thing. I think she’s both bored and lonely. I might have been too. But I had mom to distract me, and a lot of things to read, so I didn’t have time to get lonely. And now you’re both here, so I have friends to hang out with.”



“And Luciana has none of that,” Esme said. She clapped her hands. “That’s it. We’re going to find the goddesses and find out what they’re up to. Come on!”



Felix and I grumbled a bunch, but Esme continued to insist that we get moving. I set aside my warm monster friend and groaned as I got to my feet. I figured that maybe moving around a bit would help with the cramps I got from sitting around too long. A bit of exercise couldn’t hurt.



I stretched, then rolled my eyes at the impatient look Esme was giving me from the library’s entrance.



Finding mom and Semper wasn’t hard. I just had to ask a passing monster, and they pointed me up the stairs. A second monster a few floors up gestured towards one of the less-visited parts of the castle.



I had only been in this part a couple of times. There were guest rooms and a few lounge areas, but not not much of interest, so I had never really spent time exploring it in depth.



The three of us slowed down so that our steps wouldn’t echo as much, and we even managed not to bicker as we snuck across the corridor.



Mom and Semper weren’t hard to find. Mom had basically given Semper an entire wing of the castle where she could hang out. Part of that wing was a large room with a small library and a balcony that opened up onto the side of the tower. The view was quite pretty on this side, the churning ocean, the distant grumbling mountainside where splashes of red marked regions of active lava flow.



A magical semi-transparent curtain hovered not too far away, keeping the worst of the wind at bay while mom and Semper sat together on a small sofa. They were sitting shoulder-to-shoulder, both of them leaning in to read a single book.



Esme, Felix and I pressed up against the doorway into the room, just the tops of our heads sticking in so that we could see what was up. It wasn’t the most stealthy approach. Esme’s huge poofy hair alone would easily give us away, but it was better than nothing.



“See,” I whispered. “They’re just reading. Same as we do, sometimes.”



“I guess,” Esme muttered. “What do you think they’re reading?”



I shrugged. “One of mom’s forbidden tomes?”



The two goddesses chuckled (because mom didn’t stoop so low as to giggle), and they both looked up at each other at the same time. Their cheeks were rather flushed, I noticed.



“Well, whatever they’re reading, it looks fun,” Felix said. “They’re both real cozy with each other.”



“Yeah,” Esme said. “Really... cozy.”



She slapped a hand over her mouth as she gasped, and I felt my clothes become quite staticy as I pulled away from the door. “What?” I whispered.



Esme’s eyes were wide and her hair was fritzing out. Instead of replying she shook her head.



“Come on,” I whispered. I touched her elbow, hissed as I got an electrical shock from it, then pulled her back down the corridor, then, just to be safe, we climbed down a level and found an empty room one floor down to talk in. “What is it?” I asked.



Esme started pacing again, this time a lot more frantic. “Valeria, did you ever hear your mom talk about Semper?”



“Yeah, a few times.”



“In what terms?”



“Huh?” I asked.



“Like...” Esme swallowed. “As though they’re friends?”



“Yes?”



She stepped a bit closer. “Good friends?”



“Uh, sure,” I said. “They read together. I’ve heard mom say that she’d have to give some books to Semper, or sometimes she’ll read something and make a comment about Semper. Why?”



“What kind of things was she reading?” Esme asked.



“I don’t know,” I said. “I think... romance, maybe?”



Esme’s arms flailed through the air. “Oh by Semper’s name, Valeria! Don’t you see it?”



“See what?” I asked.



“They’re friends!”



I blinked, looked at Felix, who shrugged, then stared at Esme some more. “Yes?”



“No, not like that! Good friends. L-lady friends. With each other....” She flushed so hard her face practically steamed. “R-romantic friends.”



I snorted. “Nah.”



Esme grabbed me by the shoulders. “You can’t see it? There’s chemistry there, Valeria! Chemistry! I’ve read some of those books Gertrude hides under her bed. I know what I’m talking about!”



“I'm pretty sure you don’t,” I said.



“I’m siding with Valeria on this one,” Felix said. “Why would a goddess need romance anyway?”



I frowned. “I mean, there’s nothing wrong with wanting romance,” I said. In reality, I was pretty conflicted. What if mom really was looking for someone else to love? Would she care about me less? What if that person wasn’t nice to me? Or my friends?



“I guess,” Felix said.



“But, maybe Esme is, just a tiny bit, onto something,” I said.



“Huh?” Felix and Esme said at the same time.



“I’m just saying, it doesn’t sound like it would be all that hard to investigate. And then we could figure it all out, and we wouldn’t have to make up wild conjectures or anything.”

Esme nodded. “That’s right. It would be awful if the goddess Semper were involved that way with the goddess Luciana.”



“What? Hey, mom would make a great... uh... nevermind. But mom would still be the best,” I said.



Esme sniffed. “Sure. You’d say that.”



I glared at Esme, and she glared right back.



“So, can we grab snacks, or are we gonna stay in this dusty, empty room and just argue about Val’s mom’s romantic life?”



***
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                Scourge Twenty-Two - Aliven’t



The reaction along the caravan is nearly instantaneous. A few of the Big Hill guys scream, some others shout orders atop those, and suddenly the caravan grows much closer together as Ran pushes his cart alongside the cart just ahead of us.



With all the carts packing in closer together under the snap of leather reins, the caravan becomes a much smaller target.



“Spears and shields!” Teo shouts. “Spears and shields! Aim for the throats!”



No one is giving me or my friends any orders, which.. Might be for the best. I’m not sure just how well we’d fit into a traditional spear line.



There aren’t enough Big Hill Lions to form a proper cordon around the carts, and I think everyone realises that at the same time. So, almost as one, everyone jumps onto a cart and gets ready to fight from above.



It’s not a terrible idea.



I take one precious second to look around us, to really study the environment while my core roils and my magic comes to the fore.



The two priests ahead are still blocking the road, with only Esteban between them and the front of the caravan. They have that third guy with them, the hulking giant in the wraps, and I can’t help but feel like he’s going to be trouble.



The zombies crawling out of the surroundings are going to be trouble too. I count about thirty to our left, and I imagine there are just as many on the other side. We’re going to be outnumbered by about four to one if more of them come out to block our rear.



“Stay close to Val,” Felix says.



“Of course,” Bianca replies.



I blink. “What’s that mean?”



Felix glances my way, and I recognize the look she’s giving me, though I never got the ‘of course you don’t get it’ look from Felix before. “We’re keeping you safe.”



“I can keep myself safe,” I say.



Esme pats my shoulder. “You’re the princess here. It’s normal.”



I work my jaw, but I can’t think of anything to say. “Who put you up to this?” I ask.



“Your mom,” Felix says.



I ball my hands into fists. “That’s not fair.”



“She knew you’d get into some sort of trouble, so she told Esme and I to keep you safe,” Felix says.



I glare at her, but her grin only widens. So I turn to Bianca. “And what about you?”



“Common sense?” Bianca says. “I can’t imagine your mother reacting kindly to my family were you to get hurt, captured, or killed. It’s just logical to assume that dying in your defence is preferable to living after you die.”



I try to say something in my defence, but all that comes out is a grumbly mess.



I have the worst friends!



“Fine then,” I say as I cross my arms. “I’ll just sit here and be all nice and safe.”



“Hey, we could probably still use your help,” Felix says. “I don’t know how to kill zombies.”



“But what if I chip a nail?” I ask.



I don’t quite know why I feel so betrayed all of a sudden. It makes sense that Mom would ask my friends to do that, and I guess it would be weird if they said no. But I can take care of myself! I’m just as tough as my friends. I might not be as quick with magic as Esme, or as quick with... everything else as Felix, but I can stand up for myself.



And even without my friends, I’m not entirely alone.



I fall down to one knee and reach into my cloak. It only takes a moment to find a few little friends tucked away and hidden on me. I bring them up, close to my mouth, and push my intent into my words. “Go into the forest and call out to any monsters in the region. I need them to rush over and kill any undead they find. Leave the living alone. Go!”



I drop my hand over the edge of the cart, and my little friends zip off every which way.



They’re sure to find some monsters in the area, but it’s going to be a gamble on whether or not those monsters will reach us in time to help or not.



The zombies don’t attack with any sort of formation or thought behind their actions. One of them stumbles over to the carts and flings his arms out towards the Big Hill Lion atop the cart. It’s the kind of wild swing a kid might try while rough-housing. No finesse, just a big bash that the man its trying to strike avoids with a simple sidestep.



The zombie is sent flopping back with a gash cut out of the side of its face a moment later as the mercenary stabs it from above.



That doesn’t kill it though.



Others start to move up all around us, attacking with the same clumsy strikes, but every hit against the side of the carts creates a dull thump that sounds painful. They have no regard for their own safety, and I’m pretty sure they’re hitting hard enough to really hurt.



“Alright,” Felix says as she pulls out a pair of long knives from under her cloak. “How do we aliven’t these guys?”



“I’m sorry, what?” Esme asks.



Felix frowns a bit and gestures to the zombies. “How do we aliven’t them.”



“Aliven’t?” I repeat.



“Well, they’re undead, aren’t they? We can’t just kill them, they’re already dead,” Felix says.



“Yeah, I know, but... where did you come up with that word?”



“Common sense?” Felix tries.



Esme and I share a look of dawning horror. “There’s nothing common or sensical in what you said,” Esme says.



“What do you mean? It makes perfect sense! Undead means not dead, aliven’t means not alive,” Felix says. She’s gesturing at the undead who are all getting increasingly close to the carts. They’re forming a tight circle around our position, and I don’t think the donkeys appreciate their presence much.



“Girls!” Teo shouts over. “Argue less, kill more!”



“You can’t kill them, they’re already dead,” Felix grumbles under her breath. I think we all hear her, but none of us says anything.



There’s a whole flank of the caravan open on our side, with only Ran and one other defending it. I concentrate for a moment. It doesn’t take much effort to pull up Disgust. The zombie’s smell is enough to start that up, and the look of them pushes me the rest of the way.



I summon a brace of dark darts, each a handspan long and pointed on one end. Once they’re above me, I fling them forwards with my will and impale the nearest zombies.



The sight of the darts plunging into heads and chests is enough to make my core surge with even more disgust.



Esme glances back, then nods, mostly to herself. “I’m going to try for more precise strikes, wherever I see the Lions weakening. Do you think you three can take care of those on this side?”



“We can likely manage,” Bianca says. She stretches her hands before her, and with just the faintest frown, releases a wave of fire that roars out ahead of her and burns across a dozen zombies. It reaches all the way across the ditch and singes the grass on the other side.



It’s an impressive bit of magic, but it’s undirected, and for all that it’s covering a wide area, it’s not doing much.



That’s the problem with fire magic. It’s big and flashy and painful, but it doesn’t kill well. At least, that’s what my books have taught me.



“I’m feeling kind of useless here,” Felix says. She darts down to swipe at the neck of a burning zombie next to our cart, and a few quick blows chops its head off. Then she kicks it out and into the field. “Going to have to take them one at a time. At least this is kind of fun.”



Someone screams down the line of carts, and we all turn to see one of the younger Big Lions being dragged off the side of his cart by a few zombies, one of which has a spear stuck right through it.



“Damn it,” Esme curses under her breath.



There’s a quick snap-crack, and a burst of light before one of the zombies’ head bursts apart like a tomato meeting a hammer.



Two other Lions rush over and pull the guy free, but that leaves a few spots unguarded for a couple of critical seconds, and the zombie tide starts to pull themselves up and onto the carts.



This, I realise, isn’t a normal fight, this is a battle of attrition, and by the looks of it, the numbers not being in our favour is going to cost us.



An explosion out ahead from where Esteban is fighting one of the priests reminds me that this whole thing is a lot nastier than it looks.



I can’t afford to play this too easily.
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                Scourge Twenty-Three - Princessy



“Hey, jump over, come on, abandon that one,” Teo says as he helps one of the Lions from one of the carts near the rear. We’re losing ground, insofar as we have ground to lose at all. The carts at the rear are being abandoned, the mercenaries all leaping forwards to join up on the middlemost carts. It means a tighter formation, fewer gaps for zombies to reach us through.



We’re getting better at killing zombies, more and more of them falling to the ground around us and piling up so that the next zombie has to climb over a corpse or two to get to us. But more are showing up from the grass. Not as many, but enough that I’m not sure who’ll win a battle of attrition.



“So, uh,” Felix says. “Anyone going to point out the obvious?”



“That we should stop killing the useless undead and focus on the two obvious necromancers controlling them?” I ask.



“Yeah, that.”



I glance over to the front of the caravan. Last I’d looked, Esteban was fighting the priests of Altum. Now he’s being pushed back by one priest while the other stands further back, chanting something while being guarded by that hulking guy.



“Teo!” I call out. The man whips his head around. “What?”



“We’re going to go kill the necromancer in charge,” I say. “It’ll make things easier, I think.”



As far as I’m aware, undead aren’t like monsters. Monsters will, for the most part, act according to their instinct. They’ll listen to orders from a much stronger monster (or from me and mom) but for the most part, they just do their own thing.



An undead though, that’s something else.



“Killing them won’t stop the zombies,” Esme says.



“Yeah, but it’ll make them directionless,” I retort.



Teo dashes our conversation apart with a single, “No.”



I narrow my eyes at him. “Why not? We’re tough enough, I bet.” A glance back at the necromancer and a twist of my own will and I’m able to see his classes and that of his big bodyguard.



[Abel – Speaker of the Dead – Altum’s Devoted]

Adept Raiser of Altum

Novice Companion of Death



The big guy next to him was interesting too.



[Sacrifice 27 – Many Souled Guardian – Experiment of Altum]

Initiate Guardian



Only one class, and at the lowest possible tier? That was downright strange. The name suggested that whatever was under those wraps wasn’t human either. I’m not too sure what to do about that thing.



I snap my attention back to the edge of the cart as a zombie tries to climb up. With a flick, a pair of dark bolts zip forwards and tear into the zombie’s eyes, forcing its head back and sending it flopping over the edge.



“Come on, Teo, we can make a bigger difference by being out there helping than by staying up here,” I say.



“No,” he says. “We have orders and we’re going to foll--” Teo’s cut off by a roar. It’s a scream of pain and anger that has all of us looking out ahead.



Esteban is stumbling back from the priest he was fighting, teeth bared and his free hand pressing over his leg. There’s a long slice in the sort of battle skirt he’s wearing, with blood pouring out from beneath it to stain his armoured greaves.



The priest is grinning from ear to ear as he shifts around and changes stance. He has a short sword in one hand, little more than a long dagger really, and his other hand is hovering over a waterskin by his hip. The cap’s off, and there’s a hovering ball of water spinning near him.



A Fear cultivator. It makes sense for a priest of Altum.



Esteban roars again and a wave of heat blasts off of him and buffets the priest. Anger magic? But from the looks of it, not particularly strong magic.



“Damnit,” Teo swears as some of the zombies at the front of the caravan peel away and start stumbling towards Esteban.



“Okay, we’re helping down there,” I say.



“I’ll go,” Felix says. “Esme can stay here with you.”



“What? I’m not going to stay behind,” I hiss.



“It’s dangerous, and I have my orders,” Felix says.



“Well, as the princess, I order you to let me go and help,” I snap.



I notice Teo glancing my way. A small slip-up there, but I can’t imagine him making a fuss now of all times.



“Can you do that?” Felix asks. She turns to Esme. “Can she do that?”



“Just go, both of you,” Esme says. “I’ll provide ranged support.”



“I’ll help too,” Bianca says. She notices the look I’m giving her, and is quick to come to her own defence. “I’m not a great fighter, and I’m a novice cultivator at best, but I can use water magic better than any of you, I think. I can disrupt them.”



I only consider it for a moment. She might be right. I’ve never fought someone trying to disrupt my magic. The only Dark magic users I know are Mom and Semper, and I’m pretty sure they wouldn’t disrupt my spells so much as just nope them if they tried.



“Okay. Stay behind me. Your first priority is not getting hurt, your second’s not accidentally lighting Felix on fire. She’ll be close to anyone she’s fighting. Your third is attacking the enemy, alright?”



“Understood,” Bianca says.



I nod then gesture to the side of the cart. “Let’s clear the way, girls!”



There are only half a dozen zombies right next to our cart. I create a large disk-shield with some disgust, then use it to shove the undead back. Esme waits until they’re all collected together in a closer group, then she points a finger right at them. Her hair raises, and I can feel my own trying to spring up as well.



A snap fills the air, and I close my eyes a moment before a bright flash shoots out from Esme and connects her to the zombies.



They might be undead, and are likely unable to feel pain, but getting smacked with so much raw lightning’s going to be bad for their unhealth.



A few of the zombies crash down, whatever’s animating them disrupted or destroyed. The others stumble around for a moment, but while they’re singed, they’re not dead.



Felix leaps over the edge of the cart and darts past them and close to the edge of the road. “Come on,” she says.



I jump down after her, then turn to make sure that Bianca can make it down safely. Her dress isn’t very practical for the sort of acrobatics we’re doing.



Felix ducks under the swipe of a zombie and casually plants her dagger into the back of its neck. A small shove later and its falling back against the others, properly dead.



The road isn’t entirely clear ahead. Esteban is backing away in a large circle, only engaging with the zombies trying to pen him in when he can take them on one-on-one. That usually results in one less zombie to deal with, but he needs to pay constant attention to the priest he’s fighting.



I need to make a choice. Help Esteban, or attack the other priest directly.



I only hesitate for a moment before making my choice. “Esteban first,” I say.



Pulling my dark shield back, I have it hover over my shoulders while creating more dark bolts. I let a few loose as we rush around the front of the caravan. Mostly I try to pin them in the back of the heads of any zombie we pass. I miss a few times, but some of my hits take out some zombies, and that’ll mean that much less pressure on the Big Hill Lions on the carts.



Esteban’s eyes widen as Felix, who’s sprinting ahead of us, leaps off the ground and crashes into a zombie knee-first.



She and the zombie crash into the ground, but she rolls right back up to her feet and darts for the priest, a huge grin across her face.



I’m a bit slower to catch up, but I try to make up for it with added lethality. I skid to a stop next to Esteban and split my swarm of darts into three, each group slamming into a zombie point-first. The three flop to the ground, holes punched into their everything. “You okay?” I ask.



Esteban frowns. “I’m fine,” he says. “I appreciate the rescue. Go back to the cart, I’ll finish this one off.”



“Nah,” I say. “Bianca, burn them. Esteban, go help Felix. I’ll do mid-range support.”



The priest is backing up under Felix’s attacks, but he’s skilled enough with his sword that my friend can’t quite get to him without being parried or blocked.



He whips his free hand around, and a long tendril of water snaps out towards Felix.



My shield moves between the water and my friend. Felix doesn’t even bother flinching, she just keeps attacking as if she knows that the enemy’s spells won’t hurt her.



I grin. We’re finally going to turn this around.
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                Scourge Twenty-Four - Penta



I think it takes all of three seconds for things to go from pretty good to really not so great.



The priest that Esteban was fighting and that Felix is now beating back half-turns to his friends. “I could use some help here!” he shouts. He flings his hand forward at the same time, creating a watery whip that Felix meets with a gust of giddy wind that bursts it apart long before it hits.



“Then don’t run ahead on your own, you fool,” the priest further back says. He’s the necromancer, and that big thing next to him has to be some sort of awful creation. I pause for just a moment and create a bigger, stronger spear of darkness next to me.



With a grunt and a huge punch, I fling the spear out towards the necromancer. It’s not the fastest projectile, but I can direct it a little mid flight, and it is really big and pointy.



The abomination steps to the side and squats down just a bit.



I wince as the dark spear rams him in the chest. That’s it for him.



At least, that’s what I think for the next couple of seconds. The abomination reaches to the spear, grabs it around the middle, then casually tugs it out of his chest.



The projectile’s already losing its form, breaking apart on account of being so far away from me. He crushes it one-handed.



“I’m going to presume that the imposingly large undead creature being so casually unaffected by your spell isn’t good news,” Bianca says.



“It’s not the best news, no,” I reply.



The field quiets down for a moment. The water mage skips back and away from Felix who lets him back off. Esteban shifts until he’s standing more upright to our side, and I can feel Bianca’s magic tensing around her.



It’s only the zombies that don’t seem to catch the memo. Too dumb to clue into the fact that we’re about start a proper stare-off.



“Hey!” I call out. “Who are you two?”



The necromancer scoffs. “I won’t waste time speaking to those who will soon be serving our lord.”



I narrow my eyes. “Come on, Abel,” I say. “Don’t be a jerk. Besides, I don’t think you’ll win this one.” A glance back at the carriages reveals that while a few zombies remain, their numbers are dwindling fast. The odds were very much on the necromancer’s side, but only numerically. The Big Hill Lions are each significantly stronger than a few zombies, and with teamwork and the carts to serve as high ground, it’s unlikely they’ll lose now.



“The girl’s right,” the other priest says. “We’re losing this one. Your little zombies are meant to round up civilians and maybe overwhelm a few town guards. This is too much for them.”



“They’re useful,” Abel snaps. “This is just not the optimal use for them. We need more too.”



The other priest shakes his head. “Call a loss a loss. Our lord knows well how to handle that kind of fear. Besides, I don’t want to die here and leave my corpse to your tender mercies.”



“Coward,” Abel says. His buddy just laughs off the insult though. “Fine, I’ve been saving these as a last resort anyway.” He snaps his fingers and five more zombies clamber out of the ditch behind him. Two are carrying backpacks that look like they’re loaded with stuff. The other three start shambling our way. “Sacrifice Twenty-Seven, kill them all.”



The big guy doesn’t make a sound to acknowledge the order, he just starts walking towards us, the zombies around him quickly catching up.



And then the priests turn, grab the bags off the zombies left near them, and start jogging off.



“Wait, are they really just going to leave?” Felix asks.



“I.. .guess so?” I said.



“We’re not going to let them, right?” Felix asks.



“Of course not!” I say. “Bianca, Esteban, deal with the small fry. Felix, knees and shoulders!”



“I don’t take orders from you,” Esteban starts, but he’s been kind of flailing around uselessly for a while, so I safely ignore him. Bianca at least is quick to listen. She cups her hands before her and scowls before a gush of flames washes over the nearest zombie.



Felix lunges ahead and stabs one of the faster zombies in the throat before retreating so fast that none of the gunk pouring out of the undead hits her.



I create a second dark shield and flick it forwards to catch the abomination in the chest. It barely slows him down, but at least I’m able to tell how much pressure I can put on him. Maybe I can pin him down so that Esme can mess him up?



I glance past the abomination and curse in mom’s name as I see the two priests just casually jumping off the road and running through the grass.



We’re not going to be able to catch them if they make it into the woods.



“We need to finish these off fa--” I start.



There’s a sound, a deep, impossibly loud noise that reaches into my soul and grips my heart.



It’s a noise that’s caused by sheer, impossible anger, anger directed at the entire world, the kind of sound that most only hear in their nightmares.



A honk.



The trees along the edge of the forest crash apart some fifty metres ahead of the two priests and they come to a staggered stop. There’s another honk, and then another, and even the zombies are turning towards the honks.



On the edge of the forest is a monster. Taller than a horse, with five heads that are shifting around like curious snakes, the monster surveys the scene with cruel, beady eyes.



One of its heads points to the sky and it honks once more, a huge gush of angry flames rushing out above it.



[Flaming Pentagoose - That Which the Goddess Shouldn’t Have Created]

Terror Five Headed Hydra

Monster Raging Honker



“Oh, that is not good,” I say.



“Val, what is that?” Felix asks.



“That’s a goose hydra,” I say.



Two of the goose hydra’s heads reach back. When they return they’re each holding long rusty claymores.



“An armed goose hydra,” I correct myself.



“It’s only a terror,” Esteban says. “But rank isn’t the measure of a man, and nor is it the measure of a challenge.” He turns back to the caravan. “We’re moving on!” he shouts.



The Big Hill Lions all seem very eager to get out of the vicinity, especially as the pentagoose honks again and spreads its wings to charge after the priests.



One of them, the one with the water magic and the sword, tries to fight back. He jumps away from one snapping head, slices a cut into another, and screams as a third bites into his torso and lifts him off the ground.



He screams more while whacking the head with his sword, but those screams are drowned out as the pentagoose lets out twin honks and cooks the priest alive.



The abomination on the road ahead of us turns and jumps over the ditch, rushing towards his master.



“Move! Move!” Teo screams from atop the lead cart.



The last of the zombies are dispatched with some speed. No one has time to waste with them, and they’re just a pest at this point.



My friends and I rush back to the carts. Esme helps us up, and we fall down atop each other in our haste to get moving. The drivers aren’t waiting. Nervous donkeys are being told to move, and after hearing the many honks of the pentagoose they don’t need to be told twice.



The caravan reforms while on the move, some carts rushing past others that get into line behind them.



Somehow, no one’s left behind, though our ride is a lot bumpier than usual, with zombie bodies creating impromptu speed bumps below.



I sit up and glance back. The pentagoose is fighting with the abomination. The undead has one of its heads pinned down, but that just leaves four more to attack it with swords and flame breath and nasty pecks.



“That thing is awful,” Esme says. “I didn’t think a honk could be scary before.”



“You didn’t hear it hissing,” I say. “It’s a lot worse.”



“You’ve seen one before?” Felix asks.



“Mom’s very proud of them,” I say. “She made them as a warning to some god that was getting too big for his britches. A flock of them left their mark on his temple from above. It left an impression, I guess.”



“Scary,” Felix says. She’s still smiling though.



Soon I am too, and then the giggles come on.



“You girls think that was funny?” someone shouts from behind.



That only makes it harder not to laugh.



Still, I think we’re going to have a lot of things to work through.
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                Bane Eight - Behold



Luciana narrowed her eyes at the creature before her. It was a bit of a mess, if she was going to be honest with herself.



The idea was to have a creature fill a particular niche in her forces, a command creature who could also act as reconnaissance. She had also noticed a slight increase in the number of monsters born with innate Joy-based magics, and she had very few monster archetypes that used that kind of magic, at least not in the upper range of monster types.



The creature floating before her used Joy magic to float in the air. They were large and round, with their insides filled with sacs of gases that allowed them to weigh less than they would otherwise. It was actually one of Valeria’s ideas. She had made balloon monsters for Luciana once.



She smiled a little at the fond memory. She was down in the pits beneath her castle all on her own, she could allow herself a smile. Valeria had learned that it was Luciana’s naming day, and so she had baked a cake and created balloon monsters to decorate the dining room with.



The cake had been impossibly hard, and the balloon monsters had come off their cords and splattered against the ceiling above. It had been a nice afternoon.



The idea with the gas sacs had been somewhat inspired. It opened a whole avenue of new possibilities for Luciana.



Her new creature mouth opened in a mimicking grin.



“Too much mouth,” Luciana said. The entire lower half of the monster was all jaw and teeth.



Then again...



“Maybe tentacles,” Luciana muttered. “With more eyes.”



There were some kinds of subtle magics that could be worked using eyesight. And a creature that floated and who had several eyes that could look in multiple directions could fill that reconnaissance niche perfectly.



The fact that it was downright terrifying to look upon was a nice touch as well. Most of her monsters mimicked something found in nature. Wolves and crows and other animals given a monstrous touch.



She was particularly proud of some of her more creative creations, like the flaming pentagoose. Truly a creature designed to inspire nightmares.



The door into the pit creaked, and Luciana wiped the smile from her face faster than most could blink. Judging by how little her guardian monsters moved, the person slipping into the room could only be Valeria.



“Hey Mom,” Valeria said.



Luciana half-turned to see Valeria walking her way. The girl absently patted one of her monsters on the head before moving closer. She was getting older, Luciana absently noted once again. A little taller, a little more developed... maybe a little more mature... if Luciana squinted very hard.



She wondered how much Valeria would change in the next months and years.



“Whoa! Who’s that cutie pie?”



Luciana suspected she wouldn’t change that much. “I have yet to name this one. I’m creating something that can float high above difficult terrain to observe and relay information.”



“So a buddy who can watch things, huh? Maybe... a Watcheridoo?”



“... Let’s put aside finding a name for this one until the design is perfected,” Luciana said. “There are a lot of little issues to work out still. It tends to roll too easily. I added those sacs at the end of those tentacles to allow it to better balance itself, but they serve little purpose otherwise.”



“They only have one eye?” Valeria asked.



Luciana nodded. “For now.”



“It’s a pretty impressive eye, but it’s going to have a hard time with depth perception. How big is its brain?”



“Relatively small,” Luciana said. “I kept its organs simple.”



“In that case, maybe add a bigger occipital lobe, then more eyes? Oh! A ring of eyes around the head?”



“I was considering adding them to the end of those tentacles. But their flexibility precludes that a little.”



“Maybe replace them with stalks?” Valieria asked.



Luciana nodded. She was considering that already. “It’s a valid idea. Perhaps with the next version of this creature.”



“The next Watcherinoo.”



She was not calling it that. “So, why have you descended all the way down here?”



“Because you’re here,” Valeria said.



Luciana nodded and suppressed that flutter of joy in her heart. “I see. And what is it that you need?”



“Couldn’t I just come here for a hug?”



The dark goddess sniffed. “You get plenty of those already, I imagine your daily quota is filled as it is, enough that you hardly need to seek out more.”



“Silly Mom, you can always use more,” Valeria said. She bumped into Luciana’s side and squeezed her tight. Luciana carefully returned the hug. They were alone down here, there was no harm in allowing herself a little bit of joy that way.



“And now will you tell me why you’re here?” Luciana asked. The curiosity was eating away at her.



“Ah, well,” Valeria said. She stepped back and failed to meet Luciana’s eyes. “It’s a bit delicate.”



“Go on,” she said.



Valeria took in a deep breath, then let it all out. “Mom, if two girls like each other, is that okay?”



Luciana raised an eyebrow. That's what her daughter came here to ask? “I suppose that’s a rhetorical question. You seem quite fond of your friends, and you’ve seen that I enjoy spending time with Semper.”



“Oh, well, yeah. You like Semper, right?”



Wasn’t that obvious? “I would hardly allow her in my home if I did not,” Luciana said.



Valeria nodded. Her emotions were... conflicted. Strange. Luciana supposed she was working up to her actual question. “Well, uh, Mom, what about if a girl really likes another girl.”



“Yes?” Luciana said.



“Like, like-likes. Like they spend a lot of time reading together, and sit very close to each other, and have secrets and stuff like that. M-maybe they do even more stuff that’s closer than that even.” Luciana stared in growing confusion as Valeria’s face reddened.



Then it clicked.



“You mean if two... girls love each other?” Luciana asked.



“Well, I suppose women, not girls, I guess,” Valeria said.



Luciana wrestled her emotions into order. Not a difficult task for her, but not something she had expected to do right then and there. Her daughter was essentially confessing to her that her romantic attractions were of a more womanly bent. It wasn’t a big deal, certainly. It was even a great thing in some respects. No pregnancies, for one. That was a weight off of Luciana’s shoulders. “I suppose that if both parties are accepting then there’s no real issue,” she said casually while carefully evaluating every word.



“Right, like, uh, Semper came here because she wanted to.”



“Yes?” Luciana said.



“Well, uh, yeah, that’s all I wanted to ask,” Valeria said. “I should get going now. We have a lot of practice to do.”



“Who is we?” Luciana asked.



She didn’t know if that was an appropriate question to ask. All the books she’d secretly been reading as of late that taught one how to be a proper parent didn’t cover anything quite like this.



Then again, Valeria wasn’t exactly a bastion of subtlety. Luciana imagined that if she was interested in someone, it wouldn’t be hard to make out who that was.



Was Luciana going to have to deal with a broken hearted Valeria if her daughter’s feelings weren’t reciprocated? Would it make things awkward if Valeria’s love interest remained in their home after a rejection?



She could feel the headache starting already.



“Huh? Oh, me and Felix and Esme,” Valeria said. She bounced forwards, gave Luciana a hug, then darted out of the room like a spooked squirrel.



Luciana stared at her leaving form for a moment, then she sighed. Her daughter was feeling... romantically about one of her friends? That was a strange development, though perhaps not unforeseen. That begged the question though... which one?



Or was it both?



Luciana felt her cheeks attempting to warm and she refused them.



She had to share this with Semper. The goddess of Contempt would love to hear about this, and maybe Semper could share some advice. Luciana felt as if she could use every bit of advice she could get her hands on at that moment.



This was... a very strange mix of emotions she was feeling.



That was so typical of Valeria, to barge into the room and make a mess of Luciana’s emotions. It was truly a gift.



With a sigh, she dismissed her new creature (a watcher? A gazer? A beholder? She’d think of a better name later) and spun to leave the pit.



She needed some time, some tea, and perhaps a few hours of gossiping with Semper to overcome all of this unnecessary stress.



And maybe she could put her new creature’s spying capabilities to the test. Afterall, it was her responsibility as a mother to know things about her dear daughter.
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                Scourge Twenty-Five - Obeying



The donkeys can only gallop for so long before they start to tire out. Worse, some of the carts are damaged. One of them near the middle of the formation has a crooked wheel, and I think we’ve all been watching and waiting to see it fly off whenever the road gets even a little bit bumpier.



We start to slow down after fifteen minutes of constant running, then when we climb a particularly tall hill, Esteban orders a halt and reins are pulled and cries go up and down the caravan as we stop.



One of the donkeys is dead, another is clearly injured. A few of the carts have some damage to them. Torn straps and such. Only the one with the crooked wheel is really a threat.



“No time to lose,” Esteban says. “Teo, either get that cart fixed or transfer the things over, Ran, check on the donkeys. Someone unhook that poor creature. Toss the body in a ditch, the monsters can have it.”



I jump off the cart and walk over to Esteban, my friends coming up behind me. “How can we help?” I ask.



He spins towards me, face twisted in an ugly glower. “Get back on your cart and stay there,” he says.



I blink back. “What?”



“Are you unable to follow those orders too?”



“Wait, are you angry because we didn’t listen earlier?” I ask.



“Was that not obvious?” he asks. “Get back on the cart.”



“You might have died if we didn’t help you,” I say. “You were in way over your head.”



Esteban leans down and his tone shifts so that it’s much lower, almost a growl. “I expect my men to follow my orders. I don’t care how talented you are. If you can’t do as you’re told, then you’re not worth much to us.” With that he stomps past me and continues to scream at his mercs to get to work.



Esme’s hand lands on my shoulder and she tugs me back a bit. “Come on, let’s get out of everyone’s way.”



I sigh, but I do follow her back to the cart. The Big Hill Lions seem pretty busy. They set up a watch, using the height of the hill as a vantage point to see a good ways around. A few deer frolic by the edge of the forest a ways away, but other than those and a few birds, there’s not much to see.



“He’s a bit of a jerk,” Felix says.



“He’s not entirely wrong,” Esme says.



I glance up at her. “Really?” I ask. “You’re going to take his side?”



Esme rolls her eyes, then pushes her glasses up the bridge of her nose. “It’s his job, and Teo’s I suppose, to make sure that order is maintained and that their troops stay in formation and work together. Having a rogue element, or four I suppose, threatens the rest.”



“The four of us took out more zombies than anyone else,” I say. I’m really just arguing for the sake of arguing though. I know what Esme’s talking about. If I had to lead a group of monsters and some of them disobeyed a lot, I wouldn’t be amused, even if they were strong.



“Don’t pout,” Felix says.



“I’m not pouting,” I shoot back. “I’m expressing my disappointment.”



“With your face.”



“Don’t make it weird, Felix.”



She grins and bumps her shoulder against mine. “Cheer up, it’s not all bad. We didn’t even want to stay with these guys once we get to the next village or whatever.”



“How long do we have left?” I ask.



Bianca’s the one that replies to me. She’s sitting atop a crate, looking just a bit ruffled. “Teo mentioned that it will take three days to make it to the village at the base of the Caselfellan Mountains.” She gestures eastward, to the unmissable mountain range that takes up the entire horizon. “I don’t know if we’re moving faster than usual or not.”



“We’ve been on the road for one day,” I say. “That means we have another two days of travelling, not counting today.”



“Today wasn’t very productive so far,” Felix says. “I don’t think we’ve made up the time we lost with that fight just by sprinting over to here after, and we’re burning a lot of time right now.”



It looks like the one damaged cart isn’t fixable. Teo and a couple of others shift its cargo over to another cart in a hurry while Ran takes the two unhurt donkeys leading that cart and places them at the front of two others. By the looks of it, a few of the creatures have been hurt. We might end up with too much cargo and not enough animals to pull it all.



The only good thing about the stop is that no one notices when some of my little friends return. Well, Bianca and my friends notice, but they’re not about to make a fuss about a few cute little critters slipping into my cloak and under my clothes.



Esteban’s screaming rants come to an end soon enough, and we all start to move ahead again. I jump off the side and start walking since it looks like that’s what all the others are doing. There’s no point in putting more strain on the animals than we need to. What if that pentagoose returns?



I really don’t want to get caught in a wild pentagoose chase, and I don’t know if I have enough goodwill with the Big Hill Lions to reveal who I am just to keep them safe.



Fortunately, the walk isn’t too bad. Teo makes a point of going around with a water sac for everyone to keep hydrated, and one of the mercenaries cooks a small meal on a sort of metal hotplate using careful spurts of anger magic to heat it up.



It’s lukewarm oatmeal, served in tin bowls and without spoons, but it’s filling food that we can eat without having to stop.



Esteban really wants us to keep moving, no matter what.



I take a couple of little breaks to rest my feet, usually when we’re heading uphill and the caravan is slowing down anyway. It’s all rather boring. I have the impression that all of the mercenaries in the company know that we’re on the outs with Esteban and that they don’t want anything to do with us.



And then we crest a final hill and we can see a fort out ahead.



“The Lion Fort!” Teo calls out, obviously glad to see the building.



It’s a big lump of a fortress, squatting atop a huge sloped hill entirely cleared of trees and with a winding river at the bottom of it. The fort isn’t as big as the last outpost we were at. It’s more of a fortification than that, but it lacks the village surrounding it.



Teo squints ahead from his spot next to one of the cart’s drivers. “I see movement on the walls, and some smoke. The flag’s are all good too. I think it’s manned.”



“About time we got some good news,” Esteban says. “Come on, let’s head on over. I haven’t decided if we’ll be stopping here for the night or not.”



“Is that fort important?” I ask Bianca.



She glances over to the fortress then nods while gesturing to the hills around us. “There’s a wide river that way, and because of the way it cuts into the land it forms something like a cliff-face. The woods are relatively thick too, with very difficult terrain around them. To the east is a large rocky patch from the mountains. That’s more terrain that’s hard to cross. This little area is right in the middle of all that. A sort of natural bottleneck.”



“So they plopped a big old fort right there. Makes sense,” I say.



“I passed here on the way north,” Bianca says. “The fort has a large area designed to funnel monsters in and kill them from above. It’s a clever design. They use that to attract large groups of weaker monsters over then kill them from relative safety. It means that the area is relatively free of weaker monsters.”



I nod along, pretending to just be interested in the trivia. That’s not good news. It’ll be best if we can be through the fort sooner rather than later.



The trek over to the fortress is surprisingly easy. Someone made a point of keeping the roads here well-maintained. There aren’t any zig-zags, just a straight path all the way up to the gates on the side of the fort.



As we come closer, I can make out the guards atop the wall, and it’s clear that they’re all non-zombie humans. Their classes and names help confirm that once we get close enough.



The gates open, and we walk into a large courtyard where a troupe of some ten or so guards are waiting for us, their commander standing tall and proud in the middle of them. “Esteban, you old bastard,” he says. “Still calling yourself a lion?”



“Rafael, you slimy old toad,” Esteban growls right back. “Still sitting atop this old mound and getting fat with old age?”



“Hah! You can only wish you’ll be able to grow as old and fat as I have, you runt,” Rafael says. “But I think I might have to start burning off that fat soon. There’s the stink of battle in the air, and I notice that your so-called lions have been mauled themselves. We should talk.”
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                Scourge Twenty-Six - Troublesome



I watch as Esteban and Rafael move off to the side. They talk in quick, hushed whispered for a moment before Rafael steps away and gestures to the carts. “Boys, help them unload. Be quick about it, our lions here have a long road ahead of them.”



Glancing up, I try to guess at the time, but it’s hard to tell. The fort’s walls are too tall to see the sun, but I know that its on its way down. It’ll be nightfall in maybe three hours or so. Assuming that it takes an hour to pitch camp, that’s only one or two hours of riding.



I’m not entirely sure if it’s the best idea to head out.



I’m also a little worried that Esteban might decide to kick us out here instead of at the next village. The fort doesn’t look like it has an inn or any shops that we can grab camping supplies from. Also, I don’t feel like walking all the way over to the capital.



There are other solutions. I can summon a few monsters that can fly us to the capital. If you have giant eagles, you’d need to be pretty dumb not to use them.



“Hey! Girl!”



Esteban’s wave one arm over his head, eyes locked right onto me. I look behind me, just in case, but there’s no one there. “I’m coming,” I say before I jog over. I only pause for a moment as a couple of guards pass by, carrying a large crate between them. “What’s up?” I ask when I get closer.



Esteban nods to me, then turns back to Rafael, the rotund... is he a general? He certainly has enough spangles and plumes on his hat to pass off as one, but I think he might just be some sort of older officer. “This girl might know a little more. She’s a cultivator, better than most of mine.”



“Oh, uh, thanks,” I say. Compliments, from Esteban? This is weird.



“She can’t follow orders, she’s loud-mouthed, and she and her friends have been nothing but trouble, but I won’t deny someone the knowledge they might have.”



Right, that makes more sense. I’m not even sure if I’m angry at him or not.



“I just need all the details,” Rafael says. “As much as you can afford.”



Esteban grunts. “I left a report at the last outpost, I bet you’ll be seeing it soon, gods willing. To make a short story of it, we’ve been encountering priests of Altum all down the route from Vizeda.”



“And all that right after Vizeda was attacked by the Dark Goddess,” Rafael says.



“Uh, no,” I say.



They both glance at me.



“That wasn’t an attack from the Dark Goddess. I was there, I saw it. Those monsters that attacked the city were all weak, they were following normal dogs, and the walls were sabotaged to explode. Monsters don’t use explosives that way. That was a human-led attack that was trying to look like a monster attack.”



“That’s quite the story,” Rafael says.



“For what it’s worth, I think she might be right,” Esteban says. His hand grabs onto the pommel of his sword. An idle, dangerous gesture. “This entire situation is a mess.”



“So, you keep meeting Altum’s people on the roads,” Rafael says. “And that’s why your carts look like you’ve been riding them through a battlefield?”



“We were ambushed by a necromancer,” Esteban says.



One of Rafael’s eyebrows perk up. “That’s also a hard tale to swallow.”



Esteban nods, and I think he’s expecting the maybe-general not to believe him. “If you want witnesses, you have my whole crew.”



“Don’t forget Inigo,” I say. “They tried to assassinate him at that last outpost.”



“I hadn’t forgotten,” Esteban says. He lets out a long sigh. “We’re going about this story in the wrong order.”



“I’ve parsed my share of wild reports,” Rafael says. “Though it’s been a while since I’ve gotten so many that are so wild.”



“So many?” I ask.



He looks down at me before replying. “You’re not the first ones to make it here with stories of necromancers and undead. There have been strange movements with the local monsters too. I got wind that there’s a squad of Heroe’s Templars to the south-east investigating things as well. Something’s strange and it’s not limited to around Vizeda.”



“Bianca didn’t mention anything too weird going on around her home,” I say.



“Who?”



I gesture back towards my friends. “Bianca Malicieux. Her family’s supposed to be important around here, I think. She came to Vizeda to meet me and my friends, and now we’re travelling to the capital. Anyway, point is, she travelled to Vizeda and didn’t mention seeing or hearing about anything weird.”



Rafael sniffs. “So, you’ve gone from carrying salted fish to carrying salty noblewomen, Esteban? Regardless, you’re right, I haven’t heard much until the past few days. Whatever’s happening it’s new.”



“Or it’s just starting now,” I say. “It could be something that’s been planned for a long time too.”



“That would only be more worrying,” Esteban says. “Either way, it’s out of my hands now. You’ll be taking him in?”



“Him?” I ask.



“Inigo,” Esteban says. “We can’t keep carrying around the injured.”



“I’ll watch over him,” Rafael says. “Your hurt boys too. I can tell some of your animals are in a bad way too. I’ll have to bother my quartermaster, but I think I can loan you a few, keep yours here in the meantime. It’ll give them some time to heal up.”



“We’ll be reaching Castanda’s Stop by tomorrow morning,” Esteban says. “And should be back here by the day after. It’s not a big rest.”



“Two days can make a difference,” Rafael says. “Bah, the work’s nearly done, you need to get ready to head out again. I’ll talk to the quartermaster.”



The two shake hands, with a lot of manly grunting and taut muscles and all that stuff that boys do to make themselves feel pretty.



Esteban starts back towards the caravan, a shouted order to Ran enough to get the big driver moving towards the donkeys they’ll be trading out. “Why’d you ask me over?” I ask as I run to keep up with him.



“You’re halfway clever,” he says.



“Aww, thanks.”



“That cleverness makes you a good deal dumber than you ought to be, but it’s still something I can put to good use.”



“Huh?”



He shakes his head. “You think I’m blind? Four girls, at least two of which are obviously noble, the other two might as well be. Cultivators, all four, and not the petty sort who knows one trick they can use when they’re in the right mood. Proper emotional artists. If you four used different elements I’d guess you were running from one of those mountain sects. But you’re all over the place. Not used to following orders, not used to common sense. And you look like you’ve dipped deeper into the Dark arts than anyone I’ve ever seen before.”



I blink. “The Dark arts?” I ask.



“Don’t play innocent. I have eyes and you’re barely disguising your skin or magics. I don’t care that you use magic that some would find abhorrent. To each his, or her, own. But you’re trouble, and I want you off my caravan as soon as I can manage it.”



“We’re not that troublesome,” I protest.



He actually considers it, I can see him thinking before he replies. “You’re right. I’ve escorted worse, and you’re somewhat competent in a fight. You might even have earned your keep. But these are dangerous times, and in those times a wise man sheds anything that can cause him issues.”



I cross my arms. “Fine. We don’t need the Big Hill Lions. Just get us to Castaneda’s Stop and we’ll be done with each other, alright?”



“That I can very much agree with,” he says. Then he starts screaming at a guard that dropped a crate onto his own foot.



I watch him go for a moment before heading over to my friends. They’ve found a quieter corner to stand in, out of everyone’s way.



“What’s up?” Felix asks.



“Esteban is... a bit of a jerk,” I say. “And also I got a tiny bit of news, maybe?”



“Maybe?” Esme repeats.



“The Altum stuff isn’t just happening around here and Vizeda. I think it’s happening all over, or at least everywhere that news can reach here in a couple of day’s time. That, and Rafael mentioned that there’s a group of Heroe’s templars around.”



Bianca shifts. “Templars? Here? There’s a temple in the capital, and a few others here and there, but Heroe’s worship isn’t as great here as it’s supposed to be in his own kingdom.”



“Yeah, that might be trouble,” I say. “But that’ll be trouble for tomorrow. For now, we’re going to ride out with the lions and hopefully make it to Castaneda’s Stop without meeting any more zombies.”



“Let’s hope,” Esme agreed.
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                Scourge Twenty-Seven - Castaneda



I catch my first glimpse of the city as an orange glow in the sky ahead. It’s not hard to see it, not with the low clouds above, framed by a few glimmers of star light.



The carts rattle and bang, the same as always but it feels as if they’re a lot louder now that it’s dark out. The sound carries strangely at night, and I can easily imagine there being eyes watching us pass from within the woods.



Well, alright, there probably are eyes watching us in the woods. I’ve sent out some of my little friends to gather some monsters, and I have the impression that there’s a good number of them trailing after us.



If we’re ambushed again, I want to make sure it’s entirely one-sided once the monsters come out.



“This is actually kind of nice,” Felix says. She’s walking along next to me, almost skipping across the ground with her arms folded behind her head. “It’s cool, you know?” She puckers her lips and breathes out a faint plume of pale vapours that dissipate almost immediately.



I glance away with a huff. “You’re just saying that because your feet don’t hurt,” I say.



“Yours still hurt?”



“Well, no, I’m sending dark magic to them. It’s making them all hard, but it doesn’t hurt. It’s annoying to focus on that and walking and looking around at the same time though.”



Felix grins. “Good practice then,” she says.



I smack her shoulder and she laughs as she ducks away.



The caravan is a little island of flickering orange-red in a sea of blacks and dark blues. The moon isn’t full tonight, but it is up above us, a quarter moon, with some of the rocky bits floating around it glowing white too.



Esme is sitting on the back of the cart that I’d come to think of as ‘ours’ and Bianca’s keeping pace with Felix and I, though she is a few steps back.



“I hope that’s Castaneda’s Stop over there,” I say. I can’t make out too much of the city ahead. There are walls all around it, and the land on this side of the city seems like it’s all been turned into farmland. There are a few fences that I guess are for animals, and plenty of... I guess that might be wheat?



I barely know anything about farmable plants, certainly not enough to guess what they are in near-darkness.



“That’s it, yes,” Bianca says. “It’s a flourishing little place right now.”



“It looks about the same size as Vizeda,” I say. I’m not entirely sure if that’s accurate, but at a guess I’m not too far off the mark. The walls are about the same size, with the same look to them too, towers sprouting up every fifty or so metres and a big gatehouse at the end of the road.



“I think it’s still quite a bit smaller,” Bianca says. “You’ll see once we’re inside, the houses aren't packed in as densely.”



“Oh, that makes sense,” I say. “I don’t recall seeing this place on the map.”



“It’s technically not a city yet,” Bianca says. “At least, not according to the laws pertaining to such things. For the Republic to recognize a city it needs to be ruled by one of the great families. Castaneda’s Stop is run by one of the minor families who haven’t been recognized yet.”



“That’s a lot of yets,” Felix says.



“I suppose so. This used to be barely more than an inn and a tiny fort, like a few of the places we passed already.”



“It looks like more than just that now,” I say.



Bianca chuckles. “Yes, well, the location is pretty good. This is a crossroads. Continue east and the road splits two ways, towards the capital and towards Algecante. Go south and you’re heading on the main road to Nafpakri.”



“And back where we came is Vizeda,” Felix says. “Sounds like an obvious place for a city, yeah.”



“More or less. I don’t know if there’s anything in the region to support a full-sized city. It can’t thrive on trade alone, I don’t think. But the Castaneda are a clever family. I heard that they’ve been hiring smiths and breeding horses. They also build carriages and carts here.”



I nod. “All stuff that traders need, I bet. Yeah, that is pretty clever.”



We continue down the path towards the city. I can tell that some guards notice us coming because there are lights bobbing around the gatehouse.



Esteban barks a few orders back, and Teo jogs ahead of the caravan and to the gate while we all come to a slow stop. Suddenly not-walking is... strange. My legs feel like they should keep going, but there’s just no energy left in them. It’s a weird, contradictory feeling.



“I think we should find an inn,” I say. “A nice one. With soft beds.”



“And baths,” Felix adds.



“A quiet one,” Esme sighs.



“Um, one who isn’t too expensive?” Bianca tries.



I hold back a giggle for just a moment before it squeaks out. Felix, never one to pass up the chance to laugh, joins in, of course.



I can’t hear what Teo says to the guards, but it’s enough to convince them that we’re not trouble. The gate rumbles open and soon we’re all entering Castaneda’s Stop.



The inside of the walls leads immediately onto the city. No grand kill-box or inner walls. The city looks nice though, with pretty homes all along the street, each given a bit of room for some gardens and maybe a tree here or there. The roads are wide too, at least the main thoroughfare cutting down the middle.



I don’t even notice Teo coming up behind us I’m so distracted. “Girls,” he says. “I think this is where we part ways. We have the last of our cargo to unload, but after that, we’re done.”



“You’re going to leave tonight?” I ask.



“Walking so late into the evening was a risk already. Doing it again would be foolhardy. Besides, the animals need sleep and... well, so do the rest of us.” Teo grimaces as he reaches into a purse by his hip. He fishes out a few coins, then hands one out to me. “We didn’t have any sort of contract, so I don’t see the point in formalities. Here’s your pay. Thank you.”



“Uh, thank you,” I say as I take the coin and flip it around. One silver, with an engraving of a castle with seven flags on one side and someone’s face on the other. I watch Teo give the others their coins while I pocket mine. “That was... fun, I guess.”



Teo chuckles. “I suppose it was memorable, at least. You know, I hired you mostly on a whim. Bandits won’t attack a caravan with more people on it, and cultivators can be worth their weight in trouble. I didn’t expect ambushes and undead.”



“I don’t think people usually expect ambushes, that’s kind of how they work,” Esme says.



Teo nods. “I suppose so. Anyway, it was nice working with you. Interesting. I hope you stay safe. These are, well, these are interesting times.”



“Cursed to live in interesting times,” Bianca says with the low tones of someone quoting something.



“Things aren’t that bad,” I say. “It’s just one cult of idiots running around and making a mess of things. We’ll get to the bottom of it.”



“You mean the proper authorities will get to the bottom of it,” Teo says very carefully.



I nod. “Yeah, of course. Anyway, it was a neat experience.” I extend a hand to shake and Teo takes it. “Hey, you wouldn’t happen to know if there’s a good inn around here?”



Teo gestures to a building not too far off. “That’s the Lame Horse, it’s... well, it’s inexpensive. We usually stay there. The nicest inn is in the city square. It’s called Castaneda’s.”



“Same as the city?”



“Same name. They charge a premium though. You can expect to pay a silver a night, easily.”



“Well then, I guess you just paid us our first night’s stay. Thanks a bunch Teo, we’ll maybe run into each other again one day!”



Teo looks a bit conflicted at that before he runs off back to the caravan.



We pick up our stuff, and then, with a stifled yawn, I start towards the centre of the city.



“Are we going to that fancy inn?” Felix asks.



“That’s the idea. I hardly spent any gold on this trip, you know. Using some for some nice lodgings wouldn’t hurt.”



“And what about tomorrow?” Esme asks.



I consider it. There’s a lot of stuff left to do. We need to learn more about that temple that’s been destroyed. This place is a lot closer, so maybe there are rumours we can pick up about it. Esme still needs to head over to that cache to pick up clues about it, and I’m guessing that Bianca isn’t just following us for fun. She’s been nice company, but I bet there’s something she wants.



That’s not to mention all the trouble with Altum and his little cultists. I’d need to be pretty blind not to see that something fishy is going on, and I’d need to be a lot more reserved than I am not to stick my nose in it.



So, basically, there’s a lot of stuff I could use tomorrow for.



“How about we just sleep all day?” I decide.
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                Bane Nine - Meddling



Luciana idly looked up as the serving monster slid into the room carrying a tray overflowing with freshly picked grapes, thin slices of cured meats that shone golden with the layer of honey lathered over them, wedges of aged cheese whose scent she could already detect in the air, and a large pitcher of ice-cooled wine.



The monster carefully deposited the tray upon the table between her seat and Semper’s, bowed its head, then carefully backed out of the room while making as little noise as it was capable of.



Semper, who had a novel open in one hand, reached over and plucked a grape off its stem, then tossed it into her mouth. “Oh,” she said. “These are from Toncia.”



“They are,” Luciana said. “From Heroe’s own winery.”



Semper chuckled. “Truly?”



“He does not guard the place as well as he should. One day he will notice that I’ve been having my servants pluck away at the best of his stock.” She picked a plump grape, fat with watery goodness and shades a unique blend of purple and red. It was the size of an eye, and still stiff with freshness. “He does grow fine grapes.”



“And the meat?” Semper asked.



“Oh, that’s merely ordinary meat, I’m afraid. They’re cured with honey I purchased from Thornton.”



“Purchased?” Semper asked. “You actually bought something?”



“I do buy things on occasion, dear. Besides, as much as I look down upon Thornton for being such a weakling, I will not begrudge his ability when it comes to his own domain. He is undeniably good at what he does.”



“Indeed,” Semper said as she sampled one of the meat cuts.



Luciana enjoyed these afternoons. Certainly, most of them were spent quietly reading, but on occasion they would try to one-up each other by bringing the most fanciful or delectable of treats. It was a quiet game, where neither of them had spoken of it, but the rules were understood by both.



Semper licked her fingers clean of the sticky honey, and for a moment Luciana stared before returning to her book. It was a rather bawdy romantic piece from far out west that Semper had gotten her hands on. Her Archivists were always so talented at discovering the trashiest of fiction.



Luciana had tried to train her monsters to do the same, but it was a delicate balancing act. Her monsters would steal everything, their low animal intellect leading to any human with a text becoming a target.



She had discovered that those who were more clever tended to target authors instead; after the third time a favourite writer of hers was kidnapped by a well-intentioned monster, she had given up on the attempt.



Perhaps having human worshippers was better in some ways, though humans were ever so fickle.



“What’s weighing on you? Semper asked.



“Hmm?” Luciana asked.



“I’m hardly blind to the swaying of emotions, my dear,” Semper said. “And I’ve read that book besides. While it’s certainly titillating--it is the most amusing sort of trash--it is not something able to make you feel the way you do. Out with it now, I can smell good gossip.”



“You can do no such thing,” Luciana said. Though the idea was amusing. “It’s nothing too serious.”



“In that case there’s no harm in telling me,” Semper said.



Luciana resisted the urge to roll her eyes. It was too childish a gesture. “Very well then. It has to do with Valeria and... perhaps some of her little friends.”



“Esme and... Felix, was it?”



“Those two, yes,” Luciana said. She sighed, aware of how dramatic the gesture was. “Valeria asked me about... about the love that can be found between... friends, shall we say.”



“Bizarre,” Semper said. “Do you often have that kind of discussion?”



“I suppose. Valeria is eager to overshare at times.”



“Ah, but you love it,” Semper said.



Luciana glared at her companion, though there was no heat in it. “Shush you. I will forever deny it.”



Semper chuckled. “As you wish, oh dark and grumpy one. Now what did she say, exactly, because friends loving each other is hardly a new idea and she seems relatively well-read.”



“Not that kind of love,” Luciana said.



“Oh, oh my,” Semper said. She grinned over at Luciana. “So, your little doppelganger has eyes for Esme, does she?”



“Esme? No, I think it’s Felix she’s after,” Luciana said.



One of Semper’s eyebrows rose. “Did she say as much?”



“Of course not. She was skirting the issue like a nervous cat approaching an empty box. But I’m her mother, I can read her well enough.”



“So you’re absolutely certain that she’s pining after Felix and not Esme?” Semper asked.



Luciana didn’t want to admit it, but she wasn’t entirely certain. Valeria was hard to predict, at times, and Luciana had not received an outright admission. She could be reading into what Valeria said incorrectly. It was a faint possibility, but one that was there nonetheless.



“Hah!” Semper said. She plucked another grape. “I knew it. You don’t know.”



“Of course I do,” Luciana said.



“It would make more sense if she went for Esme.”



Luciana sniffed. “And why do you think that?”



“They have more in common, of course,” Semper said. “They both enjoy reading, are both of a more intellectual persuasion. And they’d be very cute together.”



“You are a fool, Semper. Obviously she enjoys spending time with Felix more. They both exercise together more, and Felix is nothing if not loyal to Valeria, that sort of thing is attractive. Besides, they have many facets in which they are opposites to each other, but that only makes them more likely to be attracted to each other.”



“You’re using logic from those trashy romance novels,” Semper said.



Luciana wasn’t about to admit to the truth of that. “And you’re deciding that she should be with Esme because they’d be cute together. A couple’s cuteness is no measure of whether or not they should be in a relationship.”



“I think it is,” Semper said. “I’ve certainly encouraged a few Archivists to spend more time in the field together for that same reason. Esme’s parents, as a matter of fact...”



“Besides,” Luciana ploughed on. “Valeria and Felix make a much cuter couple.”



“Oh, hardly. Felix is far too brusque and brutish. She seems like a good person, and a loyal friend I’m sure, but it just wouldn’t work out. They’d clash.”



Luciana barked a laugh. “And Esme is far too passive. Valeria would lead her around like a lost pup in matters of romance. What would they do all day? read?”



“Yes, what a travesty that would be. You know, if Valeria did choose Felix, they’d both want to wander about and go on those adventures they like so much.”



“Which would only further their bonds together,” Luciana said. “Now, imagine if one was mildly hurt. They could care for the other, bring them... soup or whatever it is injured mortals eat. Then they could cuddle the injury away.”



“Oh, Luciana, you poor lost darling,” Semper said. “Lost and delusional. I do hope Esme invites me to the wedding.”



“W-wedding,” Luciana said. She cleared her throat, then carefully poured a full goblet of wine for herself. “Let’s hope things aren’t so far along.”



“Oh? Please, Luciana, they’re young now, but mortals age quickly. Give them a year or two and they’ll be all over each other. Then a year or two more and certainly there will have to be a wedding.”



Luciana took that thought and chucked it out of her mind. “I imagine Valeria and Felix will want a simple wedding.”



“I’ll ensure that Esme’s special day is exceptionally special, of course,” Semper rolled on, heedless of what Luciana had just said.



Luciana eyed her companion suspiciously, then she sat up straighter in her seat. She was allowing herself to become far more casual than usual, even more so than she allowed herself to be around even Valeria. This whole romance business was getting to her head.



“I suppose only time will tell,” Luciana said.



“Oh, yes, of course,” Semper said. “But as I said early, these sorts of things can be... pushed along a little.”



Luciana’s head snapped around. “You will, of course, not interfere with Valeria’s... fledgeling love life.”



“Of course not,” Semper said. “That’s far, far below me. Besides, Valeria’s yours. I think we’ve agreed long ago not to toy with each other’s... more precious things.”



Valeria was hardly a thing, but Luciana understood the sentiment. “Yes, of course.”



“Esme, on the other hand,” Semper muttered.



Luciana took a small sip from her wine. It was appropriately sweet. “We’ll see how things work out, I suppose. By the way, did you intend to stay here for long?”



“I imagine that I could impose on you to stay for another little while,” Semper said. “I am quite amused here lately.”



Luciana kept her face blank, but she was almost eager now.
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                Scourge Twenty-Eight - Noon



I wake up at noon.



It really blows. I’d much rather stay in bed and continue sleeping for a while, but I guess my body’s just... awake now. I turn over, tug up my blankets, and try hard to get back to sleep, but there’s nothing for it.



I can’t even remember what my last dream was about.



Sighing, I turn onto my other side, then blink my eyes a few times to clear out the crud in them. It’s pretty clear that I’m an inn room, a fairly nice one. There’s a vanity, an end table covered in careful carvings, and a wide window overlooking one of the city’s main streets.



I shove myself up so that I’m sitting, then bring my legs around so that I’m kinda cross legged. I grab a foot and knead it a bit, putting pressure on some of the soreness. It’s not nearly as bad as it was last night. I guess this is one of the advantages of being young or whatever. Little sores don’t last long.



I wiggle my toes, then step off the bed, only wincing a bit at the cool touch of the hardwood floor.



Last night we were able to book four rooms on the top floor of this inn. They’re not the most expensive inn rooms I’ve ever seen, but they’re not exactly cheap either. At least the innkeeper was helpful when we started putting gold in front of him. There are guards hired by the inn to keep it nice and quiet, and we get free meals for our stay.



I get dressed in a change of clothes, toss on my cloak, then leave all my dirty things on a neat pile in the middle of the floor. The inn has a person whose job is to clean travel-worn clothes, so I’ll just leave that up to them.



“Hey, you’re up,” Esme says as I leave my room.



My bookish friend is sitting on a plush armchair next to a window, legs curled up under her and a big tome resting on her lap. She hasn’t changed out of her nightgown yet.



“Yeah,” I say. “How long have you been up?”



“Since this morning,” she says. “I had breakfast already, did some stretching, then sat here to wait for the rest of you to get up. You guys sure do like your sleep.”



“Look who’s talking.”



She sniffs. “Hey, at least I wake up at a reasonable time every morning.”



“Yeah, like weird clockwork. It’s like you make up for being unmovable while sleeping by always waking up at the same time. It’s not normal.”



“It’s perfectly normal,” Esme says calmly. She glances up from her book. “I’ve optimised sleep.”



“Uh-huh,” I say. “Want to help me optimise waking up the others?”



“Just get some food that smells strong and wave it around Felix’ door, she’ll stumble out of there like one of those zombies.”



I giggle at the image. She’s probably right too. “I don’t know about Bianca though.”



A door creaks open across the hall from us, and Bianca steps up, a hand cupped over her mouth to disguise a yawn. “I’m awake,” she says. “I haven’t slept in this late in a long time.”



“Feels good, right?” I ask.



“I suppose. I think I needed it. My legs felt like jelly last night and they’re still sore today.”



“Some exercise would help with that,” Esme says.



I glance at her. “Aren’t you lounging there like that laziest cat that’s ever been a cat?”



“I didn’t say that I wanted to take part in that exercise,” Esme replies. She chuckles and stretches as she stands up. “So, what did you plan on doing today?”



“Eat and sleep, mostly,” I say. “But if we’re done with that ahead of schedule, I guess we can walk around town. Maybe they have a bookstore?”



“I’d like to visit a cobblers,” Bianca says. “I believe there are a few in the main square that might be able to help. We can verify rumours at the same time, maybe learn about what Altum’s up to.”



I shake my head. “The cobbler is fine, but we’re supposed to be having fun and relaxing today, that means no rumouring.”



“But gossip is fun,” Esme says. “Not that I’d partake in it myself, just... you know, as an aside.”



I bump my shoulder against hers. “Sure, sure. So, I guess all that we need to do now is wake Felix up? We can have lunch for breakfast.”



With something of a plan, I head downstairs while Esme and Bianca get dressed for the afternoon. The inn’s main floor has a nice restaurant built into it. Not a tavern, but a proper space to order a meal. I flag down a waiter and ask him to prepare a big meal for four.



Since I don’t have anything better to do, I wait downstairs while the first course is prepared. When the waiter returns with a loaded tray, I follow him back up to our little corner of the inn.



“Whose room is clean enough to eat in?” I ask.



“Mine is unsullied,” Bianca says with a gesture to her room. The waiter gives me a look, but he doesn’t say anything as he brings the tray in and sets it on a table. Esme and I steal some chairs from our own bedrooms and set them down.



Felix takes a whole two minutes to show up at Bianca’s door, looking like a mess with her eyes still closed from sleep and her hair a big matted mess. “You guys having breakfast already?” she asks.



“It’s noon,” I say.



“It’s noon? Really?”



I nod. “If you opened your eyes and looked outside you’d see that.”



“I don’t want to,” she retorts before pulling out a seat and plopping herself down next to me. “What’s for breakfast?”



“It’s lunch,” Bianca points out.



“Even better,” Felix says.



By the time the waiter arrives with the main course (mostly breads and soups, as well as a few thin slabs of carefully marinated meat on skewers) Felix is licking Esme’s plate clean of crumbs and she’s actually gotten around to opening her eyes, mostly so that she can spot any stray bit of food.



“So, what’s the plan for the rest of the day?” Felix asks. “Can I go back to bed after this?”



“I guess you could,” I say. “I was thinking shopping? Bianca needs a thing or two, and I don’t feel like doing anything too serious.”



Esme nods before adding, “We should probably look into a way to travel to the capital from here. If this is a transportation hub, then it stands to reason that there’s going to be a way to get from here to where we need to go.”



“Hey, Esme, where is that vault you’re supposed to look into?” I ask. “I know it’s not too far from the capital, but is it on the way there, or past the capital? We could stop there before hitting the capital.”



“You know that the location of those vaults aren’t meant to be shared with anyone who isn’t one of Semper’s Archivists,” Esme says.



I roll my eyes. “Yes, I know. And I’m pretty sure Auntie Semper wouldn’t care if I found out, and I think she likes Felix too, so it’s not a big deal. Besides, you’re not an Archivist, are you?”



“But I’m on a holy mission,” Esme says.



“Come on, we’ll see the place when we visit it one way or another.”



Esme grumps a bit more, but she does relent eventually. “I have a map in my bedroom, but basically it’s a little to the west of the capital. There’s Lake Casselfella, to the south of that there’s a river feeding into the lake from the mountains. The vault is near to that river, on the southern shore inside of this big hill. My map’s a little more precise.”



“I’m a little familiar with the lake,” Bianca says. “There are some nobles who have held celebrations onboard large barges in the middle of it. And there’s some fishing done there as well. I didn’t know that Semper’s church had any interest in the area.”



“If just anyone knew, then that would make it much more difficult to hide the vault,” Esme says. “Not that it protected this one. Someone broke into it even if it was hidden. I don’t know if it will be abandoned or not though.”



“You think it’s those Altum necromancers?” Felix asks.



Esme hums a bit. “It’s possible, but I don’t want to say until I know for certain. I mean, what could they want with the vault?”



“It’s meant to be filled with lots of books and knowledge, right?” I ask. “Maybe they needed to know something about necromancy?”



“The worshippers of a god of necromancy needed to learn about necromancy from another god?” Esme asks. “I trust that Semper’s libraries are the most complete in the world, and the vaults probably have huge amounts of knowledge hidden away in them, but the kind of specific knowledge that’s so deep into another god’s domain? I don’t know.”



“Well, we’ll find out later. Are you guys done eating? I want to go and have a bit of fun,” I say.



“Give me a minute!” Felix says.



I roll my eyes, but I can’t ask Felix to change.
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“Where are we going first?” Felix asks.



“If you mention a place that sells food, I’m going to smack you,” I say.



She laughs and shakes her head. “Nah, I’ve had my fill for now. Really though, what are we going to check out first?”



My friends and I gather ourselves up just outside the inn’s front door. The road around the inn is actually pretty quiet, at least up to the nearest intersection, then it becomes a busy street filled with a constantly moving throng of people.



“Books?” Esme asks. She has her satchel next to her, noticeably empty of any books. “I bet there are a few shops around here. It’s something of a trade city, after all.”



“It’s actually a nice place,” Felix adds. “Like, the smell of it?”



I have no idea what that means. I do give the air a sniff though, to see if that’ll help me understand the city a bit better.



It smells like horse poop and stagnant water.



“You’re weird,” I tell Felix, which at least gets her to laugh a bit.



We start down the road the inn is on towards the main thoroughfare that crosses the city. It’s a pretty wide road, obviously designed to accommodate a lot more traffic than what’s here, but it still looks pretty busy. The shops on either side of the road are bustling, and some merchants have set up stalls on the wide sidewalks where they’re hawking goods out to anyone nearby.



We keep close to each other as we start through the crowds. We don’t really make it far though. All of us stop by the first shop and stare through the windows at the pretty dresses within. “Those look like something you’d wear,” I tell Bianca.



“You think?” she asks while inspecting the dress in the centre of the display. It has a long flowing skirt, and a corseted waist decorated with bone-white buttons and careful lacework that covers the upper chest and shoulders while leaving little to the imagination. I guess it’s a pretty daring sort of dress.



“Why do all the dresses have that thing in the back?” Felix asks.



“What thing?” I turn towards Felix who is very clearly still staring at the dress.



She points to just below the dress’ waist. “The butt bit. Why is it sticking so far out? That’s not normal.”



“There is some fabric at the rear to... accentuate things,” Bianca says. “It’s quite popular out west, I hear, and the fashion is carrying over to here.”



“It looks stupid,” Felix says. “I guess you could hide a knife in there. There’s folds and stuff so no one would see the opening to grab it.”



“Or you could hide a book,” Esme says. “But then it would be inconvenient when you try to sit down.”



“It would prevent anyone from grabbing at you,” I point out.



Esme turns my way and locks eyes with me. “Why? Are you planning to grab my book?”



I try to think of something to say, but I choke on nothing and blood rushes to my face. “Felix!”



Felix laughs, snorts, then pats me on the shoulder. “Come on! There’s a bookstore across the street! You can grab Esme’s book over there.”



“Don’t say that!”



She only laughs louder, and grabs my hand to drag me across the street. We have to bunch up and hurry across because there’s no way all the carts and carriages passing by are going to stop for us.



The first bookstore we find is a cute little place tucked in between a grocers and an alchemist’s shop. Esme and I are the first in, and we both pause at the threshold to give the air a sniff.



“Oh, yeah,” I breathe.



“I like this place already,” Esme says.



“You’re both weird,” Felix adds from behind us.



The shop isn’t very wide, but it makes up for it by being long and tall, with a staircase tucked against one wall leading to a second floor that looks like it has even more books. An older gentleman by a counter smiles at us as we take in the room. “Welcome! Are you looking for anything in particular?”



“Just looking,” I say. “How are things organised?”



He points up to a little placard hanging above a row of books. It reads “Maps” in careful print.



“Oh, thanks!” I turn to Esme. “Where do we start?”



She hums and taps her chin. "We could go by subject and interest. Fiction first, then relevant non-fiction? Or we could just canvas the shop in order, that way we won’t retread the same ground. We can start to the left, then follow all the outer walls until we come all the way around, then we tackle the unconnected shelves one by one, from left to right again.”



“And then the second floor,” I say.



“Exactly.”



I notice Bianca leaning closer to Felix behind me. “Is this normal?”



“With these two? Oh yeah. I hope you like watching paint dry because this will be about as fun,” Felix says.



“Hey, you like reading too,” I say.



She rolls her eyes at me. “I like reading a little. It’s not the same as you two.”



“You’re right,” I say as I loop an arm with Esme’s. “Come on, we’ll find the good stuff.”



Esme nods very seriously and follows me over to the nearest stack of books. Of course they all turn out to be the boring sort of history books, so I don’t actually pay them much attention. I’m here for the rare sorts of fiction that we haven’t gotten back home yet.



“If we do get anything, how are we going to carry them?” Esme asks as her gaze travels over spines.



“I can have some friends bring them back. They know how to be careful with books. And we can leave a note on the inside that they’re yours.”



“You mean, write inside the book?” Esme asks.



I bump a shoulder against hers. “Yes Esme, because you can write in books.”



“That’s heresy, you know,” she says. “Legitimately against my religious beliefs.”



I sniff. “In that case I’m a heretic.”



“You are,” she says before we share a giggle. “Oh, look, The Gods and the Ilk, that’s an uncommon book.”



“Is it?” I ask as I look at the tome she’s pulling off the shelf.



“It really is. The book’s all about the gods, but also about these creatures and people that are very strong. Ancient cultivators and elders. The problem is that one of those became a god between the book being written and its distribution, and there are a few passages in here that some churches disagreed with, so they tried to limit publication.”



“Oh,” I say. “And it’s here?”



“I guess their reach wasn’t that far,” Esme says. She bites the tip of her tongue and opens the book up to the first pages. “Oh, look, this was printed in Caselfella. They have a printing house?”



“That’s neat,” I say.



“This is press-printed,” Esme says while pinching a page. “I guess someone bought some printers from Iaria and shipped them over. Iaria uses a new printing method now, it’s a lot finer.”



I nod, even though I can’t really see the difference. Esme can though, what with her big glasses and pinched features as she studies the book. “Do you want it?”



“Want what?” she asks. “A printing press?”



“No, I meant the book. I guess I could get you a printing press too.”



She snorts. “What would I do with one of those? And where would you get one?”



“I could get some, uh, friends to push plates of letters down all day. No problem. It would take up some room, but that’s not a big deal. The paper and ink might be tricky though.”



Esme shakes her head. “No, but thanks. And I don’t really want this book, there was a copy in Montele. I remember looking at it because the story behind the book’s printing was interesting. But the book itself is boring. It’s super dry.”



“Ah, alright,” I say. “Come on, let’s find something a bit more wet to read then.”



“Val! That’s not how you describe books.”



I laughed. “It is if you want it to be,” I say. “Where’s the fiction section? Oh, and the romance.”



“Romance?” Esme asks. “Since when have you been into that?”



“I’m not, but mom is, and she’ll be happy if we send her a gift, I bet.”



“Oh, that’s nice. Maybe I should get gifts too.”



“For my mom?” I ask.



“No, for Semper... well, maybe your mom too, I suppose she’s deserved a gift or two after dealing with a daughter like you.”



“Hey!”



A snort from nearby has me half-turning to find Felix walking over. “Nice one,” she says. “Uh, Bianca and I have been talking to the old man out front. Turns out we’re not the only group to come in here.”



“Okay,” I say. I imagine she’s going somewhere with this.



“Yeah. A few of Heroe’s templars have stopped by too, just this morning at that.”



“Ah... yeah, that might be trouble.”
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“Templars?” I ask. “What are they doing here?”



“I dunno,” Felix says with a shrug. “I figured I should tell you before we run into a bunch of them. Might have a fight on our hands, you know?”



“Let’s avoid that if we can,” I say. “Did you get any details? Did you see them yourself? How many are there? Come on, spill.”



Felix shakes her head. “Bianca and me were talking to the old guy by the counter. He mentioned that a few templars came over yesterday to check on some books. I think he was nervous, maybe? They did do that whole book-stealing thing in Montele.”



“We’re in another kingdom,” I point out.



“And it’s Bianca and I, not Bianca and me,” Esme adds. “Also, that’s barely any information at all. Couldn’t you have waited until we were done looking at books?”



Felix rolls her eyes. “Fine, you two have your fun. But if a squad of them burst in here, I get first crack at telling you that I told you so, okay?”



Esme and I nod while Felix returns to the front and continues her chat with the old man by the counter. Our book perusal is mostly quiet, and honestly, it’s a little half-hearted. I can’t help but think back to the templars.



What are they doing here? I bet they have something to do with Altum.



But then, Heroe is a mean, arrogant jerk of a god, but he’s not the sort to ally himself with a god like Altum. Sure, they both dislike my mom, but Heroe’s more of the... the enemy of my enemy is a second enemy sort.



Are they here because of the undead thing? I’m pretty sure Heroe has a bit of a thing against those, as do a few gods on his end of the pantheon.



It’s possible that the templars being here has nothing to do with any of that... but I doubt it. Too many coincidences happening all at once. “Esme, stay here for a bit, I need to write a letter, I think.”



“Need help?” she asks.



“No, I’ll be fine, thanks.”



I move over to the front counter where the old man is still chatting amicably with Bianca. When I ask him if he has a writing desk, he points to one in the corner. “We do dictate letters here, if you need the assistance or don’t want to strain your hand.”



“No, I can manage, I just need pen and paper,” I say. That ends up costing me a few copper pieces.



I sit down, and then take a couple of seconds to think before jotting down a quick letter. It’s not much. Hellos to mom, some assurances that I’m fine and that we’ve been having lots of fun so far. A passing mention of the zombies that tried to eat us, and then a few questions about Heroé

and Altum and if the two dislike each other.



I fold everything up. Melt the top of a wax rod inside of a lamp next to the table, then I unhook the clasp on the front of my cloak and press that into the gob of hot wax I pour onto the letter’s fold. It leaves a distinct pattern on the front. Tiny isis and edelweiss and lavender flowers twisted together.



I thank the shopkeep when he offers to take care of my letter as long as I know where it’s meant to go. “I can figure out a way to send it, no worries,” I say.



“Well, if you need the help, I know a merchant or two who’ll deliver a letter or package for a small fee.”



I smile at him, bob my head, then skitter back to where Esme’s inspecting the stacks. She’s gotten to the second floor already and has appropriated a cart to carry the half-dozen books she’s found.



“I got some for you too,” she says with a gesture to the cart.



“Oh?”



“Yeah. You know the author of Nutmeg Pie? The latest book’s been released early here. You’d be stuck waiting for months back at Luci-- er, your home.”



“Oh!” I oohed as I rushed over to the pile. She’d actually picked out a few books that I would have taken too. “Thanks Esme.”



Esme nods solemnly. “It’s my duty as a proper librarian to know what books will interest everyone.” She glances back towards me, then down the rows of books she hasn’t checked yet. “I think I’m pretty much done here, actually. Do you think we’ll be staying in this town for a while?”



“We still need to find transportation out to the capital, and we might be going by monster even after that. I’m thinking at least one or two more days? We’re not really in that much of a rush, and I wouldn’t mind relaxing a bit more before we hit the road again.”



“In that case, I can always come back later. I imagine Felix’s attention span can’t handle much more of a wait, and I don’t want Bianca to be bored on my account.”



I shake my head. “Esme, if you’re having fun, then that’s fine. You don’t need to not have fun just for our sake. How often will you have the opportunity to snoop around a bookstore halfway across the world?”



“It’s hardly halfway,” she says. She smiles though, then leans in a bit closer to me. I know an invitation for a hug when I see one, and I don’t usually say no.



“So! You found some books for me,” I say as I give her a good squeeze. “What did you find for yourself?”



“Oh, a few things,” she says. “The book selection’s not entirely different from what we’d find in Montele, but there are some stark differences. More in what you won’t find. Way fewer books about the gods and various religions and cults. A lot more nonfiction about building, farming, settlement work. I don’t know if it’s because this city is so young or if it’s more of a culture-wide thing. I wonder what local bibliophiles are like?”



I laugh. “There’s a library to Semper in the capital, right? Maybe we can stop by and you can ask?”



“That’s not a bad idea,” Esme agrees.



We continue looking through the books for a bit, but I sense that Esme’s a bit distracted. She keeps looking my way, and when I turn to her she snaps back to staring at spines.



“Okay,” she says as she reaches the end of a long row of books. “That’s it.”



“There’s only like... seventeen books here,” I say as I look at her pile.



“Well, I know it’s not much, but we can always look at other shops. There were a few more around, right?”



“Sure!” I say. “We can visit them just the two of us next time, that way Felix won’t be bored.”



“Th-that sounds nice, yes,” Esme says. “Anyway, let’s head out?”



I nod, pick up a few books, then realise I can’t carry half of them all at once. So I cast my shield spell and use it as a shelf to carry books on.



The shopkeeper downstairs looks a little confused at our method of carrying books, but he doesn’t complain when I start fishing out gold to pay him with.



“Do you think you can deliver these for us?” I ask. “We don’t want to head back to our inn right away. I’ll give you a bit extra.”



The old man agrees to have all the books delivered to our inn for a couple of coppers. He has a nephew that’s got strong arms, apparently.



I leave before he can try selling us on his nice nephew any more.



“So, where to next?” I ask.



“There, I think,” Bianca says. She’s pointing across the street at... a weapon’s shop?



“Why there?” I ask.



“Because while we were inside, I saw a pair of templars enter the shop, and I must admit to a certain level of curiosity. It might not be much, but it’s entirely possible that we’ll find out why they’re here. That is, if you wish to know as much.”



I consider it for just a moment before I nod. “Yeah, sure. But let me sneak into an alleyway first. I have a letter to send to mom.”



I can’t help but wonder, as I give my letter to a little beetle buddy, what mom would think of our adventures so far.



I hope it’s all positive. I mean, I haven’t been hurt at all yet.



... I am too old for punishment, right?



Yeah, I have to be.



“Okay, I’m done!” I say as I barge out of the alley, a monster friend flitting off and away from the city. “Let’s check out the sharp and pointy things!
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                Bane Ten - Understanding



“Mom?” Valeria asked as she slipped into the room. It was one of those rooms adjoining the library, with another balcony (her mom really liked big scenic balconies) overlooking the exterior of the castle.



Luciana stood by a lectern next to a large stained-glass window that depicted her (as a huge dragon for some reason) breathing purple fire onto some castle. Semper was next to her, standing very close.



Maybe it was just Esme putting ideas in her head, but Valeria couldn’t help but notice how close to each other they were.



“Hello, Valeria,” Luciana said. “I hope I’m not interrupting your time with Felix and Esme too much?”



“No? We were just, uh, reading.” In reality they had spent the morning gossiping about this and that while playing a game where they hit a ball Felix tossed up with bolts of magic. Felix kept making the ball twitch out of the way with bursts of wind magic. So far they had destroyed six balls and she was about to resort to making a small ball-shaped monster that they could hit instead.



Felix and Valeria both agreed that it should explode on impact, but Esme was being all reasonable about it.



“Just studying, you know,” Valeria said.



“Good, good,” her mom said. “But remember to take regular breaks for physical activity. Maybe go on long walks with Felix, she enjoys that kind of thing, doesn’t she?”



Valeria nodded slowly. It wasn’t wrong, but the way mom said it... it was a bit weird. Was she nervous about something? “So, uh, what’s the book?” Valeria asked.



“This? It’s a somewhat embellished historical account of... what I would call a squabble between the gods,” Luciana said.



“The proper name for it is the War of the Lilies,” Semper said. “A fourteen year conflict between three nations. Iaria, what’s now Adrana, and the Free Nation of Endoraga, though at the time those were mostly composed of a few small nation-states flying under an allied banner.”



“I think I’ve heard of that one,” Valeria mentioned. “That was a long time ago.”



“A few centuries back,” Luciana said dismissively. “The history books are filled with reasons why the war began, but it can all be traced back to a singular meeting of the pantheon.”



“Oh?” Valeria asked. This was sounding like the fun sort of gossip.



“Oh yes. It was Lantern, wasn’t it?” Luciana asked Semper.



Semper sniffed. “Don’t pretend like you were there, Luciana. I do recall being the one to relay everything to you.”



“What did Lantern do?” Valeria asked.



“Her domain is centred around the pursuit of knowledge, the creation of new things, and to some degree, the independence and growth of those who worship her. These things are fine, though progress will always be met with some conflict. The issue is that she had some very specific thoughts on how the relationships of mortals should be conducted.”



“Only between opposite genders, and only with the goal of procreating,” Semper said. “Very prudish and entirely stupid. Alehandro had a fit when she tried to pass some laws in Iaria that would... limit his own domain over true love.”



“Okay,” Valeria said.



“Semper and I, of course, objected to Lantern’s ideas as well,” Mom said. “We believe that love should be love, as long as both sides are able and willing.”



“Uh,” Valeria said. I glanced between the two, then I felt the blood rushing to my face. Was Esme right?! Was this mom telling me that she and Semper...



“Are you well?” Luciana asked.



Valeria nodded. “I’m fine,” she said. “Uh, is that all you wanted to tell me?”



“Yes, I suppose it is,” her mom said. She smiled. “Now, how about you go back to spending time with your friends. If you want, I could even give one of your friends some lessons so that you can spend more time with the other. Wouldn’t Esme just love some personalised lessons, Semper?”



“Yes, I’m sure,” Semper said. “Perhaps I could teach Felix some things too, of course, give you more time to spend alone, with Esme.”



“Okay, that’s nice. Uh, you two... have a good afternoon, I guess.”



Valeria walked out of the room with a little wave. She didn’t want to run out, but she moved quick enough anyway.



She didn’t close the door when she left though, not entirely. She stood behind it, ears peeled and face still steaming.



“She took that well,” Semper said.



“My daughter can be clever, on occasion,” Luciana said.



“I do hope she understands. You want her to be comfortable with all of this, right?”



“Yes, of course. But she’s Valeria, I doubt she’d be upset in either case. She’d just do whatever she wants.”



Valeria ran off before they could notice that she was listening in.



Mom and Semper were in... some sort of relationship. And Mom was worried that she wouldn’t approve?



Valeria froze, feet sliding on the polished floor until she came to a full stop. What was she doing? Was she really going to run back to Esme and Felix to tell them after Mom just told her all that? No, that wasn’t right.



She ran back into the room, both Mom and Semper glancing up as she barged in. Valeria took a deep breath, then charged across the room and tackled Mom around the chest in as big and tight a hug as she could manage. “I love you lots, okay?” she said.



“Yes, I’m aware,” Mom said.



Valeria gave her a bit more of a squeeze. “Okay, good. Thanks Mom!” Then she ran off again.



Her daughterly duties were done. She could get back to gossipping with her friends.



“Girls!” Valeria said as she found my friends in a corner of the library that they’d made our own. Felix glanced down (or technically it was up, but she was currently sitting with her back on the floor and her legs up on a couch) and Esme shifted in her big couch. “I just talked to Mom.”



“Yes, we know,” Esme said. “That’s why you went off. What did she say?”



“I think Mom and Semper really are an item,” she said.



Esme’s book clapped shut. She hadn’t even put a bookmark in it! “You’ve confirmed it then?”



“Definitely,” she said.



“So, what do you wanna do about it?” Felix asked. She was still very upside down. “Because from where I’m sitting, I don’t think it matters much.”



“Of course it matters,” Esme said.



“Yeah, it matters a bunch,” Valeria said.



Felix sorta-shrugged. “I don’t see that it does, really. So your Mom, who’s the scary but-not-really-that-scary Goddess of Darkness really likes the only other god that kinda shares her gimmick. Seems pretty simple to me.”



Valeria puffed my cheeks out. “It’s not that simple. Mom never told me she felt that way about anyone! Do you know how long it took before she said that she loved me? I had to love her back a whole lot for a long time before she said it.”



“Wait, are you envious?” Esme asked.



“No I’m not,” she said.



“Oh, well, now it’s interesting,” Felix said.



She put her hands on her hips and straightened her back, like Mom did when she was being intimidating. “I am not envious of the goddess Semper.” Valeria said.



“Even though she’s been your mom’s friend for a long time and may or might not be all romantic with her?” Felix asked.



“You know, it would be really easy to stomp you when you’re all laid out on the floor like that,” she growled.



Felix grinned up at me. “You wouldn’t.”



“It’s alright if you're nervous,” Esme said. “You love your mother a lot and she might love someone else. It doesn’t mean she willstop loving you.”



Valeria crossed her arms. “I suppose there’s some merit there.”



“Yeah,” Felix said. “I love the both of you. Even if sometimes one of you can be a bit of a pain.”



“You’re a pain,” she snapped back.



“Yeah,” Esme agreed. “You’re the pain in our rears, not the other way around.”



Felix shoved herself away from the couch, then turned onto all fours so she could stand up. “Well, I think you’re both pains! Esme’s too stuffy, and Valeria’s a bit dumb. Doesn’t mean I don’t love the both of you.”



My cheeks warmed up again. They were doing that a lot lately. “I’m not dumb!” she said.



“Just a bit, sometimes. I don’t mind,” Felix said.



Things devolved into a civilised discussion which soon involved thrown cushions and a bit of tusseling on the library floor until the girls heard one of the book-shelving monsters passing by. Then they ran off before anyone could witness them doing anything they shouldn’t in the library.



The argument, of course, only continued as they navigated over to the kitchens for a midday snack.
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                Scourge Thirty-One - Staff



The girls and I walk into the weapon’s shop after making sure that there aren’t any Templars waiting for us inside.



It wasn’t like being seen by a few Templars would be a huge problem. I don’t think most of them would be able to tell that we’re secretly working for Mom just at a glance. They’d need to ask us and then use their truth-hearing ability to discover that. But there’s also a small chance that any Templar we ran across was in Montele when we were.



Or maybe they’ll have heard of us? I don’t think we look all that strange. Felix and Esme are pretty unique, but I think they can blend into any crowd and if Templars start questioning every group of girls they run across that might wreck their reputation.



And it has been a few years.



Basically, I give us pretty good odds of not getting into any sort of trouble if we run across a Templar out on the street.



“Hello, hello!” the shopkeeper says as we file in. “Welcome, how can I help you young ladies?”



“We’re just looking,” Felix says with one of her more charming smiles. “Thanks, old man.”



“Old man?” the shopkeeper says. He looks a bit taken aback by that, then he reaches up to touch the bald spot on the middle of his head.



The shop’s split into two sections, the entrance with a counter up near the door and a bunch of weapons on racks to the right of that. To the left is a missing doorway and another section that’s filled with even more weapons, with some bits of armour on mannequins and on wall-mounted shelves.



“So, you’re looking for something sharp, Felix?” I ask as I skip over to my friend.



She nods. “Yeah. I think I could use something with a bit more reach. Daggers are nice and fast, but if we’re going to be aliven’ting more undead I want something with more range so that I can batter them from further off.”



I narrow my eyes at her when she uses her made-up word again (as a verb no less!) but that only gets her to smile more.



“What about you guys?” I ask Bianca and Esme.



“I’m good, I think,” Esme says. “I have my magic.”



“I wish I were so confident with my own magical abilities,” Bianca says. “But I’m afraid I’m not quite there yet. Maybe I should get a small knife of my own? Something I can keep next to wherever I’m sleeping?”



I nod encouragingly. She must be thinking about that assassination attempt a few days ago. I haven’t asked her if she’s having a hard time sleeping after that. That’s... not ideal, actually.



“If you want,” I say, my voice pitched a little lower. “We can sleep in the same room from now on. That way there will always be two of us in case something happens.”



Bianca looks at me, then her shoulders slump just a tiny bit. “I think that would be welcome. Thank you, Valeria.”



“No problem,” I say. I turn to the others, who are both staring. “So, big stick for Felix?”



“If the ladies don’t mind,” the shopkeeper says as he comes around his counter. “I can certainly assist.”



“Sure,” Felix says. “I’m looking for something with more range to it. I’m trained in using daggers, at least a little. They suit me, but we’ve been running into things that I don’t want to get as close to.”



“I see,” he says. “Is there something going on outside of the city? There seem to be an abundance of young ladies asking for weapons lately.”



“Oh?” Esme asks. “There have been more lately?”



“One,” he says as he walks over to a far wall. There are racks mounted there, with spears and halberds held horizontally against the wall. “A young lady showed up with some Templars. I must admit I might not have been as kind to her as I should have. She was in quite a tiff with me.”



“What did she buy?” I ask. A young lady with the Templars? It can’t be.



“A sword,” he says. “One of my finer models. Nothing decorated or beautiful, just a simple armsman’s weapon. I would have expected a young lady to prefer a more elegant weapon.”



“Nah, being able to kill your enemies is plenty elegant,” Felix says with a knowing nod.



The shopkeeper eyes her for a bit, then coughs and moves on. “Well, here is my selection of polearms. Do you have any training with any of these?”



I eye all the halberds and spears. Most are simple and even a bit plain, but a few have carved hafts with decorative heads on them.



“I don’t, no,” Felix says. “How much training do you need for one of these?”



The shopkeep hums to himself as he eyes the weapons on display. “Common knowledge dictates that spears and the like are the easiest weapon to master. But common knowledge is commonly wrong. There’s some truth to it, of course. But I don’t think just anyone can grab a spear and be fully proficient with it without any practice. The truly excellent spear-fighters, of course, spend years training to perfect their art.”



“Right,” Felix says. “We’re travelling a lot too, so I guess that rules out any of the heavier or bigger ones.” She points to a halberd that has to be at least three metres long. “I can’t imagine carrying that around the city.”



“How about a compromise then,” the shopkeep says. He kneels down and picks a long staff from near the bottom of the wall. It’s about half a head taller than Felix when he sets it upright, with no carvings on it at all. Both ends of the staff are made of metal, about a forearm-long. “This is a weighted staff, but it does have a few tricks to it.”



“Oh?” Felix asks. She reaches for it, and the shopkeep lets her take it. “This is a bit heavier than it looks,” she says as she lifts it up.



“It is. The cap on this end has threading on the tip, like the head of a broom.” He taps the end of the staff, then turns and pulls a long knife from another rack. It has noticeable threading on the end of the pommel, and a fairly short handle too. “Here, try attaching this to the end.”



“Oh,” Felix says. “That’s neat!”



“Why is it made that way?” Esme asks. “Why not just have it attached?”



“It’s actually from far to the south. Serfs are not allowed to carry a spear there. A knife is fine, of course, and no one will begrudge them carrying a staff for walking.”



Felix chuckles as she finishes fixing the knife on the end. “This is very neat. I like it,” she says. “I’ll be able to practise with it as a spear, and in the meantime, I do know how to bash things’ heads in with a stick.”



“Sticks are pretty neat,” I agree. Just teaching some of the cleverer monsters how to pick up sticks makes them a whole lot more dangerous, and Felix is a bit smarter than those. “Do you want it?”



“Yeah, I like it,” Felix says. “It looks well-made, too.”



“Simple, but quality,” the shopkeeper says. “Can I help you with anything else?”



“Bianca here needs a good dagger,” I say.



We’re directed to a case that’s filled with all sorts of knives and daggers (the difference being somewhat semantic) and Bianca stares at them all before picking one or two out and stabbing at the air with them. “I don’t know what I’m looking for here,” Bianca admits. “While I’m not averse to using one of these, I don’t have any practical idea on where to start.”



“See the sharp side? Slice them with that,” Felix says.



I poke her in the short ribs. “Don’t be silly. You’ll probably want something that fits your hand well. Some of these are made for people with big hands.”



“It doesn’t need to be pretty,” Esme points out. “One sided is probably best too, since you’re less likely to hurt yourself, and it will be easier to maintain.”



Bianca nods. “Is it wrong that I also want something that’s somewhat nice to look upon?”



I giggle. “That’s fine. You’re very pretty, so you should have a pretty dagger too, right?”



Bianca chuckles. “I suppose so. I’ve found, over the last few days, that perhaps many of the things I cared about aren’t as important as I may once have thought.” She plucked a dagger from the rack, a longer, narrower blade, with a reinforced middle and an inline point. It was covered in delicate filigree, but only along the spine and around the small guard. “I think this will do. It has a sheath too.”



“Perfect,” I say.



The shopkeep is all smiles and nods as I fish out the gold to pay for everything.



“Where to next?” I ask as we step out onto the street.



“There is one place I’d like to visit,” Bianca says.
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                Scourge Thirty-Two - Dressed



Bianca pauses in front of one shop in particular, her neck straining back as she looks up at the store’s name. It’s called Garmaments, and it’s probably one of the nicest shops I’ve seen in this city.



“This is the place?” I ask.



“It is,” Bianca says. “I’ve heard good things about this store. I haven’t had all that many opportunities to shop for myself until very lately. Would you mind if we spent some time here?”



“I don’t see why we would,” I say with a grin. “We’re out here to have fun and relax, right?”



“Clothes shopping is relaxing?” Felix asks.



Esme nods. “It is.” She grabs Felix’s hand and tugs her forwards. “Come on! We’ll make you look cute, Felix!”



“Wait, no,” Felix says. “I don’t wanna look cute. I want to be rugged and tough and badass.”



Giggling, I follow after my friends and we barge into the shop proper.



There are all sorts of dresses on racks and carefully carved wooden mannequins in proper poses are standing next to each other, covered in gowns and dresses that trail down to the floor.



A pair of shopkeepers--both young adult women--glance up as we enter, and they immediately smile and bow in our direction in unison. “Welcome to Garmaments, where our fashion is your weapon.”



Bit of a weird slogan.



“How can we help you?” They both ask in unison.



Bianca brushes down the front of her dress before gesturing to us. “My companions and I are looking for new clothes. Specifically something to travel in? I like my current dress, but it’s becoming bedraggled from travel and I think it would be wise to find something more appropriate to wear on the road.”



The shopkeepers nod, and one of them comes over and guides us to one side of the shop. “If the lady doesn’t mind the impertinence of asking. How long will you be staying in Castenanda for?”



“A couple of days.” Bianca says.



“In that case, we can certainly tailor most garments that we have to fit. Though it would be difficult to make something entirely new in such a short period. Most of our outfits take weeks to sew and cut and perfect.”



I nod along, but in reality I have no idea how long it takes to make a dress. I just rely on mom to fill my wardrobe up, mostly. I glance down at my outfit. It’s a purple top and beige skirt, the hem of which has a bit of mud caked to it. I think it’s rather nice. Mom likes adding little touches of embroidery to outfits, usually flowers that have obscure meanings in them that no one but some other old god might understand.



I glance up at the dresses on display, and can’t help but notice that they’re very different to what I’m wearing. More sleek, with less poof to them and a very different style of decoration and lacework.



Am I unfashionable?



“I wouldn’t mind a new outfit either.” I say.



Bianca spins around. “Really?” she asks. I have this sinking feeling that I’ve made a mistake, but I can’t quite pin what it was.



Bianca grabs my hand and pulls me forwards and closer to the dresses. “Alright, we can work with this. Esme, you know Valeria well, what would you say fits her style?”



“Hmm,” Esme hmms. “Well, she usually wears skirts. I’ve never seen her wear anything too short though. So very modest. The cloak is a must. I think she sleeps with it.”



“I don’t!” I lie. The cloak was a gift from mom. It’s real comfy and warm.



“Sure you don’t,” Felix says. I think she’s just supporting me because she wants to get out of here. For some reason, she never likes it when Esme and I play dress up with all of Mom’s nicer outfits.



“So, skirts are a must. Which is fair, most ladies still wear skirts, though loose pants in the style of Iaria are becoming somewhat common.” Bianca reaches out to squeeze my bicep. “Maybe a loose dress robe? It would give a nice contrast to the skirt. Or... perhaps a doublet?”



“Aren’t those for men?” I ask.



“They have some for women as well,” Bianca says. I’m tugged along after her and past rows of outfits. Bianca touches a skirt here, or a robe there, feeling the fabric and swishing some things around. I have no idea what she’s doing until she starts pointing at some items here and there. “We’ll take that dress to try on. And that vest. The dress robes here as well. Oh, and the blouse there, is that silk?”



“It is,” the shopkeeper says.



“She’ll try that on too.”



“Uh,” I say. “That seems like a lot of trouble, no?” I ask. Trying on a bunch of outfits at home feels different. I’m at home, if I get a stain on something or it doesn’t fit right, then I can toss it back to the monsters and it’s all fine. This feels a whole lot more awkward somehow.



By the time we reach the end of the row, the shopkeeper has her arms full of clothes. “Where’s the changing room?” Bianca asks.



“In the corner, my lady,” comes a reply from behind the stack of dresses.



Bianca leads me over to the changing room, which is an actual room with a full-length mirror and a bench to sit on, then selects a few things from the shopkeeper’s arms. “Try these on. I see that there are some pins in that basket there. If anything is too loose, just pin it tighter, and if we choose to buy it I’m certain they have a seamstress that can do the fitting.”



“Uh, alright,” I say.



Bianca leaves, and I’m left with a heap of things to try on.



Maybe this is why Felix doesn’t like it when Esme and I make her wear things? The sudden lack of agency isn’t a great feeling.



But I can endure a bit of bullying if it will make my friends have some fun. With a roll of my eyes I try things on.



When I step out of the room, I find that Bianca is studying a pretty grey dress held up by the other shopkeeper, Esme’s reading on a bench, and Felix has somehow found a long red scarf that she’s trying to the end of her staff.



“So, what do you think?” I ask as I give them a spin.



I’m very much aware that my face isn’t covered, nor my eyes for that matter. My pale skin does nothing to hide the blue veins just under the surface. I think they’re really pretty on mom. They make her look mysterious and powerful, but on me they look a bit weird. My eyes don’t help, being all black and monster-y. I make sure not to meet the shopkeeper’s gaze, but she’s making a point not to stare.



Bianca steps over and inspects me from top to bottom. “No,” she says. “Not quite right. Come, we’ll try something else.” Back into the changing room we go, and Bianca pushes another blouse at me, along with a dress robe. “The skirt can stay, it suits you, I think.”



“Alright,” I say.



“Try this, and this,” Bianca says as she places things onto the bench. Then she grins at me. “You’ll look incredible, I’m sure.”



“Uh, thanks,” I say. I rub at my nose while willing my blush away until Bianca leaves. “You’re such an idiot, Valeria,” I mutter to myself as I get dressed again.



When I step out this time, Bianca’s missing, Esme’s wearing a pale yellow coat and staring at herself in a mirror, and one of the shopkeepers is trying a red sash around Felix’s waist. “Hey,” Felix says. “Oh yeah, that looks good on you. What do you think about this red thing? It matches my staff!”



“Oh, thanks, and it looks nice. Your jacket too, Esme.”



“Really?” Esme asks. “Bianca tossed it at me. I guess it’s comfortable. I might buy it, it is getting cool at night.” She glances at my outfit, then grins. “She does have an eye for this kind of thing, huh?”



I stare over into one of the mirrors. The outfit has a beige skirt and a brown vest over a silky white blouse. All of that covered by a dress robe that flows down to the same length as the skirt. “I guess so,” I say.



“Oh, good,” Bianca says as she returns. She’s in a blouse and pants of all things, with long boots that stop above the knee. “That looks really nice on you. But I think we’ll need a belt or something around the waist to pull it all together. Maybe something that matches your cloak?”



“Won’t that be too many layers?” I ask.



“Nonsense! You can never have enough of them. Maybe once we’re back at the inn I can show you a few different ways to fix your hair. There are some styles that are quite popular around here.”



“Uh, sure,” I say.



I can’t help but feel a bit warm in my chest. Weird, I don’t think I really need that much positive attention to get by. Maybe it’s the people I’m getting the attention from that matters?
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                Scourge Thirty-Three - Occurrences



After a good night’s rest and after an afternoon spent laughing and chatting and being a bit silly, I wake up to find that I’m that last one out of bed for once. My friends are in the little lounge area, sipping at morning tea and working hard to keep Felix away from all of the biscuits.



“Hey,” I say before sitting across from them on the last free seat. I stifle a yawn, blink a few times, then grab at the kettle that’s still steaming lightly. “So, what’re we going to get up to today?”



“Something more productive than yesterday?” Esme asks.



“Yesterday was plenty productive,” I say “I got new clothes, Bianca has new boots, and Felix has her spear-thing.”



Felix nods and grabs the plate of biscuits while Esme’s distracted. She grins down at her bounty, then glances my way. She very carefully takes a biscuit and puts it next to my mug of tea, slowly, as if she’s a little hesitant about it.



I smile as I take the offering and dip it in my tea.



“I suppose,” Esme says. “But we can’t just sit on our laurels and go around and shop all day.”



“What about sitting in this nice warm inn and reading all day?” I ask.



Esme’s face twists this way and that as she wrestles with temptation. “N-no! We can’t do that either. We’re here for work, and Semper would be disappointed in me if I failed to accomplish my goals.”



I shrug. “Alright. I don’t mind heading out either. We might want to go out on foot though, at least for a little bit. Then we can travel by monster-back. Convoys and carts were fun for a bit, but I think I’ll take the risk of getting lost if it means not having to deal with people for a while.”



“We’re not people?” Felix asks.



“That’s not what I meant,” I say. “I’m just saying, dealing with strangers can be tiring, and Esme is right--”



“As usual,” Esme quips, interrupting me for a moment.



“And Esme’s a little bit right,” I continue. “We are on something of a mission, for mom and Semper. We should get to it. We’ll have time for more relaxing and fun later. Besides, I bet the shopping in the capital is even better, right Bianca?”



“Certainly,” she says. “A lot of the wealthiest families in the Republic live in or around the capital. It makes sense to imagine that the city will try to cater to them, and that means a high-class of shop. As for relaxation, my family does have an estate in the capital. It should be fully staffed. My father stays there at times, when he needs to exert some pressure on other families, or when he wants to keep a hand on the nation’s pulse.”



I grin. “Perfect! In a few days we’ll be relaxing in the lap of luxury.”



“A few days?” Bianca asks. “The capital is further from here than we are from Vizeda.”



“I’ve got a map,” Esme says. She bends down to the side and fiddles through her satchel until she picks out a scroll. Felix moves things aside on the table so that she has room to set it down.



“The usual path,” Bianca says, “follows this road towards the east, then north.”



I nod. “What if we just cut across here?” I point to more or less where we are, then make a straight line to the lakes that Esme mentioned Semper’s vault is next to.



“There’s, ah, a mountain there,” Bianca says carefully.



I laugh. “Yeah, I noticed. I meant that we can fly all the way over.”



“You’re not going to call Livonas all the way here, are ya?” Felix asks.



Bianca perks up at that. “Livonas? The dragon?”



“She’s nice,” I say.



“She roosted in the south of the Abyssi Mountains for decades,” Bianca says. “She frequently raided cattle and burned down a few villages. Her name is a bad omen in the southern parts of the Republic.”



I scratch at my chin. “Mostly nice. She can get a bit moody. I was thinking more something like a flight of wyverns? Or maybe some eagles? I can’t see why we can’t just ride to our objective on the backs of a few of those.”



“I’ve never considered flying before,” Bianca says.



I wave the worry off. “Don’t be afraid, it’s actually kind of fun. Though maybe we should find some goggles.” at her confused look, I explain. “The wind. It’s hard to see when it’s hitting you in the face hard enough.”



“We need to gather some supplies,” Esme says. “We can’t just head out on a two day trip without anything to eat. Felix is going to steal all of our snacks within the first hour, then we’ll all starve.”



“Some monsters could hunt for us,” I say.



“Do you know how to prepare a carcass?” Esme asks. “For that matter, do you know how to cook at all? Bianca can probably start a fire, at least.”



I cross my arms and refuse to meet her gaze. “I wasn’t disagreeing that we need supplies,” I say. “We can ask the inn if they’ll prepare something for us. And we can buy some rations too. Maybe there are places where you can buy tents and stuff like that too. Someone needs to sell that kind of equipment around here, right?”



“There’s gotta be,” Felix says. She bounces up to her feet, swishes the crumbs off of her shirt, then stretches her back. “So, should we head out in teams? One group can get the food, the other the equipment we need?”



“That makes sense,” Esme says. “If we want to head out before, say, noon, then we’ll want to gather everything we want sooner than later. Valeria and I can find food and such. Felix, you can go with Bianca and look for the rest of the gear.”



Felix blinks. “Wait, why do you get to go with Valeria? How about you and Bianca go get the gear?”



Esme huffs. “Because if you get the food, you’ll make a mess of it.”



“Hey! I’m more than just some stereotype. I can be serious about things. You know that I wouldn’t get food that isn’t good for travelling or anything”



“Fine then. You can take Bianca and go looking for food and supplies while Valeria and I look into getting tents and outdoor equipment.”



“But I want to go with Valeria,” Felix says.



“Well so do I,” Esme says.



I look away so that no one can see my face reddening. Bianca, of course, notices right away. “Maybe we can all just head out together,” I say, putting an end to the argument. “It’ll be more fun that way anyway.”



“Fine,” Felix says. “So are you going to get ready, or are you heading out in a night shift?”



We all get up and--after polishing off our tea and the last of the biscuits--head back to our rooms. It takes a bit, but soon enough all four of us are ready to head out again.



“I asked the innkeeper to prepare a lunch basket for us,” Esme says. “We can have a picnic outside of the city while you gather the monsters you need.”



“Great idea!” I say. “Uh, where do we go first?”



“There are some shops closer to the walls that supply the caravans heading in and out of town,” Bianca says. “I think that might be a good first stop? They’ll have equipment for all the mercenaries escorting caravans around the area.”



“That makes perfect sense,” I say. “Lead the way?”



Bianca nods and does just that.



The part of the city we head to isn’t as luxurious and nice as the area around our inn. The shops and houses are a bit simpler, but they’re no less clean and well-maintained. The entire city feels new, and there’s a sort of buzzing energy to it that makes it easy to move about and imagine things growing and expanding.



It’s an interesting contrast to Vizeda, which felt a lot more... stifled and tight.



It takes a bit of wandering around, but we do end up finding a shop that sells what we need, and then we run into an old friend. “Teo?”



“Girls,” Teo says. He’s got a heavy pack on his back, clearly loaded with all sorts of stuff. “Didn't think I’d be running into you four again.”



“Yeah, we’re just looking for some gear,” I say. “What about you?”



“Likewise,” he says. Then he glances around the street before coming closer. “You four don’t intend to leave the city, do you?”



“We do,” I say.



He nods. “Might be best if you didn’t. That ambush we ran into? It wasn’t the only one. People are seeing undead all over the place. The guard is keeping it quiet, but there’s something big going on. An entire group of Templars is gathering to the south to take care of things, but I can’t imagine it won’t be a mess.”



I thank him for the information, but we’re not heading southward at all.



As we talk a bit more though, I can’t help but worry just a little bit.



Something really strange is going on in the Republic, and I really hope it’s not going to cause us any trouble.
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                Bane Eleven - Worship



Semper sat at the back of her carriage, the sky outside was beautiful and clear, with only a few large cumulus floating high above in a bright blue sky. She flicked a finger and the curtains closed her off from the view.



A pile of books, all fit for travelling, sat on the bench across from her, but they were as of yet untouched.



Semper was keen on her own emotional state. The path to godhood did not allow for laziness or anything less than absolute dedication to one's domain and art and magic. She closed her eyes, bowed her head, and focused inwards.



Most gods and goddesses were masters of their craft, but mastery wasn’t the end.



It was strange, how life was merely a series of cliffs, the next always more difficult than the last. Godhood was the latest cliff she had climbed, and above that was another great peak, taller and more imposing than any before, and yet it was one that she had never seen during her long climb to where she was now.



It had taken her centuries to reach godhood. How many millennia would it take to surpass that?



How long had the great gods taken to reach their spots? There were exactly five of them, the number impossible to hide when each could make the world tremble on a whim. How many normal gods were there below that? Fifty? A hundred?



Semper found that spending time with Luciana was... heady. The woman was a master next to a novice when she swept past Semper. So Semper closed her eyes and cycled her disgust, her anger at herself, combining the two into a sickly volatile mess in her core that gleefully waited for her to unleash it onto the world.



Luciana’s magic wasn’t like this. It was powerful, but controlled power. Perhaps the climb up the next cliff was all about learning great finesse. To use the match where another would use a bonfire.



Perhaps in a few decades more she would know.



The carriage rattled faintly as it touched down.



The pegasi pulling her along wheeled the carriage around in a large half-circle, then came to a slow stop, hooves stomping and wings beating to work off excess energy.



Semper opened her eyes and let go of a whistling breath that steamed the air before her. The dark path of her veins just under her skin faded and her eyes started the slow process of returning to some semblance of normalcy.



She flicked a finger towards the door and opened it up even as she stood up. She had arrived at a secluded archive. One of her great libraries, hidden in the mountains to the north of Casera. It was where many of her archivists trained, and where some of her most precious tomes were hidden away, guarded by powerful men and women on their own path to power through contempt and literacy.



“My lady,” a chorus of mixed voices said. A dozen archivists bowed at the hip.



Semper stepped out of the carriage and started for the Archive. She was never one for the small platitudes that other gods took as their rightfully deserved reward. A senior archivist jogged up next to her. “Report, please,” she asked.



“Of course,” he said. What came next was a long spiel of platitudes. Recruitment numbers (up in the west, significantly lower out east), reports about food and maintenance and book procurements (interesting, but only in passing, as long as things were regulating themselves she saw no reason to muddle). A few archivists had gone missing (entirely normal in their line of work) two were confirmed to have passed away. Both in the east again.



“Have a senior archivist head east. There’s something going on around there.”



“Yes ma’am,” the senior archivist said. “Did you have a good time? We didn’t receive any news for a few weeks.”



Semper nodded slowly. “Yes, actually. It was... enlightening. Fun, even. I think I’ve grown a little, but then...” she slowed to a stop and the senior archivist did the same. The man was middle-aged. Ruben Bescos. She remembered him being much younger when he first joined. “You have children, right, Ruben?”



“I do,” he said.



Semper knew that no two gods treated their servants the same way. Alehandro had lovers, the Three had runaway girls and tired mothers serving them. Heroe had an army of wanna-be adventurers. Luciana, of course, had her monsters. She always respected her own. Certainly, they were not at her level, and there was an element of... servitude between herself and her servants, but past that, she tried to ensure that the formalities between them were few.



She used her archivists to learn more, and in return, they had access to some of the greatest education affordable, and the greatest libraries on Monsterra. “Tell me, Ruben, are any of your children married?”



“My oldest,” he said. “Little Aitana. Though I suppose she’s a grown woman now.”



He seemed fond of her, if nothing else.



“How did you discover that she was in love?” Semper asked.



“Ma’am?” he asked, obviously confused. “You mean, with her husband?”



“Yes,” Semper said.



Ruben thought about it for a moment. She was patient for such things. “I suppose my wife noticed first. She spends more time with the children, of course. Aitana started pining after the neighbour’s third son. Not the man I would have chosen for her. He’s more of a... brawn over brains sort. But whenever Aitana saw him she would let out these little sighs, and it seemed as if her sharp mind would escape her at times.”



“Interesting,” Semper said. Nothing she hadn’t read about in any number of books about love and the like. Though... perhaps what was in books was not what was in reality.



There was a disconnect between the sharp, clear focus of a story and the muddled truth of reality.



“Why do you ask?” Ruben queried.



“Ruben, could you inform the librarian that I need certain books?” Semper asked. She wasn’t certain if this was a good way to pass her time, but what was the point of immortality if one couldn’t spend it as they saw fit? “There is something I need researched.”



“Certainly,” Ruben said. It was blindly obvious that he was excited. “What will we be researching?”



“Young love,” Semper said.



He blinked, and she sensed that he wasn’t expecting such an answer.



“The fate of the entire world might depend on it,” she replied.



Largely false, but melodrama came with the territory. And besides, it put a bit of pep into people’s step when they thought they were acting to save the world.



She was curious, she had to admit, and it would serve some other purposes as well. Getting her closer to Luciana, who was a very dear friend, and perhaps keeping an eye on three young ladies who were almost certainly destined to cause a fair deal of trouble in the future.



“Ruben,” she said. “I will also need a glimpse into all of our books of prophecy. The unfulfilled ones. Do we have an expert on the subject here?” She gestured to the archive, the grand building of carved stone buried into the side of the mountain as though it had been there for millennia, though it was not nearly so old.



“Not at this archive, ma’am,” he said. “Though I can communicate with the other senior archivists, and given a day or two, I am certain those experts would make themselves available for you.”



“That would be nice, yes,” Semper said. She wasn’t linked to any seers, but there were a few archivists who made note of the movements and words spoken by those. Predictions of the future tended to fall apart when they dealt with those who chose their own fate, but they were nonetheless accurate some of the time.



She had heard it likened to the art of predicting the weather. The predictions were certain within a wide range, with decreasing certainty as the range was narrowed by specificity. Still, there was a middle ground where the weather’s true actions and its predicted actions would be close enough that one would know whether to bring an umbrella or an extra shawl.



All predictions went out the window when certain elements were involved. Luciana was one of those. She didn’t take kindly to being told what she would do in the future, and tended to find a perverse pleasure in ruining ancient prophesies she was involved with.



How, Semper wondered, would that impact her child?



Semper smiled, if only to herself. Yes, returning soon wouldn’t go amiss.



Besides, she liked spending time with the Dark Goddess, and the children were... amusing, especially the way they flustered Luciana.
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                Scourge Thirty-Four - Camping



I hike up my backpack so that it’s sitting correctly. I’m not used to carrying one of these, but I guess it’s better than having my hands full with all the stuff we’re bringing.



We might have bought too much, actually. Esme is practically bent over by the gear she’s carrying, and Felix has two bags instead of just the one--though she is handling the added weight better than Esme is.



We have blankets and two tents, enough food of the wrapped and salted variety to last us a week or two. We have nuts and some dried fruit too, for snacks and quick meals as we talk. Canteens with plenty of water, some fire-starters, a few camp knives, and even a compass.



The clerk at the supply shop looked pretty eager to load us up, and I was worried that I didn’t know what we really needed. I guess by the end of this trip we’ll find out for sure. In the meantime, better too much than not enough.



“I think that’s all of it,” I say as I adjust my hood. The backpack’s straps are squishing my cloak in a bit.



“Seems like it,” Bianca says. She jumps up and down a couple of times to settle everything. “Are we all ready to go?”



“Yeah,” Felix says.



“I’m looking forward to arriving,” Esme says.



“Maybe we can transfer some things around later,” I say. “Lighten the load for anyone that’s having trouble.” Esme shoots me a grateful look.



We leave the inn after picking up (and repacking) a picnic meal from the kitchens and after telling the innkeep that we’ll be heading out. He wishes us well on our travels.



Crossing Castenada’s Stop for the last time, we walk to the east end of the city.



The guards by the city walls give us strange looks, but we’re obviously ready to leave, and their job is to keep weird things from entering the city, not leaving it.



And so, just like that, we’re out of the city and on the trade road heading eastbound towards the capital and Algecante.



“Oh, this is actually kind of nice,” I say as I spread my arms wide and take in the warm sun. The wind is cool and smells like pine and woodsmoke and mud. It’s a great difference from the stink of the city. Castenada might be one of the nicest cities I’ve ever visited, what with it being nearly entirely new and built well, but it still carries that stench. Too many people crammed too close together, with horses and donkeys and strays leaving their droppings wherever they please. This is much nicer.



“Yeah,” Felix agrees. “How far out are we heading?”



I glance over my shoulder. The city is still right there, barely five minutes away if I were to walk fast. “Let’s head out until we can’t be seen,” I say.



“That’s a ways,” Esme says.



“Come on, it’s not that bad,” I say. “Just think of how much walking we’ll save once we’re in the air.”



We continue along a slight decline, then up a steeper hill on the other side. The view is... actually, it’s not ideal, but it’s not ugly either. Just trees and forests some ways away from the road, with a few brave farms clinging to the roadside where fields are being cared for by their owners.



“I think this is far enough,” I say maybe an hour into our walk. The city is just a thin sliver near the horizon, and the farms stopped a while ago. I stretch my back out, then glance at my friends. Esme’s a sweaty mess, and Bianca looks a bit red in the face, but otherwise everyone’s fine. I’m kind of glad that mom insists on my exercising and practising so much, otherwise I’d be tired too.



“Are we going to take off from here?” Esme asks.



“Of course not. I don’t even know if there are any flying monsters big enough for us around here. We can make some if we find a large enough dark pool and a few errant souls,” I say.



Bianca glances at me, but she doesn't say whatever’s on her mind. I guess it might be a bit weird to someone not close to mom or the average Monster. That, and I think there’s a big taboo around talking about or using souls.



I’ve read a few books that mention how evil and disgusting and cruel it is to even learn to interact with souls freed from their bodies, but Mom says that it's not like the soul’s being useful or anything. Besides, becoming a monster gives them a new lease on life... more or less. They’ll probably just reincarnate into a toad next or whatever. Having the chance to turn into one of my awesome friends is way cooler!



We step off the road and hop over the ditch on the edge of it after tossing our bags over to make the jump easier. Once we’re across, we head into the forest.



It’s an old-growth forest, with huge trees on the edges and only slightly smaller ones within. Maybe this close to Castenada the forest has been explored before, but I can’t help but feel like we’re the first people to ever step foot here in a long, long time.



“How do you find a monster pool?” Bianca asks.



The forest floor is a mess of fallen branches, rotting tree trunks, big bushes and ground covered in roots that are eager to grab at our ankles. I hop onto a thicker root and start looking for a trail deeper into the forest. “We’ll be able to feel it once we’re close enough,” I say. “But we can cheat a little. Let me get my little friends out.”



I reach under my cloak and coax out a few friends. I have butterbutts and stingieboys, of course, but I’m looking for friends that can move around and scout around for us. It’s the zippylads that I’m looking for. Six little wings and one big globular eye, with a long body. They only have three little legs, so they don’t really count as insects, but they’re bug-like enough for me.



I instruct them to find the nearest dark pool, then return to me. The others I send up in search of any nearby monsters.



“That’s that,” I say.



“What kind of beastie are you going to make?” Felix asks.



“We’ll either need something big enough to carry all four of us, or four smaller friends,” I say. “I’m thinking smaller ones. It’s going to be easier to find four medium-sized pools than one huge pool. Besides, we’ll be sneakier with four.”



“How do you figure that?” Esme asks.



“Well, four big birds from a distance is just four big birds. It’s hard to tell how big something is from the ground, you know? There’s nothing to give you a good idea of the scale. But something big enough to carry all four of us and our stuff? That’ll have to be huge. No matter how far off it is, people will notice, I think.”



Esme nods along. “I guess that makes sense. We don’t need to be too stealthy though, do we?”



“I’d rather be on the safe side,” I say. “There’s things out here that might not be monsters that can still cause a lot of trouble for us. And some cultivators won’t have a problem catching us in the air. Even if I make a huge friend, they’ll still be new, low-levelled. It won’t take much to hurt it badly enough that it won’t be able to fly.”



“Meh, I could fight off someone like that,” Felix says. She swings her staff around in a quick sweep that snaps leaves off of the bushes around her. “I’ll keep the rest of you safe!”



“Sure,” I say with a laugh. My friends return, most without any good news, but a few buzz with happy tidings, then flit out ahead and back towards the pool they’ve found. It’s tricky to get there, my little friends are small enough and able to fly, so they take the straight path to the pool. We need to go around all the bushes and over the fallen trunks to follow them.



We meet a few monsters on the way, mostly curious flying monsters that perch on the trees above and keep an eye on us.



Three of the four of us are very clearly not food, and they’re clever enough not to attack Bianca without me asking them too, otherwise it might earn them one nasty scolding.



I’ll have to be careful to make sure the flying monster I create won’t be too bothered by Bianca’s presence.



Maybe I can make smaller friends to carry our bags and things? That’ll lighten the load a little.



“Ah, here it is!” I cheer as I rush ahead. There’s a small depression between two hills where a stream might once have passed. If so, it’s long gone. Instead, the bottom of the depression has a big patch of darkness covered in leaves and brambles and clearly disturbed by a few monsters being birthed recently. “This is perfect,” I say. Good enough for one or two flyers, at least. “Okay, you guys sit back and let me work my magic. This will be over in no time!”
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                Scourge Thirty-Five - Gather



The first thing I do is clear out some of the mud and muck on the ground next to the dark pool. I don’t mind getting a little dirty, but it’s going to be a pain to clean myself off while out in the middle of the woods.



There’s no cleaning service out here.



Felix helps by dragging a big rock over and setting it down right next to the water. “Thanks,” I say.



She nods once. “No problem. I’m gonna go get some logs or something to sit on.”



“Will it take long?” Bianca asks.



“A few hours, at least,” I say. “It’s a bit tricky. Should be done before nightfall, so we can fly off for an hour or two, find a place to settle down before the sun sets and build our camp for the night a long ways from the city.”



“I see,” Bianca says.



I brush off the surface of the rock Felix brought, then I sit on it and slip off a shoe. I need direct contact with the dark pool for this to work. Well, no, I don’t need it, but it makes everything a lot easier, and I’m not here to practise my monster-making skills, I’m here to apply them.



Mom always instructed me by making things a challenge, but she’s told me a few times that when it comes to the real thing, I should take every shortcut and use every trick that makes a task easier. Challenges are meant to help me grow, not to hamper me in the future.



I close my eyes and breathe out of my nose as I dip my foot into the dark pool, then I hiss.



“What’s wrong?” Esme asks.



“The water’s freezing!” I complain. I pull my foot out and wiggle it about. “This is going to suck if I need to spend hours with my foot in the pool.”



“We could warm your foot up after. I’ll get a fire started if you want. Can’t be too hard to find twigs around here.”



“That would be nice,” I say.



“Or we could warm the entire pool up. I don’t know if I’m angry enough for that though,” Esme says.



Felix comes back, dragging an entire falling trunk with her. “I can annoy you until you’re angry enough,” she says, entirely serious.



“No thank you,” Esme says.



“No, I’ll be fine. The water’s not much colder than the air. I guess I’m just used to the dark pools at home. The cavern under the castle’s really warm.”



I dip my foot in again, and this time it’s not so bad. Expecting the cold takes away a lot of its bite. “Okay, this isn’t too bad once you get used to it.”



“I’d rather not try,” Esme says.



“I heard that dark pools are dangerous,” Bianca says.



“Oh, they are,” I reply. “Well, like fire’s dangerous, but only if you don’t respect it, or don’t know what you’re doing.”



“I see,” Bianca says. She nods to Felix once the log is dropped, then searches through one of our bags and returns with a blanket which she lays down atop the log.



Esme aims at the ground with her hand and frowns in concentration for a long moment. Eventually the dirt moves up and around, forming a small depression with a few stones on the edges. A firepit of sorts.



“Want to help me gather some branches?” Esme asks Felix.



“Sure.”



Bianca watches my friends go, then snaps her fingers and creates a long stream of fire which spins and circles around her hand. She’s pretty talented with that, it seems. Or she’s just secretly really angry.



“Can... can I speak while you work?” she asks.



“Yeah, sure,” I say. “I haven’t actually started yet, not really. Just waiting for a few souls to gather up that are strong enough to work with.”



“I’m curious, how does it work? Creating monsters, I mean.”



“Oh, well, when they’re being made naturally, then it’s not as complex as you might think. Lots of things die around dark pools, and their souls are gathered up in the waters here. Not actually water, but... yeah, close enough for laymen, I guess.” I swirl my foot around. Dark pools are much deeper than they look.



“How do souls know what form to take, as a monster, I mean,” Bianca asks.



“Oh, that mostly depends on what kinds of monsters are already around the pool, and if not that, then they’ll take shapes similar to dead things that the soul is compatible with. You’ve heard that thing where sinners make bigger monsters, or stronger cultivators do.”



“I’ve heard both,” Bianca says.



“Right, well in reality, it’s more that the kind of monster a soul turns into is based on the soul’s strength and compatibility. Most monsters are tiny and weak, but then most people are small and weak too. The whole sin thing is a lie, but the more a person cultivates and grows strong, the stronger the monster they reincarnate as will be. It’s a bit hard to guess what kind of monster someone might appear as.”



“I think I see,” Bianca says.



I shrug. I’m probably not doing a great job of explaining it. “Mom knows better than I do. It’s complicated. The magic to make a monster the way you want it to be is even more complicated, and it’s forbidden just about everywhere.”



“Oh?” Bianca asks. That has her perking up.



“Yeah. Soul magic. It’s a pretty big crime to even try it.”



I can see the confusion flit across her features. “I’ve never heard that before. Or even about soul magic.”



“Well yeah, if everyone knew it was illegal and wrong, then more people would try it, right? But if the fact that it’s illegal is kept hidden, and no one who does know about it talks about it because that’s not allowed either, then whatever knowledge about it that exists fades away.”



“Oh,” Bianca says. “I suppose that sort of thing is somewhat common.”



“I mean, the problem with that kind of thing is that you never know how much stuff is hidden because it’s hidden, right?” I ask. Grinning over at Bianca, I gesture to the dark pool. “This is mostly soul-magic, like I said. It’s... trickier than emotional magic, but also easier.”



“I never actually had a proper education when it comes to cultivation. I learned from reading and self-study, often on my own time, or in secret.”



“Oh,” I say. “Well, we can help you learn more! Esme’s really good with proper lessons and the like. Felix is awful.”



“Hey!” Felix says as she returns with an armful of dried branches and twigs. “What am I awful at?”



“Cultivating. Or at least learning how.”



“Oh, yeah,” Felix says. “I just do what feels right. I mean, I can learn spells and stuff, but they’re troublesome.”



I shrug. “You do you. You’re a pretty good fighter, though you really need to work on your grief magic more.”



“Two opposites,” Bianca says. “Like my fire and water.”



“Yup,” I say. “It’s good for balancing.”



Bianca nods. “It’s why I chose both. Though to be fair, they both came naturally for me, so I suppose I was lucky in that regard. Could you tell me more about soul magic?”



I nod along. “Sure, but don’t try it on your own? It’s tricky. Unlike most emotional magics where you feed the magic into your core by feeling something really hard, soul magic is more about taking some of yourself and pushing it out. It’s... less jittery, and more fuzzy.”



“That’s helpful,” Felix says.



I stick my tongue out at her.



“I don’t think I quite understand,” Bianca admits. She raises her hand and focuses, but all that happens is that fire bursts into the air before her, just a burp of flame that dies off.



“No, that’s cultivated magic,” I say. “Soul is more... deeper. More you. Your emotions aren’t who you are. They’re... the state that you’re in. You feel a certain way, but you are more than just the way you feel, right? You might be coloured by your emotions, but there’s more to you than that.”



“I suppose that makes sense,” Bianca says. “But how do you reach for that and use it?”



“Well... I don’t know,” I say. “It’s always felt normal to me. I think most really strong cultivators will eventually feel the difference. Mom says that it's the very very first step towards becoming divine, but it takes a lot of work to get there.”



“I’ve tried it,” Felix says. “It’s... weird-feeling. Not easy either, and it doesn’t do anything.”



“That’s the other problem, I guess,” I say. “Emotional magic reacts to the world. It moves the air, or lights things on fire. The best you can do with soul magic is give someone’s soul a hug.”



I blush a bit. That’s something that’s rather intimate to do with someone.



“Anyway, I can show you more later, I kinda need to focus on this bit.”
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                Scourge Thirty-Six - Birds



“I think we’re going to have enough after all,” I say. This dark pool is a bit larger than I had initially expected it to be. I guess the location is pretty good. Close enough to a city, yet not so close that it gets spotted and burned out.



“Cool, enough to make four birds?” Felix asks.



“I think just two, but I’ll make them a bit bigger. They’ll be able to carry two of us at once. We, ah, might want to go over our things. If there’s any equipment we really don’t need, then we could leave it behind.”



“We could eat some of our rations,” Felix suggests.



Esme huffs. “And where do you think the weight from that food is going to go? Disappear into thin air?”



“Hey, it was just a suggestion,” Felix defends herself.



I roll my eyes as the two bicker. I swear, they’re like a married couple in some of those more romance-y books. Setting aside their silliness for the moment, I focus on the pool. A few souls wander in. Older ones, younger, nothing spectacular. There aren’t any great warrior souls lingering around, or hundred-year old cultivators that choked to death on their toast, just normal, boring souls.



Still, a few of them aren’t too weak. I find a couple that seem oddly compatible, twisting about each other in a way that’s hard to describe. Both decently strong too.



I gently pull them apart, a process that takes a few minutes, then I start forming two bodies. Usually I make monster friends one at a time, but I don’t want to misplace these two souls. So I make a temporary blob of a body for one, then start sculpting and working on the other.



It will need to be decently strong, with a good back and large wingspan. We don’t need it to have much by way of natural weapons though. I skip over giving it launchable knife-feathers, or acid-spit, or even huge talons. Instead, it gets a short neck and powerful legs.



The dark pool bubbles and hisses as my new friend starts to form within it. Slowly, the creature rises from the waters.



First the head, which is sleek and has a large cone-shaped ruff of feathers behind it, all tapering down to a long, sharp beak with just a hint of a curve to it. Then a large, wide torso with a strong ribcage. I need a place to anchor all of its wing muscles, which are very impressive and bulky for a bird of this size.



The body is rather small, but it makes up for it by having two powerful legs that end in stubby talons. They should be able to run pretty fast too, if flying isn’t an option.



Finally, there’s the one weird detail I added.



“Your, ah, creation has arms,” Bianca says.



“Technically, they’re wings,” I said. Two much smaller wings, anchored at the front a little below the neck, where its collar bones start. The wings are jointed in the middle, and end in talons too. “So that it can rest on all fours,” I explain.



Also because I have the feeling that this bird will want to hug the one I’m going to make right after, but I’m not going to tell my friends that. They might think I’m silly.



The friend steps up and out of the dark pool, liquid dripping off of its feathered body and onto the ground in great nasty gloops. “Hey there, big guy,” I say as I wave to the big bird. “Want to go sit off by the fire? Oh, and see that girl there, Bianca, she is not food. Okay?”



The bird looks at me, then narrows its eyes as it takes in Bianca standing off to the side.



Carefully, as if it’s not too sure about what’s going on--which is fair, since he was born a minute ago--he moves off to the side next to the little campfire Esme and Felix have started and shuffles down until he’s sitting. He keeps one birdy eye on Bianca the entire time.



“It seems almost fearful of me,” Bianca says.



“Oh, he is. You’re clearly a threat, and he has never been in a fight, and might not know how to handle one. So you're scary to him.”



“I never thought I would inspire fear in a monster. They’re the things that we were always warned about as children.”



I shrug as I start to work on the second bird friend. “They have personalities and feelings too. Muted as they might be, they’re still people. A little bit.” I scrunch up my nose in thought. “It’s complicated.”



The second bird rises from the dark pool, same as the first. This one might be a tiny bit smaller, and a little more streamlined. I’m trying to improve on the first design a bit where I saw some flaws.



Our new bird friend looks around, chirps once, then notices the other bird by the fire.



The two stare at each other, then carefully, slowly, cross the space between them. Wings unfold, and they twist their necks around each other and hold themselves close.



“Huh,” I say. “I guess the wings can substitute for arms.” At least when it comes to hugging.



“That normal?” Felix asks.



I nod, then pull my foot out of the dark pool and shake it dry. “Yeah. I think they were lovers before passing away. Their souls were linked pretty well too. Now they’re reuniting.”



“It’s kind of sweet,” Esme says. “Although maybe it would be sweeter if they didn’t look like large birds?”



“Not everyone gets to resurrect as something cuddly,” I say. It’s sad, but that’s just how it is.



I put my socks back on, then slip my shoes back over my feet. They’re going to be humid for a bit, but there’s not much I can do about it.



Felix stands up and stretches, then starts picking up our gear. “We have ropes and things. Where should we tie our stuff?”



“On the front, over their upper chest. Their front arms can grab onto the stuff, just in case. I made their backs as comfortable as I could manage since we don’t have harnesses or saddles. It might be a bit hard to grip on.”



“I’ll loop the ropes we have around them,” Felix says. “We’ll have something to grab onto, at least.”



The birds are both well-behaved after a bit of cooing at each other, and they let Felix tie some circles around them and hang our equipment off of their fronts.



The day is past noon by the time we’re done. We won’t get a lot of flying done today, but maybe that’s for the best. It’ll give us a chance to get used to things before landing for the night.



Esme stomps out the fire and then all that’s left is to hop aboard.



“Alright,” I say as I look at the birds. “Bianca and I will be on him, Felix and Esme, you climb onto her. He can carry more weight, and the two of us probably weigh more.”



“Shouldn’t we mix it up then, heavy with light?” Felix asks.



“I don’t think so, no,” I say. “Besides, Bianca’s never flown before. I’ll be able to keep her safe.” The bigger bird kneels down before me so that I can jump onto his back. I grab onto one of the ropes passing just past his wings, then tuck my knees in close to his chest. “Come on, you can ride behind me,” I tell Bianca.



She hesitates, then grabs my hand and pulls herself up.



It takes a bit of fiddling, especially since Bianca and I are both wearing skirts still, and neither are split for riding. Bianca shuffles closer to me. “Do you mind if I grab onto your waist?”



“Huh? No, go ahead. Look at how Felix and Esme are doing it.” I glance over to my friends, who are both arguing, though even Esme’s smiling as she takes the opportunity to poke Felix in the ribs. “Okay, so maybe not.”



Bianca chuckles, and I feel her hands carefully wrap around my abdomen.



“Alright everyone, hang on,” I say.



The birds both start flapping their wings, and with a bit of a running start, take off and immediately start spiralling upwards to clear the woods.



Bianca’s grip tightens around me, and I hear her squeak as she buries her face in the crook of my neck. “I can’t look,” she says.



I can’t help but laugh as we finally take off. “Don’t worry, I won’t let anything bad happen to you,” I say. And I mean it too.



We fly higher and higher, then level off a hundred or so metres off the ground, destination north, towards the great mountains that split the country apart.
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                Bane Twelve - Nook



Felix looked up as Luciana walked into their little corner of the library. Once, not so long ago, Felix had been kind of terrified of the Dark Goddess. Now she... she supposed that she respected the goddess more than she feared her.



Luciana gazed across their nook. It was a neat place, with a few sofas set around each other, and a few stacks of books here and there. A coffee table sat off to one side, with normal chairs around it. When they had snacks, they made sure to eat them there or else the librarian monsters would throw a fit.



Most of the librarian monsters weren’t all that strong, but they carried books which were heavy, and Felix only needed to be smacked by one of those once to decide to be wary of them.



“Valeria,” Luciana said. Her voice sent a shiver down Felix’s spine. There was no avoiding that.



“Yup, mom?” Valeria asked. She popped her head up from where she was sitting next to Esme. They were sharing a blanket for warmth while they both read about magic or something.



Luciana’s brows met for just a moment before she continued. “We have something of an issue.”



“Is something wrong?” Valeria asked.



“No, nothing urgent,” the goddess said. “We have merely run out of provisions earlier than expected. Semper’s stay was longer than I had prepared for, and... perhaps I failed to account for the appetite of growing young women.”



Felix grinned. Yeah, that was definitely a little bit her fault. The food here was the best, all prepared fresh by monster chefs and super tasty. That, combined with the frequent exercise meant that she was often eating her share, then a bit more.



“Oh,” Valeria said. “So are we going to, like, starve?”



“No Valeria, we will not starve,” Luciana said. “But we will have to go and procure more provisions. Our supplier will continue to supply us, but I have a list of items that we need sooner rather than later. I was hoping you would volunteer yourself to go?”



“We can all go,” Valeria said with a nod.



“You don’t all need to go,” Luciana said. “If Esme, for example, wishes to stay here, then there’s no harm in that.”



Esme considered it for a moment. “Where are you going, exactly?”



“Santafaria,” Luciana said. “There’s a flight of wyverns waiting to depart, with all the equipment you would need. I prepared space for two.”



“You’re not going, right mom?” Valeria asked.



“I do not do groceries,” the dark goddess said. It had the weight of a godly proclamation.



Felix had to hold back a giggle at the mental image of Luciana shopping in an apron and with a basket hook to one arm. No, it didn’t fit her at all. “I’ll go with you, Val,” Felix said as she bounced to her feet.



“You sure?” Valeria asked.



Felix felt something from the dark goddess, some sort of quick smug aura that she wasn’t sure she imagined or not. “Yeah,” she said. “It’ll be fun. I haven’t been to Santafaria in forever! It’ll be nice to see my home city, you know? Actually see it, even. Last time I was there... you know.”



“Okay,” Valeria said. She gave Esme a quick parting hug, then scooted out from under the blankets until Felix helped her up.



Luciana nodded, then gave Valeria a long piece of paper. “This is the list. Do try to avoid missing any items. If you aren’t back by nightfall I’ll assume the worst and assault the nation with dragons and fire.”



“‘Kay,” Valeria said as she took the paper. It had a bunch of ingredients and things on it, at least from the quick peek Felix got of the page before Valeria rolled it up and tucked it away.



“You going out like this?” Felix asked with a gesture to herself. She was in nice, warm pyjamas. They were made of some thick material that was just about the softest thing Felix had ever touched, and they were light too.



Valeria was wearing something similar. One of the few times Felix had seen her in anything resembling pants.



“Nah, we’d better get changed. Hey Esme, is there anything you want?”



“That we can’t order here?” Esme asked. “No, I’m fine. Thanks for asking though.”



Valeria and Felix ran off to their respective rooms and got dressed up. Felix, of course, had to wait for a while, because Valeria didn’t know how to dress herself and would always hesitate whenever she started to look through her wardrobe. “Come on, Val,” Felix said. “Or I’ll pull you over there in just your underthings.”



“Felix!” Valeria complained as she barged out of her room. She was wearing a bright yellow skirt with a pale lavender top. The two didn’t fit, even Felix could tell and she had been blind for most of her life.



“Nice outfit,” Felix said with a grin.



“I wasn’t done,” Valeria said. She slid back into her room and came out with a lacy green cloak. It was a dark, forest green, probably one of Felix’s favourite colours. “Is this better?” Valeria asked.



“No, not really. You’d probably look better in just your underthings.”



They stared at each other, and Felix realized what she said a moment before a red-faced Valeria stormed down the corridor, cloak billowing out behind her.



Felix laughed and ran after her.



They exited out of the side of the castle and found a whole host of wyverns waiting for them. The monsters weren’t all alone though. Some of the winged mini-dragons (a term that Felix had coined and which angered both Esme and Valeria in a way that she liked) were standing next to large wolf-like monsters.



“Oh,” Valeria said. “I guess mom wants there to be some ground-based friends, in case things go pear-shaped.” She walked over to one of the wyverns that towered above her and patted the beast on the sternum. “Which one are you taking?” Veleria asked.



“Only one of them has a saddle,” Felix pointed out.



It was true. Of the dozen wyverns there, only one had a saddle meant for riding. It was a longer saddle though, with enough cushion space for two to fit on it if they were small enough.



“Oh, well that’s annoying. I could get another saddle and add it to one of the other wyverns.”



“It’s fine,” Felix said. “We can ride together.”



Valeria shrugged. “Fine. We need to get back before dark, we don’t have time for all of that.” She gestured and the wyvern lowered its head so that they could climb on.



Felix was a bit disappointed that she ended up in the back, but she was a little bit taller than Valeria, and could look out over her head.



“Are you ready?” Valeria asked. She shifted to settle herself in, and Felix froze a little as she felt Valeria pressing into her.



“Yeah, I’m ready,” Felix said. She carefully grabbed onto Valeria’s side. She didn’t know why Valeria made her feel that way sometimes. It was like a shock, and it made her insides squirm a little.



It happened with Esme too, of course, but maybe not as often. Felix worried that something could be wrong about her sometimes, but only sometimes.



The wyvern beat its wings, and with every stroke pushed Felix’s worries and strange thoughts away. They were off, heading out into the air towards her old home. She knew which feeling she felt about that. Melancholy.



It was probably healthy to feel that way. She had been working hard lately to push back the constant happiness, to feel other things even as she continued to sharpen her skills with her favourite emotion.



It wasn’t easy, but both of her friends told her it was important, and they were always willing to coach her through it.



She grinned as the wind picked up around them, then she let out a loud whoop as they circled around the castle and flew off due-south. Valeria leaned back, and Felix clung onto her with one arm, the other raising above her to cheer along with her friend.



Maybe the melancholy wasn’t a bad thing to feel, but it was hard to be anything but happy when she was with Valeria.



They flew and flew, eventually settling down as the joy of flight receded a little bit. “Are you worried?” Valeria asked.



“About what?” Felix asked.



“Santafaria.”



Felix was, but she didn’t want to admit it so easily. “Don’t worry, Val, I’m there.”



“What’s that mean?”



“That means that if anyone tries anything in the city, I’ll beat them black and blue for you,” Felix said. “I’m your bodyguard today, alright?”



Today, and any day that Valeria wanted her to act that way. For now, and if Felix had it her way, forever.
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                Scourge Thirty-Seven - Future



The flight was mostly fun. I say mostly because for the last twenty minutes or so, Bianca has been holding on so tight to my waist that it’s making it a little hard to breathe.



I mean, I love hugs as much as the next person, but Bianca’s grip is a bit past hug-strength and well into leave-bruises strength. I want to tell her to relax a bit, but she’s afraid, and the hug is kind of nice.



“Just don’t look down,” I say as I do just that.



“I’m not looking anywhere, trust me,” Bianca says. “I didn’t think I was afraid of heights.”



“Oh, you’re fine,” I say. “It’s not heights, really. Heights is being high up off the ground but still on something stable. You know, standing next to an edge. This is fear of flying. There’s no edge to stand on. I get why you’re more nervous.”



The other monster friend swoops by, and Felix whoops in delight, her arms raised up and the only thing holding her in place is Esme who’s giving her all sorts of heck for her troubles.



Looking out towards the horizon, the sun is almost gone over the mountains to the west. I guess having huge mountains there makes it so that night arrives a little early in this part of the world. The sky is shading to orange, but it’s still a pretty eggshell blue above us. “We should start looking for a place to camp,” I say.



We haven’t been flying for very long, but I’m worried that if we don’t find a place to stay soon, we’ll have to start looking in the dark, and that will make everything much harder.



I stare down below until I spot a clearing a bit to the north west of us, just a big rocky hillside, surrounded by big old trees. That looks like a good spot. Far from any roads, with the hill to provide cover from the wind.



I direct my bird friend that way, and the other wheels around to follow.



We spin around the spot a few times, and confirm that it’s a pretty bland place, just a few scraggly bushes competing with jutting rocks covered in fuzzy moss.



Bianca and I land first, then Felix and Esme come in and clatter to a landing just a bit above us on a bed of loose gravel.



“That was fun, why are we stopping?” Felix asks.



“It’s almost nighttime, you doofus,” Esme says. She’s the first off her bird and the first to set foot on the uneven ground. “We’re setting up camp here?”



“Around here,” I say. “It looks like a nice spot.”



She nods, then gestures to the ground at the base of the hill. “We’ll need to set our tents down there if we want the pegs to hang onto the ground.”



“Could just magic the rock a bit,” Felix says as she dismounts.



I help Bianca dismount, and if she’s a little wobbly after our flight, I don’t comment. “We could,” I say. “But then we’ll be sleeping on stone. Besides, the ground’s uneven here.”



“Right,” Felix says. “Dirt is softer... speaking of soft, when did I become so soft? Was a time I wouldn’t have blink at sleeping on some rocks.”



“A life of luxury will do that to you,” Esme says.



Felix laughs, then starts unpacking her bird. I do the same, and with the others joining in, soon our birdy friends are free to find a nice spot to stand very, very close together atop a flattish piece of stone.



We drop our bags down at the base of the hill, on a spot where the low hanging branches create a bit of a canopy and where there’s a nice laying of mossy ground to work with. Felix starts unpacking our tent.



We only have the one, but it’s a big one, meant to hold four, and that’s four mercenary-types, so I figure we don’t have anything to worry about.



In the meantime, Esme and I head out into the woods and look for branches. I find a few that have fallen already, and even get Esme to help me carry back this one long and thick branch that’s fallen a good fifty metres into the woods.



Once we’ve gathered enough for a small fire, Bianca--who has been building a small pit with some loose rocks--lights up the smaller branches with a bit of willpower, and I help Felix finish putting up the tent.



It only collapses twice. Why is it so hard to get a few poles to stick up?



Once camp is set, the sun decides to do the same, and between one minute and the next, our visibility is cut down to nearly nothing.



It’s a bit chilly, but we have the fire going, and Esme pulls out a pot and starts dumping some of the supplies we bought into it and mixing with a long ladle. Felix is eyeing her like a famished dog staring at untended sausages.



Bianca settles down on the ground next to me. Not so close that she’s touching, but not too far either. She brings her knees up, and stares into the little fire, which snaps and crackles as the more humid branches catch fire.



“Valeria,” she starts. “Do you mind if I ask you a question? And feel free to tell me if I’m being impatient.”



“Of course, go ahead,” I say. I reach out with a stick and poke at the fire, but then Esme gives me a dirty look, and I stop. It’s sending a bunch of embers up into the air and she is kind of leaning over the pot.



Setting Esme’s bushy hair on fire would probably not amuse her very much.



“What do you expect out of your future?” Bianca asks.



I blink. “Out of my future? Uh. I don’t know. It’s not really something I think about a lot. I mean, why would I, right?”



“I suppose.”



The camp starts to fill with the enticing scent of boiling veggies, and Esme starts cutting up some slices of jerky and tossing them into the pot.



“Do you worry?” I ask.



Bianca leans into her legs a little more, making herself smaller. “A little. Honestly, there’s not much of a future for me in Caselfella. Not being born the way I was. It’s... frustrating, to know that you’re capable of so much more, but won’t be allowed to try because of something outside of your control. I suppose it just means that I wasn’t fortunate.”



“It’s not so bad,” Felix says. “I mean, you seem well-fed enough.”



“Yes, I can’t complain too much,” Bianca says. “I’ve never lacked for anything but opportunity.”



I hum. “I guess... I guess I have the opposite problem?”



“How so?” Bianca asks.



“Well, Mom is... Mom. She’s big and strong and awesome, and she really does love me. I think I could tell her that I want to dig in the dirt to collect worms for the rest of my life, and her response would be to move the castle to a place with better dirt for worm farming. It’s... yeah. I could do anything. But I don’t know what to do sometimes. It’s silly, isn’t it?”



“No, I don’t think so,” Bianca says.



“My dream is to die fat and old,” Felix says with unwavering certainty. “Fat, old, and happy.”



I can’t help but laugh. “You do have it all figured out,” I say.



Felix nods. “Damn right.”



Esme laughs. “Since you have it all figured out, how about you fetch the bowls and spoons?”



“What about you, Esme?” Bianca asks. “What do you want in your future?”



Esme glanced up from her work, peeked at me, then refocused on stirring. “I... I don’t know,” she says. “I guess I’ll become an archivist, like my parents before me. It’s what I’ve always wanted. And... and maybe I’ll work hard to become strong too. A powerful cultivator, so that I can live a long life, and have more time for the things, the people, I love.”



“That’s actually very nice,” Bianca says.



“Sure,” Esme agrees. I have the impression she wants to move past the subject. “Felix, where are those bowls, oh, right, line up girls, I have no idea if this will taste good or not, so we’ll have to see.”



My stomach gurgles in anticipation, and when I get my own bowl of piping-hot stew, I barely blow over it before munching down. There’s the clacking of woods on bowls, the crackle of the fire, and the merry songs of the last few birds rushing back to their homes for the night.



It’s a nice evening, all in all. Tomorrow we’ll be moving further north, maybe even reaching Semper’s stash by the early evening. It’s going to be an exciting day, so I’ll take what happy quiet I can get for now.
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                Scourge Thirty-Eight - Mine



Flying is fun, but even that grows... normal, I guess, after a while.



We cross over woods that become thicker, then more and more sparse as we continue north. After a while the trees below are replaced by big piles of stone and the occasional little peak. A few rivulets cut around some of the hills, with large patches of wild grass around them.



I make a game of spotting monsters and wild animals in the brush below, but as we follow along the edge of the mountains they become less common except for the odd fox or herd of wild goats hanging onto the sides of nearly-sheer cliffs.



It’s mid-afternoon when we finally arrive at Lake Casselfella.



The body of water is huge. Stretching out nearly to the horizon, even from as high as we are, I can't see the other end of it as anything more than a blurry line way out in the distance. Esme points to the side, and our mounts swerve around in a great big circle.



There are a few homes along the shores of the lake. Even a few little villages that are all about half a day’s walk apart from each other. We never get close enough to the shore for them to notice us.



“It should be around here!” Esme screams back once we circle this one big hill a couple of times. It’s a big feature of the landscape, with several more hills popping up alongside it. Each turn around it takes a good twenty minutes, and we’ve circled it twice already.



“Where?” I shout back.



Esme points, and I can’t quite tell what’s below. Still, I direct our bird friends down, and we coast towards the ground and into a large clearing with enough room to land.



Esme and Felix climb off their mount, so I help Bianca down, then hop off myself. “I didn’t see what you were pointing to,” I say.



“A trail,” Esme says. She turns towards the downwards slope of the hill. “It’s just a few hundred metres that way, I think. It switches back and forth.”



“Ah, alright,” I say. I guess the vault needs to be reached by carts sometimes. It makes sense that someone would cut a trail to it that isn’t too steep.



I gesture to the bird monsters to follow us, and we head downhill. It was nice to just walk after so much time spent riding a monster. My thighs are killing me already. I’m glad we only had a day and a bit of flying to do, because any more than that and I’d be unable to walk. As it is, Bianca’s walking a bit crookedy and Esme’s muttering complaints under her breath.



The only one that’s fine is Felix, and she’s cheating by being all light and bubbly.



We find the road a little ways down the hill, through a stand of trees. It’s a rough path, obviously someone with some earth-based cultivation ability passed through here and smoothed out the entire hillside to make a road, but that must have been ages ago. Bushes are growing in that little hump in the middle of the road, and even the ruts worn out by cartwheels are filled with grass.



Felix drops to one knee next to the road. “Someone drove by here,” she says. “Look, the grass in the middle is squished. Some of its broken, and there’s marks in the mud there. Is there a village or something like that?”



Esme moves over to our bird friends, rummages around in her packs, then comes back with a map. “No. Nothing up there except for the vault. Well, the vault, and the mine it’s hidden in.”



“What kind of mine?” Bianca asks.



“Salt,” Esme says. “It’s an old salt mine. Don’t spread it around, but a few of Semper’s vaults are hidden in abandoned mines like that.”



“Because of the salt?” I ask.



She nods. “It makes the air dry. Most of the stuff we’re archiving in a vault will be written down, and paper doesn’t age well when moist. So salt mines. Or you know, just normal hidden places where the Archivists can bring a lot of salt to. There’s other ways to keep things at the right level of humidity, but... yeah, that’s a topic for another time.”



I grin. “You’re cute when you go off on a tangent.” She smacks my arm. “And when you get all blushy about it.”



We start to follow the road up, and even I can’t help but notice that someone’s been by. There’s lots of markings and tracks and they look somewhat fresh.



“Was anyone supposed to go to the vault?” I ask.



“No,” Esme says. “The mine’s closed too. There’s another one closer to the city. They use that one for their salt now. This one is much further away. Besides, it was bought by one of Semper’s companies or something.”



“Could be another Archivist that climbed over to check on things,” I say.



“Maybe,” Esme says. She frowns and is quiet for a while as we walk up the road. “I hope not,” she finally says a while later.



“Why’s that?”



She shrugs. “It’s going to sound stupid.”



“That never stopped me from saying anything,” Felix says.



Esme chuckles. “I guess... if Semper sent me just to check on something that someone else had already looked into, then this whole mission, or my part at least, was all busywork. I guess I’m still at the bottom of the totem pole when it comes to Archivists and such, but still.”



I wrap an arm over her shoulders. “Don’t worry. I’m sure these tracks were left behind by some marauding band of thieves that we’re going to run into while they’re leaving the crime scene. Then you’ll have saved the vault and aunty Semper will be super pleased with you, and then she’ll... what does she even give to Archivists that have done well?”



“Better books?” Esme tries.



“Oh... well, if you get those, do remind her that I helped, okay?”



Esme grins, and I think her melancholy’s past.



We continue onwards, finally arriving at a spot where the road stops switching back and forth along the less steep side of the mountainous hillside. Ahead of us is a wall of stone, with clear marks on it that show where different minerals have settled over the years.



There’s a hole in the wall. Not a cave entrance, but a properly dug out hole, with smoothed edges and a small shack next to it.



“That’s the mine?” I ask.



“Looks like it,” Esme says.



There’s no cart around, but the ruts in the ground left by whatever passed by are still visible in the weed-choked gravel.



We crunch our way over to the entrance, eyes on swivels to spot any signs that there’s anyone watching, but I see nothing.



“Okay then,” I say as I peer into the tunnel. It goes on for further than my eyes can make out. “We need light. I can find a dark pool and then make a small swarm of monsters which glow. That’ll let us see.”



Felix steps over to the shack, then swings the door open. “Oh, hey, lamps,” she says. She steps out with a hard hat with a mirrored cup on the front and a space to place a candle.



“Or Felix can just find a tool to do what I want,” I say.



Felix pauses, then half-turns back to the shack. “I can put it back?” she says. “Pretend I never found it, if that’ll make you happier?”



“No,” I say with a roll of my eyes. “It’s fine. Let me call up a few local monsters though. There might be some around here that can see in the dark.”



“Bringing monsters into a vault is kind of heretical, you know,” Esme says.



“Is Semper having tea with mom heretical too?” I ask.



Esme scuffs a shoe on the gravel. “A bit?”



I giggle, and Felix and Bianca join in too, though Bianca has a hand over her mouth and Felix doesn’t giggle so much as she guffaws.



Moving to the edge of the clearing, I send out a couple of little friends to scout around and find some bigger monsters in the area. Ideally they’ll find a few that can handle the darkness well. Maybe a mountain lion-like monster or two?



I don’t know what to expect of the vault, or even if I should expect trouble at all. I’d rather expect it with a small army by my back though. A small army and some trusted friends.



A few wolves pop up, big black fluffballs with glowing red eyes and sharp fangs. They sniff at Bianca, but are well-behaved after I give them a few introductory scritches.



The bears and monster moose that show up I leave at the edge of the entrance, in case anyone tries to sneak in behind us.



“Alright,” I say. “Let’s move in.”
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                Scourge Thirty-Nine - Salt



“I feel like I should be wearing a fedora,” I say. “Like, a wide-brimmed one.”



“What are you talking about?” Esme asks with a glance over her shoulder. She’s holding up one of the lamps, not that she should need it, with the miner’s helmet sitting pretty on her head.



“Ah, nevermind,” I say. I turn my head back and glance up to the ceiling. I’m still not used to the weight of the helmet, or the way it pulls my hair sometimes. The darkness above recedes, though not by much. The lights on our helmets aren’t much better than small candles.



Esme and Bianca both had oil lanterns, though the amount of oil we found for them in the little shed isn’t much. Split both ways and we might have enough light from those to last us a few hours.



“Wait,” Esme says.



I stop, and so do the others, there’s a scuffle as our feet shift on the stone floor. I tsk, and the monsters accompanying us stop as well. The wolfpack numbers six in all. Not the strongest, but they have good eyes, better ears, and incredible noses. I’m hoping that they’ll cover the senses that my friends and I lack.



“What is it?” Felix whispers over to Esme.



The tunnel isn’t a place for loud voices.



Esme points to a wall, and I finally notice a section of it which is polished and smooth. There’s a set of words written into it, but I don’t recognize any of the letters. “Instructions,” Esme says.



“To find the vault?” I ask.



“And to avoid the traps on the way there,” she confirms.



“Wait, traps?” Felix asks. “I wasn’t told about traps.”



“Of course there are traps,” Esme says, as if it should be obvious. “This is a vault. It’s a secure location, but we can’t always keep it safe.”



“You could guard it,” I say.



Esme shakes her head. “The libraries are guarded, and they all have the same information as the vaults do. More, even, since they’re updated more often. But vaults are kept safe because no one knows where they are, and because they have traps, so if someone does stumble onto one... well.”



I nod. It makes sense, I guess.



“What does the sign say?” Bianca asks.



Esme adjusts her glasses and squints at the sign. “Uh. We need to take the next passage to the right. There’s a trap, but if we stay in the middle path, we’ll be fine. I think that means we need to walk down the middle of the corridor.”



“You think,” I say.



“Yes,” Esme replies.



I whistle, and then gesture the wolves ahead of us. If there’s a trap, they can put their paws in it first.



We continue on into the old mineshaft, past abandoned wheelbarrows and other mining equipment that’s been left to rot. Then, finally, we find a passage running off to the right. It looks like just another mineshaft, though I can tell that the dust on the ground here’s been disturbed a little.



I imagine that the rest of the tunnel is all normal mine stuff. Just a maze for anyone to get lost in.



We start down the tunnel, all of us keeping to the middle with the wolves at our head until the wolves start to growl.



The sound is spooky, a deep resonating tone that echoes and reinforces itself as it carries through the passage. We soon see what’s got them so riled up.



The corridor ends in a pit, though it’s a pit with a stone bridge down the middle, just wide enough that two of us could walk down it shoulder-to-shoulder.



Along both sides were holes that dropped down a good three metres, with evenly-spaced spikes at the bottom. Some of those were occupied by still-moving bodies.



“Zombies?” Felix asks as she drops to one knee next to the pit. She takes off her hat and lowers it into the hole to better illuminate the bottom. There’s no mistaking the not-quite-dead things down there. The green-tinted skin, the bored eyes, and the big gaping wounds that haven’t killed them are all sure signs.



“I count seven,” Bianca says. “Maybe more. There are a few body parts that might be extras.”



“Hey, Esme, are there supposed to be undead in here?” I ask.



“No,” Esme says. “Look, on the sides. The floors are down. They triggered the pitfall traps.”



She’s right, there are two shutter doors on the sides that I imagine can be lifted up to look just like the normal floor. I’m guessing they’re weight-activated to let go and drop anyone standing on them into the spikes below.



“Altum uses undead,” Bianca says. “I’m aware that it’s stating the obvious, but it’s very possible that this is a sign that some of his people have been here.”



“We should move on,” Esme says with a bit more urgency.



We walk down the middle path, with zombies on either side of us moaning and growling at our passing. My wolf-friends growl right back. Once we’re away from the first trap, we arrive at a T-junction. There’s another sign on the wall right in front of us.



“Left. But let me go first, I’ll show you where to step.” Esme says.



We go left and find more undead, or the remains of them. The room is a mess of rotting body parts scattered across the ground, a lot of them run-through by what look like spring-loaded spikes coming from the floor.



Esme tsks. “They just forced their way through this one,” she says. Lowering her lamp, she points to the floor which is covered in coloured tiles. “All the green ones are traps, some of the red too, some of the blue, none of the black.”



“Not many black tiles,” Felix says.



“So you’ll have to trust me,” Esme says, “and only step where I step.”



It takes some doing, but I convince the wolves to follow me very closely as I do what Esme does. Each and every tile has a hole in its middle, and I can’t help but feel nervous whenever I cross over one. But Esme knows what she’s doing, and we make it across without getting skewered.



There’s another plaque waiting for us. “This next segment’s just a maze. But don’t worry, I know how to get us through.”



Esme’s indignant huff when we reach the corridor almost sets me to giggling. There’s a long length of rope with a stone holding it in place in the middle of the corridor. It leads into a tight passage with offshoots on either end, and eventually turns into one of those.



“That’s cheating,” she mutters before stomping after the cord. There are equations and numbers written above every new entrance in the maze, but we just follow the rope on the ground. Some of the side-passages obviously hide other traps, and some of those have gone off, at least judging by the undead bodies within them.



“I’m guessing they just kept sending more dead through the maze with the rope, and eventually one of them got lucky,” Felix says.



“That seems like it’s exactly what they did,” Esme says. She’s clearly not pleased.



After five minutes of navigating the twists and turns of the maze, only pausing for Esme to double check every passage we take, we arrive at the end of it, and onto the vault door.



In my mind, I was expecting a huge doorway, maybe all covered in gears and pistons and other elaborate machinery.



What we find instead is a big metal door, but not a terribly impressive one. It’s also flat on its face on the ground, the hinges and lock looking like they were cut through. “Water magic,” Bianca says. “Very strong water magic, to cut through metal like that.”



“Yeah,” Esme mutters unhappily. She stomps over the door and into the vault with a clang of angry feet. “No more traps girls. Semper wouldn’t have those in the vaults themselves.”



I step up behind her and stretch my head back. There are huge racks of books and boxes, rows and rows of them, with what must be thousands of books and files all neatly held within. The rows continue on into the darkness where our feeble lights can’t reach.



“Wow,” I say.



The wolves start growling again.



“Were you sure about the no-traps thing?” Felix asks. I see her starting to take a stance with her staff, and I prepare myself for a fight as well, magic and repressed emotions kindling my core.



“Not traps left by Archivists,” Esme says. She glares into the dark, and I start to notice eyes glaring back. “But Altum? Yeah, he seems like enough of a jerk to leave something behind to greet the first Archivists who return.”



Zombies and ghouls and other nasties start to crawl out of the dark.



“Guess it’s a good thing I brought the doggies after all.”
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                Bane Thirteen - Realisation



Mom had given me a list of things to buy while in Santafaria. It was a neat little list, written in mom’s perfect calligraphy--which was quite pretty, I was kind of envious of it, what with all the twirls and sharp angles she wrote. It was all perfectly legible, of course, but every letter somehow oozed a dark, foreboding menace, and that was without any magic to it.



I had to let go of Felix’s hand to open the scroll, and that left my own hand feeling kind of chilly all of a sudden.



“Okay, the first thing we need to buy is... perfume?” I stared at the first item on the list in confusion for a moment, but there was a small note just beneath it. Find a scent you and Felix both enjoy.



Oh! That had to be for like... washing our clothes or something. It would make sense to spritz on a bit of scent on things to make them smell pleasant. Maybe even cover up the smell of sweat and such after a hard workout.



“Alright,” Felix said. “I think I know where we can find that. It’ll be in the nicer districts of the city, to the north.”



I nodded. “I’ll let you lead the way,” I said.



Our wyverns had dropped us off at the crest of a hill just a half-hour’s walk from the city. Someone appropriately eagle-eyed might even have seen us if they were standing atop one of the stubby outer towers.



We walked over together, both of us shouldering the small packs mom had sent over with the wyverns, both empty save for a few money pouches to buy stuff with.



I looked in one of them, out of curiosity, but it was only a fistful of gold coins, nothing out of the ordinary.



The walk was nice. It was different, being away from home. The sun wasn’t hiding behind thick clouds carried over from the volcanic mountains to the west, and so we got to enjoy a bit more sunshine than usual.



Felix seemed to enjoy it. She bounced next to me, sometimes darting ahead with a laugh. She even splashed into a puddle and almost splattered me with mud until I shrieked and chased her with a few balls of dark magic. Felix could be so gross sometimes!



Our laughing chase ended when we got within sight of the Monster Gate defending the northernmost wall of Santafaria.



The guard there let us through without a second glance. Just two girls minding their own business. Nothing interesting to see here.



Once inside the city, I found myself crowded in a bit closer to Felix’s side. There were people all over, and a lot of both hustle and bustle going on. Felix knew this place better than I ever would. Not that I was afraid or anything, it was just a lot to take in after months spent back in the relative quiet of the castle.



We crossed by the alley where Felix and I met, and somehow our hands ended up together again. She squeezed, and I squeezed back.



When Felix glanced my way, she gave me a smile that looked a little strange on her. Melancholic.



“So!” I said. If Felix couldn’t keep the mood up, then I’d do my part. It wasn’t right, not seeing a smile on her face. “Perfumes, right? Where do you think we can get those?”



“Follow me!”



Felix took me on a whirlwind tour of the nicer shops in Santafaria. First the perfume place, where the nervous clerk was reluctant to let us smell anything until I bought a bottle of a perfume that smelled like musty books for Esme and paid them in gold. After that, they were a lot more accommodating and helpful.



Felix and I walked out of there, heads spinning with all the sweet scents we’d taken in.



The next item on the list were flowers.



A bit strange. We didn’t have many of those back at the castle, but maybe mom wanted to change that a little? Add some colour to the more drab corridors? Maybe we could make some pretty monster flowers? They could look just like real flowers, but have teeth hidden under their petals, or maybe whip vines?



“What’re you thinking about now?” Felix asked.



“What do you mean?”



“You always have this pinched look when you’re thinking hard,” she said. “So I wanna know what you’re thinking about.”



I shook my head. “Just flowers,” I said.



“I never got flowers,” Felix said. “Sure, I guess they’re pretty, but they’re just plants, right? Can’t even eat them. If people liked... wheat or something like that, I’d get it.”



“They’re romantic,” I said. “And yes, they’re pretty, and they smell nice. I think that sometimes that’s reason enough to like something.”



Felix snorted. “I don’t like you because you’re pretty,” she said.



I felt my cheeks puffing out, even as they warmed. Felix noticed, and her eyebrows shot up.



“I’m not saying you’re not pretty, or that you don’t smell nice, just saying that that’s not why I like you, okay?” she defended herself.



I poked her in the short-ribs with a finger, which had her flinching back. She, of course, retaliated, and soon we were tickling each other silly until a noble-lady-looking woman cleared her throat and I realized we were on the side of a busy street.



“N-next item,” I said. “Uh... Mom wants us to check out this restaurant?”



“Really?” Felix perked up. She shifted her pack, and the bundle of flowers sticking out of it shifted with the motion. “What does she mean by check out?”



“Doesn’t say. I guess we can just grab lunch and keep our eyes and ears open.”



It took asking a local for directions to find the place. It was on Inn Street, close to the keep in the centre of the city and with a wall between it and the docks. Not much of a view, but at least it didn’t smell like fish.



As it turned out, we had a reservation.



I didn’t know about that until the maitre’d noticed us and asked me if I was lady Valeria. He bowed and scraped and invited us past a line of well-appointed people to the restaurant’s second floor, where we were seated at a small table in a cosy room. Half the room overlooked the main floor of the place, with a railing to keep people from falling. A bard was below, crooning a song about two lovers while plucking away at a harp.



“This is strange,” I said as I pushed my pack up against the wall.



“A bit, I guess,” Felix said. She sat across from me, then started to sway her head in time with the music coming from below. The singer did have a nice voice, and the acoustics were great.



“You like the music?” I asked.



She paused, then shrugged. “It’s the only thing I miss at your castle.”



“Our castle, it’s your home too,” I said.



She shrugged, not making a fuss about the point. “There were always a lot of musicians in the city, you know? They’d play on the corner of streets and in the taverns. There were lots of people that would sing as they worked too. The sweepers and such, even some of the priests.”



“You miss that?” I asked.



“A bit,” she said. “I like music, I guess.”



I hummed. “Have you tried learning any instruments?”



“Yeah,” she said.



I blinked, surprised. I’d asked but hadn’t expected an affirmative.



“There’s this guy in the roughs that teaches a bunch of folk how to play music, and in exchange they give him some of the coin they make. He’ll teach anyone, at least for a couple of hours. I started to learn the lute. It was fun, but hard. I think I was pretty good at it, but I was blind, and it would make it hard to tell if someone stole the coin I made. So he told me to get lost.”



“Oh,” I said.



Food arrived, without us actually ordering anything.



The waiter bowed as he placed a big silver platter before us, then he removed the bell from atop it revealing a plateful of... spaghetti? There was a thick, meaty sauce atop it, with some grated cheese, and a few steaming meatballs.



There was also, I noted, only one fork.



“Uh, could we have another fork, please,” I asked while he poured us two cups of a fruity wine. The waiter paused, then nodded. He returned a moment later with a second fork, which I took since Felix was already digging in with the first.



The meal was actually pretty good. The wine was very weak, which suited me just fine, and everything tasted pretty nice. The garlic bread, of course, was immediately devoured.



I was a growing girl, I needed those carbs.



There was an awkward moment when Felix and I both slurped the same strand of spaghetti, but Felix was the stronger sucker, and it snapped between us and flicked a line of tomato sauce across her face.



I laughed; then, when I had my fill, looked at the list again.



Perfumes, flowers, a nice restaurant... It hit me all of a sudden and I gasped.



“What is it?” Felix asked.



Oh, my, mom.



These things... they were all things you needed for a date!



Mom was sending us to check things out for a date between her and Semper!



***

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from RavensDagger
                        

                    

                    Are You Entertained?



Mom's Cunning Plan VS. Valeria's Thick Skull! 

3... 2... 1... Fight!





Some of my stories are on TopWebFiction!

-Cinnamon Bun

-Stray Cat Strut

-Lever Action

-Dead Tired

-Heart of Dorkness

Voting makes Broccoli smile!



The following books are available as paperbacks (and as Ebooks) on Amazon. Oh, and there’s an awesome audiobook for Cinnamon Bun Volume One and Two, and also Love Crafted!





[image: ]




(The images are links!)



All proceeds go to funding my addiction to buying art paying for food, rent, and other necessities!



Thank you so much for all your support everyone! And thank you extra hard for allowing me to do this for a living; I’ll do my best to keep you entertained!



                



Scourge Forty - Zombies


                    
                        
                            
                            A note from RavensDagger
                        

                    

                    [image: ]
[image: ]


If you want more to read, consider joining my Patreon! Or check out my other original works:

Stray Cat Strut (A cyberpunk system apocalypse!) - Ongoing

Fluff (A superheroic LitRPG about cute girls doing cute things!) - Ongoing

Love Crafted (Interactive story about an eldritch abomination tentacle-ing things!) - Completed

Dreamer's Ten-Tea-Cle Café (An insane Crossover about cute people and tentacles) - Ongoing

Cinnamon Bun (A wholesome LitRPG!) - Ongoing

The Agartha Loop (A Magical-Girl drama!) - Hiatus

Lever Action (A fantasy western with mecha!) - Volume One Complete!

Heart of Dorkness (A wholesome progression fantasy) - Ongoing

Dead Tired (A comedy about a Lich in a Wuxia world doing Science!) - Hiatus



                

                Scourge Forty - Zombies



A quick head-count proves entirely useless. Some of these undead don’t even have heads.



Still, I’m guessing there’s about forty of them? Maybe fifty. I can’t quite tell the difference between a ghoul or a zombie, but some of these are weird monstrosities (and not the fun cuddly kind) made of various body parts sewn together, fused bones holding them in place.



Do we need a plan?



Right now, my friends and I are just standing in the entrance, with only a few monster wolves between us and the pack of undead. I can’t even tell how many might be hiding in the dark.



But they’re just simple undead.



Felix comes up with her own plan, and uses it right away. “Get aliven’t!” she shouts as she rushes into the fray, her staff--without the knife on the end--swinging around so hard and fast that it hums through the air. It meets the head of a zombie and there’s a loud splat, like someone dropping a watermelon. The spray is pretty similar to a watermelon being dropped too.



“Alright, I guess we’re fighting!” I cheer as I step up behind my wolves. “Go boys! Eat them up!”



The monster wolves don’t need to be told twice. They dart ahead with wild howls that end when they clamp onto the nearest of the undead.



I raise my arms, glance at the mess that Felix has made of her clothes, and use that as inspiration to get my disgust churning in my core. With a bit of focus I summon a dozen black lances of Dark magic which zip ahead and into the biggest of the undead.



Esme’s a bit slower to act, her magic taking a while longer to form, but when she’s ready, she swings her arms around and bolts of crackling lightning snap through the air and plunge into the zombies. She’s focusing on the bigger groups, where they’re grouped up and where her magic can chain from one undead to another.



I’m not sure how good electricity will be against the undead. Do they even have working nerves?



Judging by the way they shake and shiver and collapse with smoking eyes and ears, it’s not all that bad.



Bianca takes in a deep breath, holds it, then when one of the wolves is batted aside by a bigger undead, she lets it all out as a wash of fire that lights up the vault.



“Hey!” Esme shouts. “No fire in the vault! There’s books in here!”



Bianca stops, then coughs out a few little burps of fire. “Forgive me,” she says. “I’ll stick to using water, then.”



I unlatch my waterskin and toss it to her. She catches on right away and empties it onto the floor. Most of the water never touches the ground and instead floats around and turns into a spinning ball. Bianca thrusts a hand towards the nearest undead, and the ball streaks out and splashes against its face.



Not bad. But not fast and hard enough to really hurt something that probably doesn’t need to breathe. Still, she’s doing her part, and for someone who hasn’t had the training my friends and I have received from Mom, she’s doing pretty well.



I glance around the battlefield. The wolves are holding their own. They’ve spread out, so we have something of a cordon around us. Felix is past that, swinging her polearm around and beheading and bearming anything that gets too close.



I look further out. The bigger, scarier undead are still approaching. A lot of those are so deformed and weird that they can’t rush in the way the zombies have. That’ll be my priority, then.



With a bit more focus I start creating more dark lances, then I shoot them over the zombies ahead of us so that they plunge deep into the bigger nasties at the back. It takes a few fits to kill the first one, but it goes down and stops wiggling.



I focus on the next. If I can take them all out, then they won’t be able to stretch our battle line at all, and Felix won’t have to deal with them up close.



Esme doesn’t cast anything for a few long seconds, but I can hear her muttering under her breath the entire time. “Got it!” she shouts. “Felix, get back here, quick!”



Felix obeys, disengaging with the zombie she’s fighting with and rushing back to our side so fast that I need to turn my face away from the wash of wind that carries with her. “I’m back!” she says.



Esme raises her hands over her head, and beads of sweat slip out from her hair which is starting to rize up and frizz even more than usual. I step back as a few electrical snaps buzz out through her hair, making some strands stand on end.



And then she lowers her hands down in one violent gesture.



The air fills with a scent, like burning oxygen, and I feel my clothes sticking closer to me.



“Close your eyes!” Esme shouts.



I do as she says, and not a moment too soon.



There’s a bright flash, so strong that I can see the dark veins that trace the insides of my eyelids. A loud crack sounds, and I feel a burst of air shoving me back a step. The noise echoes through the vault, repeating itself over and over again.



When I open my eyes, most of the zombies are on the ground, smoking as if they were just flipped off a grill. They’re very much aliven’t.



The bigger ones at the back don’t look much better, but some are still able to move. I’m not sure if their moans are the normal moans of the undead or actual pained moans.



“Nice work,” I say.



Esme grins, then wipes a sleeve across her brow. “Thank you! I need to work on the cast time for that one.”



“That was fast enough,” Felix says. “Lets pummel the last few down?”



“Sure,” I say. “Bianca, are you alright?”



Bianca nods. “I’m well,” she says. She flicks out her arm and her watery whip snaps out, the edge thin and fast enough that it cracks into the side of one of the bigger zombie’s heads and leaves a big gash behind.



“You’re getting the hang of it,” I say with a thumb’s up.



A few of my wolves were a bit close to Esme’s attack, and are looking a bit dazed. I should have called them back, or told them to cover their eyes. They’ll probably heal up in a few hours. Monsters are pretty resilient.



Mopping up the rest of the undead is an easy chore. They’re coming to us, and aren’t being stealthy about their presence. In reality, I think the average person is much tougher than the average undead. Messier to fight though.



I spear the bigger ones until they stop moving, then stab them a few more times just in case. Felix brains a few more, and Esme switches over to using wind magic of all things to slice off heads while she giggles to herself.



Using too much surprise magic makes her feel a bit... loopy.



“Only one left,” Felix says. “Anyone want the honours?”



I look at her, and at the last undead. It’s a rather pitiful ghoul, its legs... somewhere over there with the other bodies that got hit by Esme’s spells. It’s crawling our way though, so I guess it’s still got some strength to it.



“I’d rather you honour us by taking a bath,” Esme says. “You look filthy.”



“I smell kind of rank too,” Felix says with good cheer.



She raises her staff way up above her head then turns her face to the side before bringing it down with a hard crack.



I glance around, searching for movement in the vault. There are plenty of bookshelves and boxes still sitting in their spots. A few have fallen over and spilled their contents across the floor.



Someone’s going to have to go through all of those and figure out which papers go where.



“Hey, boys,” I say to the wolves. They turn my way, ears perking up and tails wagging. “Go look around. If you find anything dead, bark twice, then give it a bite or two, yeah?”



The biggest of the wolves gives me an affirmative ‘bork’ then he skedaddles off into the stacks and shelves, looking for undead that haven’t quite gotten the memo.



“So,” I ask, mostly to Esme. “Now what?”



“Now... I suppose we can gather up all the body parts and toss them outside to burn.”



“Not it,” Felix says.



“Why not? You’re already filthy.”



I shake my head. “We’ll get some monsters to do it. What about the vault? It’s clearly been attacked.”



“Yeah,” Esme says. “I... I don’t know what to do about it, but there should be a guide. We’ll need to find the vault’s Index. From there we’ll know what to do.”



***
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                Scourge Forty-One - Safe



“Is it safe?” I ask.



The big wolf-monster nods his furry head. “Borf.”



“Good,” I say. I know that we haven’t seen any fresh undead in a bit, but my friends and I haven’t exactly scouted out the entire area.



The vault is massive. The area near the entrance is just a small part of it. There are doors to the sides and rear of the room that lead into other, equally huge rooms. And it’s not just books. Semper has statues, crates filled with strange things, some training tools and even an entire watermill. Everything is covered in labels, and there’s a lot of magic resting in the air. It’s faint, but it’s there.



“This place is making me thirsty,” Felix says.



“That is likely the salt dust,” Bianca says. “If it’s potent enough to keep all of these tomes dry, then I imagine it will not be healthy for us either.”



“It shouldn’t be that bad,” Esme says. “We have some water, if you want.”



Felix shakes her head. “I’ve got some too, I’ll be fine. Just saying that I wouldn’t want to live in here.”



“I don’t think anyone would,” Esme says. She gestures to a sign which hanged from the ceiling. There are arrows on it. “There’s a living quarters two junctions down. We can check in there. But for the most part no one stays in a vault for a long time.”



“I thought Semper’s people lived in here?” Felix asks.



Esme shakes her head. “No, of course not. The vaults aren’t living spaces. They’re repositories for knowledge and information and magical artefacts. If people lived here, then the vault would need... you know, stuff for people to live.”



“You’d basically need a village around the vault,” I say. “Food, water, housing. You’d need farms and people to work the farms and people to make the things those farmers need.”



Felix shrugs. “Okay then,” she says. “What do we do now?”



Esme chews on her lower lip. “I don’t know. We could clean up.”



“I can get some monsters to help with that,” I say. “I can even make a few for the nastier parts.” The same sort of monster I use to clean my room back home. “But we didn’t come all the way here to dust the place off, I don’t think.”



“No, we’re here to look into the vault to make sure it’s secure,” Esme says.



Felix kicks a zombie’s head and it rolls off to bump into another’s corpse. “It’s not.”



“I had noticed, yes,” Esme deadpans.



“Did Semper tell you what to do if it’s not secure?”



“No, but there are procedures. Mostly they involve making sure that the vault stays secure, to protect what’s in it. Then you’re supposed to hunt down any stolen items or artefacts,” Esme says.



That sounds doable. All we need to do is look around for any remaining undead, then... well, I think I know who’s responsible for this one. Altum’s pretty much the god of necromancers, and his servants weren’t exactly subtle in here. Tracking down the artefacts might be tricky though.



“The capital’s not too far from here. I bet if they stole anything they’d have to go there after,” I say.



“There might be other ways to track things,” Esme says. “Depending on what they stole. Some books have spells woven into them that activate when they leave their place. The library had a lot of those, at least for the more precious books. Sometimes Archivists could follow the traces they left and track the books to whomever had them.”



That’s handy. “So all we need to do is secure this place, then?” I ask. “That’s pretty easy.”



“It’s a huge vault, Valeria,” Esme says.



“Then we’ll get a huge monster or two to sit inside and keep it safe. I can tell them not to touch the books and things. They don’t need feeding.”



“And when new Archivists arrive?” Esme asks.



“They’ll know about the monster, so they’ll be able to handle it. Or we could swing by ourselves and remove it. It’s no big deal.”



Esme crosses her arms and doesn’t look too happy, but she doesn’t seem to have any better ideas. “Fine. It’s a temporary solution at best. Felix, Bianca, can you stay by the entrance and keep an eye out? Valeria and I will be going further in. I need to grab a few things.”





“Why are you going with Valeria?” Felix asks.



“Because she knows more about magic than you do, and the things I’m getting are secretive secrets of Semper’s archive. No one but an Archivist is supposed to know about them.”



“You’re not an Archivist,” Felix points out. “Valeria isn’t one either.”



“I’m in training, and Semper likes Valeria, she wouldn’t punish her,” Esme says. “Besides, I don’t need to explain myself to you.” She reaches down, grabs my hand, then starts off into the dark of the vault.



Laughing, I jog to keep up with the pace she’s setting. “You’re in a mood,” I say.



Esme grumbles a little. “I’m sorry. And... I should probably apologise to Felix too. It’s just been one of those days, you know?”



“One of those days where we get attacked by undead, you mean?”



“The fact that it’s happened twice in one week is kind of disturbing, actually.”



I shrug. “I don’t mind. I mean, I mind that we’re getting attacked, but I don’t mind that it’s from undead as opposed to people. They’re great for Dark magic.”



“The undead have a weakness to Dark magic?” Esme asks. She perks up. “I’ve noticed that surprise magic doesn’t impact them as well as it might. They’re held up by magic, so the physical impact of an electrical current is greatly diminished. Surprise is pretty good at disrupting magic, but only if it’s not firmly rooted in place, and I think the magic that creates undead has to be. It works, but not very well. Does your magic work better because of that kind of disruption?”



“Nah, it’s mostly that they’re really disgusting to look at, so it makes it easier to cast,” I say.



“Oh. Well, yes, I suppose that makes sense too.”



I lean to the side, bumping my shoulder against Esme’s. I think some of the tension that’s been making her all nervous is bleeding away. She’s been pretty eager about this whole Semper-given mission ever since she received it.



“You okay?”



She nods. “I’m fine. A little angry, actually, but nothing too big.” She takes in a deep breath, then lets it all out. “This mission was supposed to be the one where I showed Semper that I... I don’t know that I’m worthy?”



“You’re plenty worthy,” I say.



I can’t see it, but I know she’s rolled her eyes. “Now the whole mission’s gone wrong.”



“What? No it hasn’t.”



“Val, there’s zombies in the vault.”



“Yeah, sure,” I say. “But they’re not here because of us. We’ve killed dozens of undead. Do you think the average Archivist would be able to do that?”



“Probably. Archivists are pretty strong.”



“Esme, I think you’re about as strong as the average Archivist. You have the classes for it, the training, and a bit of the practice. Felix is a super good fighter, and I’ve got monsters for days. We cleared this place out in a way that would have required a whole team of Archivists. Semper’s going to be plenty happy with that. Besides, we’re not just going to stop here, are we?”



“You don’t mind chasing after whatever Altum stole?” she asks.



“If he stole anything. I mean, he probably did, why else would anyone break in here?” I gesture around. We’ve crossed into the next section. More boxes on massive shelves. No undead though, so that’s good.



“I bet he has something to do with the temples in Algecante,” Esme says.



I narrow my eyes. It’s possible. Very possible, even. We’re not too far from that city. It wouldn’t be hard for Altum’s people to make it from here to there, or to Vizeda afterwards. “We’ll look for more news once we reach the capital,” I say.



Esme nods. “Thanks Valeria.”



“You’re welcome,” I say. “Anything for you.”



Esme walks a bit straighter after that.



She leads me over to a small room at the back of this section of the vault. “How big is this place?” I ask as I look around.



“Big enough to hold copies of every book Semper thinks is important. History books, accounts from various nations, lots of textbooks. Everything you need to jumpstart a civilization back to where we are now.”

“Huh,” I say. “I always thought that it was just a place for Semper to hide all of her favourite books. Like how mom hides hers in the forbidden section of the library.”



“Well... there is a forbidden section to every vault too,” Esme says. “B-but we’re not here for that! We’re looking for the book tracker. It should be in this room right over here.”



And with that, she leads me into a little room that looks more like an office than any sort of vault.



***
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                Scourge Forty-Two - Ker-Chunk



“What’s this place?” I ask



The room’s obviously some sort of office space. There are a few writing tables, a shelf along the back wall with stacks of binders on it, and a workspace in the centre. It looks like someone’s gone around and shuffled through things recently, but nothing’s broken.



Esme sets her lamp down on the worktable, then adjusts the wick to give us a bit more light. “So you see any lights?” she asks.



I glance around, then find a few candle holders up against the wall, with brass cages around them to keep the flames at bay. I use a dark magic disk to get closer to one and pull it down.



Esme lights the candle, then another, and soon the room is bright enough to read in. “Alright,” she says. “We’re looking for... well, missing books.”



“It’s going to be hard to find something that’s not here,” I say.



Esme nods. “You’re right.” She kneels down under the table and after a bit, goes “Ah-hah!” She comes up with a large dossier. Hundreds of pages held in place by loops of metal. Flicking it open, she reveals a long list of titles, one per page with little notations carefully penned beneath them. Dates and names, then a stamped symbol at the end of some of the lines.



“Is that like a library’s index?” I ask.



“That’s exactly what it is,” Emse says. “The stamp is the librarian who took the book back. I had my own once, you know. I didn’t get to do much, but they’d let me take care of the young education books. Anyway. I doubt that Altum’s thieves would have been so kind as to sign out the books they stole.”



“So that’s not too helpful,” I say.



She shakes her head. “No no, we just want the title and category code of the missing books. This is a list of every book in...” she tips the book over to read the cover. “Section two hundred and twelve to section two hundred and fourteen of the vault.” She gestures under the table, and by leaning over, I can tell that there are dozens of similar books.



“Alright,” I say. I tug one out at random. “So, any books about necromancy then?”



“Exactly!”



“And knowing the title will help us how?” I ask.



She grins. “Then we do some forbidden and secret magic.”



“Oh?” I ask.



“You and your mom might have soul magic of some sort, for making your monsters, but you’re not the only ones with your own sort of magic. Semper’s library magic is a deep secret, hidden from all but her loyal Archivists. It runs on a very specific sort of Contempt magic.”



“A hybrid magic then,” I say. “Do you know how to cast with it?”



Esme flushes. “I can muddle through. Enough for this. Now get flipping, we need to find some titles.”



I laugh, then do as she says. Esme’s not usually so bossy. It’s kind of cute to see her all flustered about something she cares about so much.



I get lucky as I flip through some pages. “Here’s one.” The book had been taken out once... maybe twenty years ago. “Dead Exhausted.” I turn the binder so she can see it better.



Esme glances over. “Read out the category code for me. It’s the one here, with the letters and numbers.” She turns to the wall behind up and moves towards one section.



I read out a string of numbers until she interrupts me.



“Just one part at a time. It’s going to narrow things down. Alright, next bit?”



It takes two more segments for her to pick out a binder, then she brings it open and sets it next to us. The entire thing is subdivided even more, with tabs sticking out of the top. Soon enough, Esme has it open to a set of pages about the book. Not just pages though, there’s a card slid into a page that’s been built with a pouch in it.



Esme slips the card out and grins. “This is it,” she says.



“What’s that?”



“The book’s relay card.” Esme runs over to the other end of the room, opens a cupboard, then returns with a big contraption. It had a large handle on one side, a few dials and wires running into a box, and next to that there’s a set of keys with numbers on them. Esme slips the card into a slot at the top, then grabs the handle.



She does nothing.



“Are you oka--”



“Shh, I’m concentrating,” she says.



I back off and wait, watching her frown at nothing with her eyes closed and lips puckered out. Sometimes I forget that Esme has so many little freckles across the brow of her nose. I kind of want to touch them.



“Got it,” she mutters.



The handle comes down with a satisfying ker-chunk! Then the machine starts to click. A panel opens on the top, one side has a compass of sorts which spins around wildly and the other had a bunch of tiny panels with numbers on them that flip around madle with a clatter like someone shaking a jar of bolts around.



It stops with a clack, and Esme and I lean closer.



The compass is pointing to our left somewhere.



“Only about a hundred metres away, and deeper into the vault,” Esme says. She sighs and tugs the card out. “No good. Let’s find another.”



“Wait, it tells you where the book is?”



“Yup! Easiest way to find a book in a big library. Especially when some morons like ruining the sorting with their grubby little hands. Or you can use it to track a late book.”



“That’s really neat,” I say. “I bet there are other uses too. Tracking and such. The machine doesn’t really point to the book, does it?”



“Not the book, there’s an identical card sewn into the back cover of most books here,” Esme says. She replaces everything and returns to the index. “Let’s make a list. Book titles, then the code. We should leave with four or five cards, in case Altum’s people break a card or... or toss a book away.”



I nod. That makes sense. “What’s the range of this thing?”



“It’s not that great. A few kilometres, I think.”



That’s still pretty good. Being given a precise direction and an exact range from even just one kilometre away is excellent. Better than look around manually, at least.



Esme starts to list off books as she finds them, and I get back to searching too. Anything that’s vaguely necromancy-related goes on the list.






	Rolling Bones - Greatest Hits, by D. Ceased

	Raise Dead: A Limpet's Guide to Undeath, by Fenfang Fang

	Taming the Necromancer - a Romance, by Napoleon Boneapart

	The Dead and Their Fungi-est Uses, by N/A

	The Legend of Bonesy, by B. Roccoli

	Knitting For the Undead, by Maud of Downing Forest





“That should do it,” Esme says as she adds the last book to the list with a flourish. “If we can’t find at least two or three of those in the vault, then they’ve been taken by Altum’s people.”



“Nice work,” I say as I close the index I’ve been looking through. “Can you check the cards?”



Esme nods and moves over to the wall of binders with her list. She goes through them quickly, narrowing down which one she needs before pulling it off the wall. Soon we have a small stack of books on the table, and I start going through them with her, our shoulders bumping against each other sometimes.



“Leave them open on the right page,” she murmurs. “We’ll want to replace those we can’t use.”



“Right,” I say. I don’t really care all that much about leaving things nice and neat, but I guess it’s only polite to leave things as clean as we found them.



The first two books we try are duds. I guess Altum’s people weren’t here looking for romance books or fictional stories at all. The next few though.



The machine ker-chunks again as Esme pulls down its handle, and we both lean in to watch the display flip around. This time it goes on for much longer, the dials spinning until they seem to run out of momentum. The compass, though, locks onto a point somewhere to our right and stays locked that way.



“Is that a good sign?” I ask.



“It is,” she says. She looks up to me, grinning big and silly. “We got one. The range is... more than three kilometres, it ran out of energy.”



“Can we give it a bigger jolt?” I ask.



“And burn it out?” Esme shakes her head. “No, we’d need a special one for that. I think a few exist. But then you’d need an Archivist to work them. A proper, well-trained one. I think this is the best I can do for now.”



“Alright,” I say. A direction is better than nothing. “Let’s check on the next few cards, then... I guess we head out and track them down. Do you think this is pointing towards the capital?”



Esme looks around, and I can almost see the gears in her head clacking as she gets a sense of which direction the compass is pointing towards. “No... I think that’s pointing south. South and maybe a little bit east.”



“Okay,” I say. “We have a direction, that’s a lot already. I’m glad you’re here. You’re a real genius sometimes, you know?”



Esme’s cheeks puff out, and her hair snaps with a static-y discharge. “I know that. Now, let’s go tell the others. Maybe we can catch these thieves before they get too far!”
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                Bane Fourteen - Panic



“Esme!” I whispered really, really loud as I barged into the library. Felix was behind me, mostly because I had an iron grip on her hand and had been pulling her along after me ever since we left the restaurant that afternoon.



This was an emergency.



I saw a bushy head of hair pop up behind a stack of books at one desk and beelined over to it. There was only one person that could be, and I desperately needed her right then.

“Valeria?” she asked as we came closer. She glanced at Felix, then at our hands, then right back to my eyes. “What’s going on?”



I stopped, then realised that I was out of breath, so I took a moment to gulp down some fresh library air before answering.



“Felix and I were on a date,” I said.



Esme’s mouth opened, then closed. She glanced between us while her hair fritzed itself, and then a whole bunch of emotions played out across her face in seconds. Confusion, anger, fear... something that might have been envy. “That’s nice,” she said.



Esme must have been hard at work practising with different emotional magics for so many emotions to be near the surface.



I shook my head and set that aside. “No, you don’t understand.”



“I don’t?” she asked.



“Mom sent us to Santafaria to get a bunch of things, but it’s only when I got there that I realized that the things we were getting were all date stuff. Look!” I finally let go of Felix’s hand--probably for the best, my hand was getting sweaty--then pulled out the letter mom had given me with the list of things to buy. “Look at all of these things. That’s for a date.”



Esme looked over the list, initially frowning, but she started to nod halfway through. “You’re right. These are all romantic things. Did you get all of them?”



“Of course we did,” I said. “I wouldn’t want mom to know I’m onto her.”



“It was fun!” Felix added.



“That too.” It had been fun to go around and shop with Felix. Though once I figured out the real reason we were there, it painted everything in a new light.



Esme hummed, then lowered the letter. “What do we do about this?”



I blinked.



“You didn’t think that far ahead?” Esme guessed.



“Well, I was a bit busy with the whole realisation. I didn’t have time to think.” I crossed my arms. “Besides, we don’t know when this date is planned for.”



“It can’t be too long from now,” Esme said. “Semper’s here right now.”



“What?!” I asked at slightly-louder-than-library-appropriate levels. “When did she get here?”



Esme glanced at the clock mounted on one wall. “Maybe two hours ago? I talked to her a little bit. She, ah, hinted at some things.”



“What sorts of things?” I asked.



Esme pushed my face back with a finger against my forehead. I had maybe gotten a little close. “Nothing romantic. She said that if I wanted to become a proper Archivist, then I still had a lot of work to do. She gave me some books to study.” Esme gestured at the table. “Like these. A lot of them are about necromancy. It’s weird.”



“Necromancy?” Felix asked. “That’s like... kissing people in the neck?”



Esme and I stared at her. “No,” we said.



Felix shrugged. “How are you supposed to romance someone’s neck? Why would you even do that? Is this another butt or bust thing?”



“A what?” I asked.



“I have good ears, I heard a lot of guys talking at taverns and such,” Felix said, which explained nothing.



“Necromancy is the art of summoning the undead, or creating undead. Like skeletons or zombies,” Esme explained.



Felix looked even more confused. “What does that have to do with romancing necks?”



“It’s... no Felix, that’s not what the word means,” Esme said. She pushed back and away from her desk. “This is going nowhere. We’re just speculating aimlessly right now.”



“You’re probably right,” I said. “But if mom didn’t send us to check things out for a date, then what was all that for? She said we needed things for food, but barely anything on the list is edible.”



“I don’t know,” Esme said. “Maybe we can ask?”



“Ask mom about her romantic intentions about Semper?” I asked. “Okay. But you ask.”



“What? Why me? You’re her daughter.”



Felix glanced between the two of us, then shrugged. “I’ll ask,” she said.



Esme and I both whipped around to face her. “You’d ask mom?”



“Yeah.”



“About her dating Semper?” I asked, just to be sure.



Felix shrugged. “Why not? Your mom’s nice. I think she likes me. She was smiling at me the other day, and she gave me extra food too and said I was a good friend for you. So yeah, I don’t think she’d mind me asking.”



I worked my jaw. “No. We don’t need to ask,” I said. “I think mom’s made it pretty obvious and... well, I don’t disapprove. Semper’s nice, and I guess I wouldn’t mind having a second mom.”



“Semper would become your second mom?” Esme asked. “Oh, now I’m a little envious.”



“Eh, with the way we live here, she’d practically be your mother in law,” Felix said.



“That would only work if I married Valeria,” Esme said. She narrowed her eyes. “Okay, well, whatever. So you’re not going to do anything about this and I can go back to studying?”



“What? Of course I won’t do nothing. I’m a dutiful daughter. If mom and Semper will be dating, then I’ll do the best I can to make sure their date’s the best ever.”



“You don’t even know when their date’s happening,” Esme said.



I frowned. She wasn’t wrong. “Fine! Let’s go find out, then!” I said. With that, I stomped--quietly--out of the library. My friends jogged after me, keeping up as I left the room. If Semper was in the castle, then she’d probably be upstairs and in the guest wing she usually used. Unless she was with mom already.



If she was, then I’d just make up a story. Maybe tell mom that I got everything she asked for and that I was home and that she didn’t need to send dragons out to fetch me.



We got lucky. Semper was walking along one of the big corridors upstairs, not too far from the wing I thought she might be in. There were a few bags hovering in the air behind her, held in place atop disks of dark magic.



“Aunt Semper!” I called out.



Semper paused, hands folding before her regally before a small smile broke out on her lips. She was always a little less stiff than mom when it came to expressing herself. Maybe that’s part of what made mom like her? I don’t know if I liked my friends because they were different from me. I just liked them because... well, I hadn’t thought about it much. “Hello, Valeria. Ah, and Esme and Felix too, I see.”



I nodded. “Yeah, I had a question for you, but, ah, I guess it would be rude to skip straight to that?”



“I’m a librarian. It would be remiss of me to discourage people from asking questions.”



I nodded, then nodded some more while I tried to think of what to ask, exactly. I didn’t want to just come out and say it, that was way too crass, and mom would give me a look if I was too improper.



“It’s a question about, ah, dating,” I said.



“Dating?” Semper repeated. “Interesting. A subject that I’d been researching myself, lately.”



“Oh,” I said. I focused on my emotion to make sure my cheeks didn’t warm any. “Well, yes. I was wondering if you knew, uh, what makes a good one. A date, I mean.” I looked back to my friends for support. Mostly Esme. I don’t think Felix would care much for dates, unless it was the edible sort. Esme gave me a subtle thumbs-up.



“What makes a good date?” Semper repeated. “Well, I suppose the results are the most important thing. As long as the experience was enjoyable for everyone, then the date was a success.”

“Oh,” I said. That was a bit more vague than I had hoped for. “Have you been on a lot of dates?” I asked.



“That’s... ah, a little private, I'm afraid,” she said. That was a no.



Then I had a flash. A brilliant plan that hit my like one of Esme’s bolts.



“Would you show us one?” I asked.



“Pardon?”



“Me and... uh, Esme? Yeah. Could you show us what a good date looks like. For science. Maybe with mom.”



“Like... a double date?” Semper asked. Her eyes were twinkling. It was a bit scary, actually. How much magic was she holding back for that effect to exist.



“Sure,” I said, a bit nervous. Maybe this wasn’t a genius plan. “You go with mom, and I’ll go with Esme.” I grinned. “It’ll be fun, right?”
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                Scourge Forty-Three - Start



Felix and Bianca are quick to agree to Esme’s plan.



Not that it’s all that complicated a plan. Follow the little compass thing to the books that were stolen, then beat the snot out of the Altum cultists that stole them. It’s exactly the kind of plan that I’d expect Felix to be onboard with.



“We’ll leave some of the monsters here,” I say. The wolves that have been accompanying us are pretty sturdy, and they’re big friendly fluffballs once you get to know them, so the next Archivists who show up won’t have to worry so much.



“That’s not a bad idea,” Esme says. “Just a few, to keep any riff-raff away. Although... do you think we can stop by a village on the way? I need to send a letter to the library in the capital warning them about the monsters and about Altum’s cultists.”



“So we’re not going to stop by the capital then?” Felix asks.



I hum to myself as I think. “I don’t think we need to. There’s not much for us at the capital that we need. Not that I can think of, at least.”



“I might have a few resources there,” Bianca says. “And a house we can use. But if you’re looking to continue looking for Altum’s people, then maybe we can skip the capital altogether.”



“If we go to the capital, we might end up involved with politics and the like,” I say. “Which is as good a reason as any to avoid the capital for now. Felix, how are we on food and such?”



Felix half-turns and glances at the few bags we brought in with us. They’re sitting on a shelf a bit above the ground. I’m guessing so that our stuff doesn’t get dirty. The floor around the entrance is kind of bloody. “We have enough for the rest of the day, I think.”



“So enough for three days if we prevent Felix from eating everything,” I say.



Felix laughs. “Come on, I love eating as much as the next girl, but I’m not that bad. I can curb my gluttony to make sure my friends have enough to eat.”



“I’m surprised you know that word,” Esme says.



“It’s one of my favourites,” Felix says. “It’s not everyday you find a word that describes yourself perfectly.” She pointed to Esme. “Like for you it would be dork.”



“I am not!” Esme shot back.



“Girls,” I say. It’s hard to sound serious when I want to laugh, but someone has to wrangle this bunch. “Let’s not fight, please.”



Felix grins and Esme crosses her arms, but they don’t look like they’re going to continue to argue.



“Alright, so if we’re done in the vault, let’s move on. We can stop at some village on the way to wherever Esme’s machine points us. Esme, did you want to write that letter now? It’ll be hard to do while we’re flying.”



She nods. “Good idea. There’s paper and ink here. I’ll get to work right away. Usually I’d say we should leave the vault the way we found it, but, well... it was a mess before we arrived.”



“I’ll order the wolves to start carrying the bodies outside. It’ll leave a trail all the way to the entrance but at least the next Archivist to arrive won’t have to deal with a heap of rotting undead,” I say. I reach over to one of the wolves and start scritching him atop the head.



“In that case, I’m gonna bring our things out. Think we can grab more supplies at that village?” Felix asks.



“We should be able to, I think,” I say.



“I’ll leave with Felix then,” Bianca says. “We can prepare something to eat before we head out. We might not be able to eat in mid-air.”



Eating while flying is a chore. You can’t eat most things at all. Sandwiches fall apart with the wind, and anything like a soup is right out. I don’t want to eat hard tack either. Even Felix complains about that stuff.



So, we split up. I order the wolves to get to work with some simple instructions, and soon enough the biggest ones are working together to drag the biggest undead out. Esme pens her letter in a little alcove by lamp light, and Felix gathers all of our things with Bianca’s help and heads out.



I wait for Esme to finish. As soon as she’s done and has sealed her letter with some wax and a stamp she finds in a drawer, she runs over and we head out of the vault.



“I wish we had more time to explore the vault,” Esme says.



“We can always come back after,” I say. “I bet the Archivists wouldn’t mind some help cleaning this place up.”



“It’s okay,” Esme says. “I mostly want to satisfy my curiosity. I don’t want to get caught up into becoming a vault Archivist. All they do is take care of places like these. And while that does mean you get to read a lot, it’s kind of... tame.”



“A bit too boring for you?” I ask.



“Well, yeah. It would mean that I’d spend the rest of my life in one cave or another instead of with you. A-and with Felix too, I guess.”



We’re quiet for a bit as we find our way out of the maze by following the blood trails left by the undead being dragged out.



Felix and Bianca are waiting for us outside, along with a few of the monsters that are too big to fit into the mines where the vaults are hidden. It’s nice to breathe in some air that doesn’t taste like salt. I fill my lungs, then bask in a bit of sunlight.



It’s nearing evening, the sky turning to orange on the horizon. “Do you think we’ll be able to make it to any village before night falls?” I ask.



“Maybe, if we leave soon,” Esme says. “Bianca, you’ve been around here before. Do you know of any villages nearby?”



Bianca shakes her head. “No. But if you were to follow the coast of the lake over there, we should be able to find one of my family’s estates. I’d be honoured to have you all as guests for the night. And we can fill up on supplies from our pantry.”



I weigh the options, then nod. “If you’d have us, then yeah, that does sound nicer than sleeping on the ground again.”



Bianca smiled. “There’s that too. I must admit that I hadn’t realized how much I depended on mattresses until I had none. There’s one other advantage. My father’s a very... informed man. He rarely makes a move without being well-informed, and getting that information means having a good network for information-gathering. We might be able to catch up on some rumours closer to the capital.”



“That does sound helpful. Mom often complains that she has a hard time keeping track of things going on inside of cities and such. It’s not too important for us to know, but it still annoys her. We have a network of spy monsters, but they’re not super reliable,” I say.



“I bet people freak out when they see one,” Felix says.



“Well, they’re not meant to be seen at all,” I say. “That’s probably why they’re so bad at gathering information. If you’re too far to be seen, then you’re probably not going to be able to see well yourself, you know?” I say. I’m not going to explain my plan for satellite monsters just yet. First I need to figure out some way to communicate at range, and then I need to figure out rockets.



“We can look into the Notari family,” Bianca says.



“Those are the ones in charge of Algecante?” Esme asks.



Bianca nods. “They are. A lot of things we’ve gathered point to trouble in Algecante. If there’s trouble there, then the Notari will know about it. Or be the cause of it. It’s hard to tell with some of the families in Caselfella.”



“Esme, your book thing was pointing mostly south, right?” I ask.



Esme pulls out the device, sets it on the ground, then slides a book’s card into the reader. It takes a bit, but eventually she pulls on the handle with that familiar and satisfying kerchunk. The dials spin until they lock up, but my attention’s mostly on the compass.



“Yeah, that’s south,” I say. “South and... a little bit east.”



“Which is about where Algecante is compared to our location,” Bianca says. “Though it’s quite far. There’s a lot between here and there.”



“We’ll figure it out once we head over. We’ll need a good map and a normal compass. We can triangulate using this thing, right?” I gesture to the machine.



“If we get at least two readings some distance apart, then yes,” Esme says. “More would be better though. I’m not sure how accurate the compass is if the book is far enough outside of the reader’s bounds.”



“It’s a start,” I say.



***
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                Scourge Forty-Four - Spycraft



Bianca leans over, pressing herself closer to my back so that she can snake an arm ahead of me. “Over there,” she says.



I follow her finger to the shoreline of the big lake next to the capital. We’ve been following the coast for nearly an hour already. Below us are a bunch of houses. Little villages that are only a few minute’s walk apart from each other, with a road connecting all of them together. Boats are coming in for the night to little docks and it seems like things are winding down for the day in the little towns.



“Which one?” I ask.



Bianca’s pointing is towards a part of the coast that’s filled with jagged stones as the land rises. The capital is just a ways past that. If we flew straight for it we’d reach the walls in maybe twenty minutes.



A few big roads, lined with homes and vineyards and farms, stretch out from the coast to the city proper. Opposite those is a river, one that I suspect was dug out by hand, leading into the city.



“It’s the villa with the red roof tiles and the large stables,” Bianca says.



“Do you want us to land in front?”



“Could we land somewhere more discrete?” she asks.



I look around as we start to circle the area. There’s more than just one villa next to the coast. Six, maybe seven big houses, all with their own fenced in yards, several with what look like small homes built around them which only made the main buildings look bigger. I guess this is where all the really well-off families from Caselfella stay instead of the city itself.



Bianca’s family villa has a big mansion, with plenty of balconies overlooking a wide yard that someone spent a lot of time trimming and maintaining. There are a few servant homes off to one side, behind a copse of trees that keeps them out of sight. There’s even a greenhouse and some fields for farming.



I aim the bird monster we’re riding towards the outside of the villa, where the area has more woods and where the walls can hide us from view.



We land on a gravel road, the bird monsters jogging a bit to bleed off excess speed. “Alright! Please unbuckle your seatbelts and prepare to disembark from the craft. We thank you for riding Air Valeria.”



“What are you talking about?” Esme asks.



I laugh and swing myself off the bird. I pat it on the neck while Bianca carefully climbs off of it. “Just a passing thought, sorry. So, that’s your family’s mansion?”



“It’s our estate outside of the city, yes,” Bianca says. “There’s a second, smaller house in the capital, next to the seat of government.”



“Alright,” I say. “Are you sure we can just stay here for the night?”



“I’m certain it won’t be an issue,” Bianca says.



We grab the stuff we need from the bird’s backs. Most of our things are in backpacks already, so we just need to toss them on and we’re good to go. I tell the two love birds to run off for a bit and to keep out of sight of any passing humans. We’ll need them tomorrow, after all.



Felix steps up next to me and squints ahead. “I don’t like being in a place like this. It doesn’t feel safe.”



“We’ve stayed at inns,” I say.



“We were anonymous then,” she says. “Now we’re staying at someone’s place. It’s different.”



I can’t see much of a difference at all. “I’ll keep my guard up then, just in case.” If that’s all it takes to make Felix happy, then it’s a small price to pay.



Felix grins. “Nah, don’t bother. Guarding you’s my job. I’ll keep my guard up for the both of us.”



The entrance to Bianca’s family’s villa is closed off by a great big gate with a gatehouse next to it. The walls are only a bit taller than I can reach if I raised both hands over my head. Tall enough to stop most non-flying animals from just jumping over it, I guess. Not so tall that a determined person wouldn’t find a way over it.



No one’s at the gatehouse because why would anyone be sitting around and waiting there? This isn’t likely a place that’s visited all that often, and I bet that when Bianca and her family show up, it’s only after sending a warning ahead.



We slip through the gatehouse, then start along the road leading to the villa. Felix wasn’t far off the mark when she called it a mansion. It’s a big place, with columns and balconies and a roof entirely made of red tiles that must have been painted recently because they’re practically glowing in the evening sun.



Someone sees us from inside the building, and suddenly there’s a fury of activity from inside the building. Someone calls out to someone else, their voices too indistinct for me to make out what they’re saying, but a moment later the main doors open and a man steps out.



He’s a middle-aged guy, wearing the kind of clothes I’d expect a manservant to wear. A clean doublet and pants over... sandals and socks? I think we might have caught him off-guard.



“Pardon me, pardon me,” he says as he jogs over. “We weren’t expecting any deliveries today. What do you have for us?”



I blink, but this is Bianca’s place, so it’s also her problem to inform this guy of why we’re here. I turn her way and notice that she’s a little flushed in the cheeks.



“Hello Rafael,” she says. “Pardon the sudden appearance. I was not expecting to have to use the estate today. We need some rooms prepared for some important guests. And a meal wouldn’t be amiss either. Baths too, I suspect.”



“Oh, wow, meals and baths, you know Bianca, you’re not half bad,” Felix says.



Bianca flushes a little more at that, but her focus remains on Rafael who blinks and stutters for a moment. “Ah, well, yes, hello Lady Malicieux. We certainly didn’t expect you. Is your father in the city?”



“No, just myself,” Bianca says.



“I see, I see,” he says. He glances at us, then back to the house. “Might I have a word, miss?”



My friends and I stay put while Rafael and Bianca step closer to the house. The man leans in and whispers a few things. I distinctly hear him utter the words “ruffians,” and “peasants.”



I can feel the moment Bianca starts to be really angry. The air around her starts to waver and shift and a warm breeze shifts over to where I’m standing.



She’s not very happy, I guess.



After repeating her previous demands, this time while wearing a glare that cows the older man, she returns to us as if fully expecting him to carry out everything she asked. “Shall we retire to the sitting room while things are prepared?” she asks.



“Sure,” I say. This is why mom has monsters instead of people. Monsters don’t second-guess you or have any sort of loyalty issues. Also, they don’t need to be paid and live basically forever. Really it’s mostly positives. If monsters weren’t so keen on eating people I bet they’d be a lot more popular as household helpers.



“He didn’t sound happy to see us,” Felix says.



“Yes, well I suppose we’ve ruined whatever plans he had for the evening,” Esme says.



“Those plans ought to be set aside for something like this,” Bianca says. “The entire reason the staff is paid and allowed to live on the estate is to keep the house ready for guests. I don’t expect them to be able to prepare a grand feast on command, but a few rooms and some dinner shouldn’t be infeasible.” She sighs. “If my father were here, they’d be tripping over themselves to do as he asks.”



“We’ll be fine,” I say. Still, maybe I’ll send a few little friends out. There are plenty of wooded areas on the estate that could hide a monster or twelve. And I can probably convince a few others to patrol the outside of the walls, just in case.



“Come, we can sit back and relax a little indoors. It’ll be getting chilly out here,” Bianca says.



“I, for one, won’t mind sleeping with a roof over my head,” Esme says.



We walk over to the villa, then step in. It’s a tastefully decorated place, though there’s none of the grandiose architecture I’m used to back home. Bianca seems to know where she’s going, so we follow after her as she stomps over to an office in the back.



“My father has... let’s not mince words here, he has spies. They often collect and send things here so that he can review them once he’s in the city. If you don’t mind, I’d like to go over some of their reports. We might learn something.”



“I’ll help,” Esme says.



And with that, we’re all roped into it, I guess. Well, it’s not the weirdest way I’ve spent an evening.



***
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                Scourge Forty-Five - Permission



“Find anything yet?” I ask as I leaf through a pile of letters.



Bianca’s dad has a pretty good system in place here. There are cabinets along one wall of his office, with all the papers within them divided into three broad categories. General news--which has the most cabinet space--blackmail material, and then unrelated information.



Within those, every letter and report is placed in order of date, with a marking at the top of the page telling the reader what the report relates to. That’s just for the top-most drawer. Those below are organised into topics, like different families and important people. So, I imagine that part of how Bianca’s dad organises his things is to read everything so that he knows which folder to put it into exactly.



It’s a cool system, and it’s really boring to dig into.



Most of the things in the recent drawer are reports about stuff that I can’t imagine myself caring about.



So-and-so’s farm has a reduced crop this year. Whatshisface has been sleeping around with some people in the red-light district and he has some weird tastes. Miss Whatever has been meddling with some politician and has gotten him to accept a deal with poor terms.



Esme’s having a bit more fun with it all. She’s actually sorting through her pile in a similar manner as how Bianca’s dad has it organised. She’s always been good at sorting through this kind of thing.



Felix has laid her head down on a desk in the corner and is dipping in and out of sleep.



I’m tempted to join her. In sleep, not on the desk.



“Not very much,” Bianca says. “There are a few things. Shipments from Algecante have been either late or haven’t shown up at all.”



“A tax person from the capital went missing on-route to the city,” Esme says while tapping one of her piles. “That seems somewhat noteworthy, I guess.”



“Everything’s pointing that way,” I agree. “Anything else?”



Bianca stands up and heads over to the wall of cabinets. She opens a drawer and sifts through it. “Here, this will be older, but it’s all about Altum.” She tugs out a file folder and brings it back to her desk.



Esme and I abandon our own piles and head over to stare over Bianca’s shoulder.



She shifts through the pages relatively quickly, starting from the back where the reports are oldest and making her way to the present. The oldest are well over ten years old, but they’re pretty sparse.



“Looks like someone commissioned a church to Altum in the capital,” Bianca says as she finds a report that goes into a bit more detail.



The next one is about the same thing. “And someone blocked the idea,” Esme says. She reaches over Bianca’s shoulder and touches the report. “They were refused a loan from Mortimer?”



“That’s big,” I say.



Esme glances up. “Is it?” she asked.



“I’m surprised you don’t know,” I say. This seems like something my smartest friend would just know off-hand. “Mortimer’s entire thing is money and bureaucracy. Even mom respects him when it comes to that kind of thing. If he’s refusing to give someone a loan, then there's a good reason for it.”



“Hmm,” Bianca says. “That was some years ago. This is somewhat more recent.” She snaps a page straighter. “The church of Luto filed a protest with the city, asking for more guards around the city’s cemeteries to guard them against grave robbers. They accuse some of Altum’s people of interfering with their duties.”



“Grave robbing sounds like something a necromancer might be up to,” I say.



“Makes sense,” Esme agrees.



Bianca shifts through the next dozen reports a bit faster. A lot of them are just tangential things, mentioning Altum along with others. I imagine that Bianca’s dad has a lot of these reports copied so that they can fit in multiple folders.



“There’s not much else here. This mentions a church being built in Algecante... another protest from Luto’s people about their church in Algecante being interfered with... ah, here’s one that says that Altum’s people have been bribing certain governors. The Notari family received a hefty bribe.”



“That’s a lot of stuff,” I say. “But it’s kind of all spaced out. I bet most organisations get just as many reports of weird things they were up to.”



Bianca nods. “This is all relatively subtle. Most of these events are months apart. Common folk would overlook these, if they ever heard of it in the first place.” We reached the more recent reports and Bianca set one aside. “This is from three months ago. I think that’s the last time father was here. Report on the sighting of undead to the south of Algecante. A few churches started to form subjugation squads, including Heroe’s.”



It was the last page in the file.



I walked over to the desks where we’d split things up. “That was a few months ago, right? There should be something more recent. If those groups went out, then there has to be a report or two of what they’ve done.”



“How long does it take to reach Algecante from here?” Esme asks.



“I suppose that would depend on the urgency of the traveller. A few as three days, if you have horses to spare. Two weeks with a slower caravan making pauses at every stop,” Bianca says.



I nod. That’s a good question. I look through the pages, looking for anything that mentions Heroe of Altum. Then I land on a report. “Oh, found something,” I say.



The report’s from someone in Heroe’s church. No name on the report, but from the contents I’m guessing it’s not someone really high up in the organisation. Maybe a trainee or some clerk or something. “What’s it say?” Esme asks.



“Uh... subjugation squad eliminated... four survivors return... eight other members marked as missing in combat. Some protest from the surviving members, but they can’t confirm the death of the templars. Undead seen in greater number than expected... ambushed at night on route to Algecante.”



Bianca frowns. “What’s the date on that?”



“Ah,” I look at the date, then work it out. “This is a month and a half old.”



“Heroe has a number of templars in Caselfella, most in the capital. It wouldn’t take them long to march back down to Algecante. They wouldn’t let this kind of insult pass,” Bianca says.



“I didn’t notice anything mentioning a big group of them leaving the city. You’d think at least one report would mention that kind of thing,” Esme says.



“They were at Castaneda’s Stop,” I say.



“That doesn’t make sense. Why would they be to the west?” Bianca asks.



I shrug. “They got lost?” I ask, knowing that it’s a silly reply. “Anyway, this just means that we’re not going to be the first to go to Algecante to stir up trouble.”



“It means that a host of templars weren’t enough to subdue whatever is happening there,” Esme says.



She’s right. A decently big group of Templars is actually pretty scary. Some can get to be pretty strong. They’ll have at least two classes, if not three or more. Lots of vigilance cultivators. How did that other group get ambushed then? Overwhelming numbers or undead?



“I think when we head south, we might want to do so with an army.” Mom might be a bit annoyed at me raising a horde, but she’ll understand. Plus, she’s quick to forgive.



The door to the office squeaks open and Rafael pokes his head in. “Miss? Ah, you are here,” he says. Then he takes in the room and the bit of a mess we’ve made of it. “I came to inform you that the water for the baths is being warmed. Food is served as well, though it isn’t anything impressive... Your father won't be pleased to see his work so disorganised.”



Bianca seems very done. “Whether or not he is pleased is entirely up to him to decide. Please keep your own opinions to yourself,” she snaps.



The man is taken aback by that, he stares at Bianca for a moment, but her face is expressionless. That doesn’t stop me from feeling the roiling fear and anger barely contained in her core.



I don’t know if Rafeal has the ability to sense that, at least not the trained ability, but even someone untrained in cultivating can likely tell that you shouldn’t mess with Bianca.



“I, yes, lady Malicieux,” he says before darting away.



Bianca sighs. “Well, that’s something. To think all I needed to get a modicum of respect and to be treated as more than some baggage was the willingness to roast people alive.”



“Roast?” Felix asks as she raises her head.



“Yes Felix, dinner is being served now,” I say.



“Oh, nice. Did we learn anything important with all of this?” she gestures to all the papers.



I think about it for a moment before replying. “Not really, no.”



***
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                Bane Fifteen - Double



We had to get ready for the double date.



The problem was, that while we had some time (Aunt Semper had slipped Esme a note saying that the date would take place in a week’s time) we didn’t know how to use that time well.



My speciality was making monsters and... I guessed using dark magic pretty well? Neither of those things were useful when it came to preparing for a date.



Worse, it wasn’t a real date. I had even less experience with fake-dates that were meant to help someone else with their romantic life. I wasn’t even sure if I wanted to help. Mom’s lovelife was none of my business.



Well, maybe it was a little bit my business.



I kinda really wanted to make it my business, but I was a good and respectful daughter and Mom gave me plenty of space, so it was only fair that I did the same for her.



“Is this good?” Esme asked. She raised a dress off the rack and turned with it. The dress was very fluffy, with many frills.



“Too poofy,” Felix said.



I nodded. “Way too poofy.”



Esme sighed, then shoved the dress back onto the rack. “I don’t know what to do then,” she said. “We don’t have anything that fits. All of this stuff is too... too much.”



“I don’t know why you two are bothered by all of this,” Felix said. She was lounging on a lounge chair, feet hooked over the part of the chair meant for sitting and body splayed out across the seat with her arms above her head, holding a book up. “Just go dressed like normal. Maybe clean up a bit before. Take a bath.”



“I don’t know if we can go on a date just wearing normal clothes,” I said.



Felix shrugged, then turned a page in her book with a flick of her thumb and a tiny use of wind magic. “I don’t see the point in getting all prettied up. You’re dating each other, yeah? It’s not like you don’t know what you look like.”



I pursed my lips. She wasn’t wrong, but still. “It’s... symbolic,” I said.



“Sure,” Felix said. “Not as if any of us know what we’re doing here, I figure it’s better to go simple and not worry about it.”



“Do you think Mom’s going to ‘go simple’” I asked. “That doesn’t sound like her at all.”



Felix tilted her head back to glance at me. “Your mom never does anything simple. But you’re not your mom, and Esme isn’t Semper or whatever. Besides, it’s a fake date, right?”



“It is,” Esme said. “Just a fake date between me and Valeria, that’s all.”



“Right,” I agreed.



“Well, there you go. You don’t practise fighting while wearing all your nicest gear, that’s just silly. Besides, Semper and Luciana both know that this is a fake date, right?”



I shook my head. “No, no. For us it’s just a fake date so that we can learn how to do that, but we’re trying to make it so that mom and Semper’s fake date becomes a real one,” I said.



Esme perked up. “That’s right. If this is just a ploy to get the two goddesses together, than what we do and how we look doesn’t matter that much. We’ll still want to be presentable, of course. Semper will be there, after all.”



I nodded. Esme’s enthusiasm about impressing Semper was pretty much a constant with her. It was kind of cute though. She reminded me of some of the smarter monsters I made... but nicer. I wasn’t going to voice that aloud or else her hair would get all frizzy and she might zap me.



“We don’t even have a plan, do we?” I said.



“Oh, Semper, we don’t,” Esme said. She looked like she wanted to panic, but she frowned and balled her hands into fists and shook her head. “We just need to figure things out, mark out some clear objectives, then find a way to work out how to reach those.”



I glanced around the room. This was one of Mom’s closets. There were a dozen of these hidden around the castle, all filled with dresses from different times and eras. Mostly they were all black (mom had a theme), but once in a while we’d find something more colourful.



“Want to go to one of the planning rooms?” I asked.



Felix kicked her legs out so that she could sit down properly, then she bounced to her feet. “I wouldn’t mind walking a bit,” she said.



“Just count yourself lucky that you’re not coming on this date,” I said. “Or else you’d have to worry about all of this stuff too.”



Felix grinned. “Come on, as if I wouldn’t worry for you if I thought you were in trouble.”



“You don’t look worried,” Esme pointed out.



“Because I know you’re both smart, so you’re not really in any trouble,” Felix said.



Esme crossed her arms, but the way she held herself a bit straighter... I think she was a bit proud of the compliment. “We’ll just do our best, I guess. We know the subjects well, so it can’t be that hard. Between your knowledge of your mom, Valeria, and my studies into Semper, we probably have a great image of the two.”



I nodded along. “Mostly we’ll be relying on you though. I don’t really have the mind for this kind of thing.”



“Right, don’t worry, Valeria, I’ll do my best.”



We headed out of the clothing room, then up a flight of stairs and to one of the rooms we used for magic lessons. The walls were covered in blackboards covered in notes and chalk designs. A few work tables filled the centre of the room, and of course there was a corner for reading with some sofas on it.



It was a nice, serious place for us to dissect and figure out how new spells worked, and if Felix had left some doodles on some of the walls, well that was part of the charm and in no way detracted from the serious nature of the work that went on in there.



Esme and I gathered up some chalk, papers, and even a few notebooks. Then we hesitated. “I, ah, don’t know where to start,” I admitted.



“Well... Semper said that a good date was one where everyone comes out of it having a good time,” Esme began. “So, I imagine that that should be our main priority. Having some fun while on this date, and ensuring that Luciana and Semper are amused as well.”



“That won’t be too hard,” I said. “Hanging out with you is always fun.”



Esme nodded seriously. “Yes, likewise,” she said. She noted that down.



Felix snickered behind us, but when I turned her way she shook her head and waved me away. “What’s so funny?” I asked.



“Nothing. It’s just... you two.”



“What about us?” Esme asked.



“You’re being very scientific about this whole date is all,” Felix said. “I think it’s funny.”



“If we’re going to date, then we’re going to do it correctly,” Esme said with a huff.



“So you’ll end it with a kiss?” Felix asked.



“I... well... That’s a bit much for a fake date!” Esme said. Her hair snapped at the air.



“Yeah,” I agreed. “It’s a bit much. That’s something we’d do if we were actually dating.”



Esme glanced my way. “You’d kiss me if we were dating?”



“I... well... anyway, we’re going off topic,” I said. “This isn’t about us, this is about Semper and Mom.”



Felix nodded. “Yeah, but they think it’s about you, right?”



“They think it’s about us going on a fake date to learn more about real dating,” I said.



“But neither of them seem all that bothered by the idea of us dating,” Esme pointed out. “Or at least, Semper didn’t.”



“I don’t think Mom would mind,” I said. “What we need to see is if Mom and Semper would mind dating each other.”



Felix shrugged. “I think you’re thinking too much. If they like each other they’ll just naturally want to be with each other, right? Like, we all like each other, so we all stick together.”



“Yeah, but this is different,” I said. “This is romantic liking.”



“No, I think Felix is onto something,” Esme says. “What if one leads to the other?”



I narrowed my eyes. “I guess. In that case... what we need to do is make sure that they’re good friends, then just shove them into romantic situations until something sticks?”



“That’s exactly it,” Esme said with a nod.



For some reason, Felix found that immensely funny, but no matter how much we teased her, she wouldn’t tell us why.
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                Scourge Forty-Six - Triangulation



Our night at Bianca’s place is rather nice. Beds are a great invention, second only to books in terms of how helpful they are for sleeping (though pillows come in at a close third).



Breakfast is a quick affair. Eggs and bacon and cheese as well as some local bread that’s shaped a bit longer than the bread I’m used to seeing. It had nuts in it too. Once we’re fed and Felix has gone through the leftovers, we all head outside where Bianca meets with Rafael again. “We’ll be heading out now,” she says.



“Is the young lady and her companions heading back to the capital?” he asks. “We can arrange for a coach.”



“No thank you,” Bianca says. “We’ll find our way to our destinations ourselves. If my father shows up, could you give him this?” She tugs a letter from a small purse she’s carrying by her hip. It’s sealed with wax and an impression from the ring that Bianca’s wearing.



“Of course,” he says. He’s obviously a bit confused about us heading out on foot, but making sure that the locals aren’t confused isn’t our job. Besides, if he knew we were flying off on monster-back, he might make a fuss.



“So, we’re heading straight south?” I ask.



Esme nods. “I measured the direction the books were in last night, then again this morning. There was a half-degree change, I think. It’s hard to tell, exactly, but I think it means that the books were moved a little during the night. Or they were moved a lot a long ways away.”



“We can keep measuring the change in angle as we fly south,” I say. “Maybe we can travel perpendicular for a bit? Head east or west between two landmarks, then we can triangulate the book’s exact position.”



Esme nods. “I was thinking the same thing, yes.”



We head out of the estate’s walls, then dive into the forest. A few little friends come out to greet me, and I have them lead us to our love birds who have found a big rock to roost on while pressing in close to each other.



“We should have stolen some horse stuff while we were there,” Felix says as she tosses a blanket over one of the birds.



“It’s not theft if I give you permission,” Bianca says. “But... yes, actually, that would have been clever.”



“I don’t know if we’re going to fly all the way down to Algecante,” I say. “Not if we’re going to need an army at any point between here and there. I can’t exactly summon monsters from the sky. Mom might be able to do that, but it’s way beyond me.”



There’s not much more to say on the subject, so we hop onto the birds, Esme hugging Felix close from behind, and Bianca riding behind me with her arms around my tummy. We take off, then once we’ve circled a few times to gain some altitude, we veer off more or less south and start to follow one of the bigger roads heading away from the capital and towards the mainland of Caselfella.



The morning passes in a breeze. We fly south, keeping an eye on the distant road so that we don’t lose our orientation. Esme convinces Felix to create an air shield around their bird for a while so that she can read while flying, but that ends up proving a bit hard to do, especially with Esme having to read over Felix’s shoulder.



In the end, Felix takes the book and just reads it aloud while we listen. It’s a guide about using electrical attacks empowered by Surprise that was a bit technical and hard to keep up with. Felix isn’t the best orator, or the best at reading aloud.



Early afternoon comes around and we sweep down to land in an open field separated from the road by a strip of forest. A few curious bear monsters pop out of the woods, so I tell them to start heading south. I’m not sure they’ll make it before we need them, but more monsters coming down can’t hurt.



Felix gathers some branches while Esme and I set up a fire pit and Bianca conjures up a few flames to get things started. We have dinner while Esme pours over a map.



“Look, I think we’re here. A bit to the north of this big crossroads. The angle is... here.” Esme sets a second page atop the map, one that’s thin enough that we can see through it. She scribbles some markers over landmarks and draws a line tracing out the roads on the map. Then she draws a circle over out location and a line from that circle going down. “Do you think we could head west? About here, next to this big hill? I think that’s about as far as we can travel in one flight.”



“That looks doable,” I say. “Isn’t your triangulation going to be thrown off by the amount of time between measurements?”



“A little, yes,” she says. “But I think we only need a direction for now. And a twenty-or-so-degree cone from our next location will make it much easier to pinpoint things.”



“That’s the same direction the Templars were heading in,” Bianca says. She traces a finger across the map from Castaneda’s stop heading east. “Between there and Algecante.”



I nod. “We might run across them.”



“What should we do if we run across Templars?” Esme asks.



“I guess that’ll depend on the Templars. We’re not here to fight them. I don’t think they have anything to do with all of this,” I say.



“Might be working towards the same goal as us,” Felix points out. She stirs our food, then sniffs it before opening a little baggy of herbs which she pinches into the pot.



She’s not wrong. If the Templars are around here, then they’ll be here to kill the undead. I can’t imagine them working with Altum. It wouldn’t fit their image. Then again, Templars really don’t like Mom.



“I guess we’ll have to see. Maybe we should talk to them first?”



“And if they decide to skewer you?” Esme asks. “I’d really rather not see you get hurt.”



“Then we’ll talk to them with an army behind us,” I say.



We eat, and our conversation turns away from all this serious business and more towards normal girl talk, like how Esme’s electrical magic can chain between people to fry an entire group’s nerves, or how Felix wishes she had enough control to make a person’s lungs go inside-out. We all agree that that would be really gross, but kind of neat to see anyway.



Once we’re done eating and Bianca cleans off the pot with a spray of water pulled from a waterskin, we douse the fire and hop back onto the love birds.



Our flight continues south, though we don’t fly quite as quickly as before. The sun’s way too hot on our backs for strenuous flight. A wind is coming in from the east from the ocean, and it’s warm and humid and tastes a bit of salt.



We angle over towards some hills by late afternoon for a bit of a break from all the flying. It’s tough on the backside after a while.



“Alright,” Esme says as she pulls out her maps and pencils and of course the book-finding machine. She cranks the device, checks the compass against a normal compass, then makes a few notations on her map. Then, with a ruler, she draws a line from our position that follows the direction of the machine’s compass.



The line bisects the one she drew before. “There you go,” she says.



“What about the other cards?” I ask.



“Oh, good idea.” She pulls out another, and redoes the whole thing. “Oh... that’s not good.”



The new line she has doesn’t point in the same direction. In fact, it’s off by about twenty or thirty degrees more towards the south.



Esme grabs at her hair. “I’m such an idiot. I should have checked every book’s direction last time. We wasted half the day!”



“No, we didn’t,” I say. “Look, we know exactly where one of the books is.”



“One of them,” she says. “What about the rest? Maybe they’ve split up. Maybe we’ll reach that one and find it in a ditch. Do you think they know that the Archivists can track them and are ditching the books, or even just the tags?”



“Calm down,” Felix says. “We know more or less where the books are, which means we know more or less where the bad guys are at. All we’ve got to do is search around until we spot them, then make their day infinitely worse.”



Bianca checks the map, now covered in lines. “It’s a large area to search.”



Felix shrugs. “How hard can it be? We’re literally heading out and looking for trouble. Usually it’s avoiding trouble that’s hard.”
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                Scourge Forty-Seven - Luncheon



I stretch as best I can, because sleeping on the ground--even if Felix insisted last night that we find a spot where the dirt isn’t too hard--is really uncomfortable.



I’m not the only one waking up. Esme’s rubbing at her face and Felix is rummaging around our bags for things to start breakfast with.



Bianca’s the only one here that’s a morning person. She took two minutes to wake up, and since then she’s been perfectly fine. It’s a little maddening, actually, but I can’t fault her too much for that.



“So, what’s the plan this morning?” I asked.



“Same, same as...” Esme pauses to stifle a yawn. “Same as last night. We have two directions we can go in. I’ll check the compass again for any changes, but unless the books moved overnight, then we should be heading in roughly the same direction.”



“South and east then,” I say.



I leave the tent to take care of a few things, then return to camp to find Felix warming us some food while Bianca provides a constant stream of fire for her. Esme leaves the tent, changed out from her night things to her usual outfit, so I take the opportunity to get changed too.



“Is everyone ready to go?” I ask as I step out.



“No,” Felix says. “Food’s not ready yet, we have a bunch of things to pack up, and the tent’s still up. Are we in a hurry?”



“No, not quite,” I say. “I’m just feeling a little antsy. I don’t know, I have the impression that we should be doing something.”



Esme hums. “Well, if we catch up with the book thieves, we’ll have plenty of things to do. I can’t wait to get those books back.”



“I’m more curious about what’s going on in Algecante,” Bianca says.



“It’s everything, I think,” I say. “Everything’s been pointing to Algecante and Altum doing something nasty, and I want to get to the bottom of it.”



I sit down next to Esme while Felix finishes up breakfast, then I eat in a hurry. The others are doing the same, and I think maybe some of my nervous energy is leaking out because we pack up and are ready to go in record time.



The love birds are waiting for us, still loaded up with the things we didn’t feel like unpacking the night before. Bianca and I hop onto one, and Felix and Esme onto the other, then we take off. I’m not sure how long of a flight we have ahead of us, but I’m hoping it goes smoothly.



The weather today’s not as nice as yesterday. There’s a thick layer of clouds above, hanging low enough that we’re skimming along the bottom of the fattest ones as we fly.



“We should find a place to stop,” Esme says after about an hour’s flight.



I nod, then glance down and start looking for a nice area. There’s a lot of small hills here. We’re about to cross a wide road heading from north to south. The main road to Algecante, I think. I point towards a clearing past some hills next to the road, and our birds coast down and into the clearing.



Esme pulls out her book compass machine, puts in one of the tags, and cranks it after focusing for a bit. She pushes a map against Felix’s back while Felix stays still, then she glances between the compass and the map. “I think we’re close,” she says.



“How close?” I ask.



“Very,” she says. “Maybe... twenty minutes of flying... that way.” She points and it’s almost exactly the same direction the road is leading towards.



“Let’s circle around then. If we keep high no one will see us. It’ll be harder to spot anyone if there’s just a small group, but we’ll see any bigger groups, at least.”



I get agreements all around, so I pat my bird-monster on the neck and relay some instructions, and we’re off again.



This time we circle around towards the spot Esme pointed to, flying so high that we occasionally push through one of the clouds. It’s really cold up here, and the air’s a bit thin, but it’s not so bad that we can’t manage.



“Look!” Bianca says. She’s pointing down, and I follow her finger, spotting what caught her eye.



There’s a camp down here. A decently big one too. Maybe twenty round tents, and two bigger ones. A wall surrounds the entire camp. I can’t tell what it’s made of from up here, but it looks like a temporary thing. I see horses too, and lots of tiny moving shapes that have to be people.



“That symbol, on the tents!” Esme says. “Those are Templars.”



I frown. These are the Templars we’ve been hearing about. I start searching for a spot to land again, this one further south from the Templars and their camp. I notice first one, then a second tent being struck down. They’re not going to stay in place forever. Probably for the best, since they’re camped right on the roadway.



We circle down to another clearing, this one a bit further away from the roadside. “Wanna bet they have Semper’s book?” Felix asks.



“We don’t know that yet,” Esme says, but she’s quick to pull out the compass, place a tag in, and start working the machine. The compass whirls around a couple of times, then points north. “Okay, so we do know that.”



“Right, the Templars have the book, which means... uh, I can think of a few things it could mean, and most aren’t great,” I say. “Either they’re working with Altum and the book was given to them, they were the ones to steal it and are framing Altum, or... maybe they took it from one of Altum’s followers?”



“I’m hoping it’s the last one,” Esme says. “Heroes’ Templars aren’t exactly buddy-buddy with the Archivists, but we’re not enemies either. They often go out to clear monsters around some small towns, or leave on big quests. The smart ones will gather information before heading out, so they need the Archivists to help them.”



Bianca slips off the back of the bird, then brushes down her skirts. “We’re not going to learn what’s going on by staying here. So what do we do?”



“I could create some spy monsters, have them check on the camp. It’ll be tricky though,” I say. “They’re not very smart. And they wouldn’t be able to recognize the right book from any other book. We could get a good count of the number of people.”



“Just the number of people?” Felix asks.



“Yeah. Is that bad?” I ask.



“Bet that a good number of the people over there aren’t Templars. They have horses and tents and things. So they’ll have normal folk helping them. Cooks and animal handlers and that kind of thing.”



Esme nods. “Templars often go out with a retinue. A group that big probably only has a dozen Templars and twice that many acolytes, then the people like Felix said, cooks and aide-de-camps.”



“So no spying, then,” I say. “Do we walk over and just ask? I feel like Mom might want to spank me if I do that.”



“I can go,” Bianca says. “I’m a noble lady of this country. They’re technically part of an outside organisation. I have some political pull, though not much.”



“I’m not sending you out there alone,” I say. “Nah, give me an hour or two.”



Felix grins. “Looking for a pool?”



I nod. “Exactly. Mom always says that there’s no better position to negotiate than when you have overwhelming force on your side. So let’s get some forces and make them overwhelming.” I send out a few of my last little friends out to find a dark pool. I also ask them to start looking for any stray monsters in the area.



Felix laughs. “Oh, this is going to be fun.”



“How are we going to negotiate though? I don’t want to be next to some Templars when they learn we have an army of monsters with us. They can be fast, and they’re strong,” Esme says.



I shrug. “We’ll send them a letter or something.”



“A letter,” Esme repeats.



“Yeah. With a monster.”



She blinks a few times, thinks about it, then starts to rummage through her pack for paper and something to write with. “Okay, but let me compose this. Maybe it’ll soften the blow a little if the letter comes from an Archivist.”



“We should invite them for lunch, if we want to make them relax,” Felix says.



That... sounds like a perfect plan. “Felix, you’re a genius.”



“I know,” Felix says with a winning smile.



“We’re going to invite some Templars for lunch while also building an army of monsters right next to them so that they won't’ feel threatened while we ask about the suspicious things they’ve been doing?” Bianca asks.



“That’s exactly right.”
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                Scourge Forty-Eight - Enough



“I don’t know if this will be enough,” I say while a monster crawls out of a dark pool. It’s nothing too special. A large scorpion monster, with big claws and a bigger stinger. The stinger has a bit of a scoop shape beneath it which can be used as a cup to hold onto a decently big rock.



The idea is that these scorpion monsters can fling those rocks ahead of them pretty darned hard. They’ll give the monsters we’ve gathered a ranged option.



That’s one of the bigger problems with monster armies. They tend to be very much focused on close-range attacks with overwhelming numbers. It can work, but only if the adversary isn’t prepared.



The attack on Vizeda is a good example of why monster waves can fail. The defenders were heavily outnumbered, but they had walls and a few cultivators and they had ranged options. I don’t want to repeat the same mistake that that monster horde did, that’s why I’m making so many ranged attackers and flying monsters. If we need to fight, we’ll overwhelm from multiple directions.



Esme looks up from her notepad and glances around. The clearing we’re in is kind of awkwardly shaped. There’s not much room, but it’s the space with the biggest dark pool we found. “Is that the last one?” she asks.



“How much time do we have left?” I ask. I’m a little tired. Making monsters isn’t too hard, but it’s still a whole process. I’ve been doing nothing but focusing and working with my own soul to craft monsters for a few hours. I’ve done it before, but usually it’s at home, with copious breaks and a comfy chair to sit on while I dip one foot into the huge pool in the basement.



“I don’t think we have much time at all, it’s approaching noon now,” Esme says. “Bianca is done preparing the lunch for everyone, and Felix has made a tent in a clearing next to the road.”



“How did she make a tent?” I ask.



“She convinced a dozen monsters to help her. They laid down rocks and flattened them down, then she got some of the smaller monsters to hold up some blankets. It looks alright.”



Huh. “Okay,” I say. “How many monsters do we have?”



Esme raises her notepad. “Of those you created, we have three small wyverns, twelve scorpions, twenty needle wolves, five teddy bears, and twenty-two land raptors.”



“That’s not much,” I say. It’s a good number of monsters to fight one or two middling cultivators, but if it was me and my friends fighting them, that number of monsters wouldn’t be a huge threat. Scary, sure, and we might be injured, but I’m pretty sure we’d come out of that fight alive.



“We could put it off, try something else,” Esme says. “We have about twice as many natural monsters that wandered into the area too. It’s a decent number, but I don’t know if it’ll be enough to intimidate some Templars.”



I rub at my chin. “We’ll have to play it smart. I don’t know if we can pull off this plan tomorrow instead of today. Even waiting until tonight might be too much. Have the Templars moved?”



“They’re halfway here,” Esme says. “They should be passing the area where Felix set up the tent in about an hour.”



Sighing, I stand up, shake off the black tar from my hand, then stretch my legs out. My knees are all dirty too. Annoying. “Well, we’ll work with what we have. Did you write the letter?”



Esme nods and after shuffling through her things pulls out a letter. I pinch it, then unfold the paper. It’s nice and thick paper stock, with a watermark worked into the page that has Semper’s symbol on it.



‘Dear Templars of Heroe,



It has come to the attention of our mistress that you have come in possession of a book which is the property of Semper’s Archive. We would appreciate it if that property was returned to one of Semper’s Archivists.



Our mistress is also curious about your presence in this area. There is an outbreak of undead forces, led by Altum and his priests, which is of great concern to our mistress. We cannot suffer the undead to continue to pillage and destroy the temples of other gods. Nor does our mistress appreciate the lies that Altum’s people have spread about monster-kind and the Dark Goddess.



If it would please you, we cordially invite you for a light tea and refreshments. You will find the pavilion for such down the very road you are travelling.



As your hosts to this event, we politely ask that you leave your weapons behind and allow us to extend guest rights to a few of your members so that we may discuss these events more directly.



Cordially,





First Princess of the Land of Monsters



Scribed by Esme Fidelis

Archivist of Semper



I note the spot where my name should go, and Esme passes me a pen then holds her notepad out so that I can use it as a writing surface. I pinch my tongue between my teeth and sign my name with a flourish. Valeria Malvada. “There you go. I think that’s going to work. Your handwriting is real pretty.”



Esme flushes, then turns away, her bushy hair serving to hide the bit of redness clinging to her ears. “Yes, well, my job requires that I take a lot of notes and write a lot, so of course my handwriting should be functional. Now. How do you want to deliver this?”



“Hmm, maybe we can send it via monster? Or Felix can wait on the road to deliver it?”



She shakes her head. “Too dangerous. You don’t know how Heroe’s people will react. It’ll be best to send something more expendable.”



“Oh, I have an idea,” I say. “I need a few flying monsters to head out and find some undead. We can pin the letter to a corpse and drop it in front of their formation.”



“Where are we going to find an undead?” Esme asks.



“There has to be some around here,” I say.



Esme shrugs. “We might not have time. Just send in a scary-looking monster with the letter in its mouth.”



“What if they just kill it and get the letter all dirtied up?” I ask before shaking my head. “No, I have a better idea.” I dip a hand into the dark pool again and create a little friend. It’s just a wee little beetle monster, about the size of a closed fist. “Repeat after me: Hello Esme.”



“Hello Esme,” the monster says.



“There you go,” I say. “We can have one of the small wyverns fly over, land in front of the group and this cute little fellow can tell them that they have a message for their leader. Easy as pie.”



Esme doesn’t protest. “I haven’t gotten a tally of the wild monsters joining us. I should get on that.”



“Alright, I’ll set things up here and send the wyvern on its way. By the way, where’s that tent Felix set up?



Esme guides me over to where Bianca and Felix are waiting. Felix has managed to prepare an area next to the road for our guests. Big rocks, sliced apart by wind magic, form the floor. They’ve been stamped down into the ground, with some smaller gravel placed between them. I don’t know how she managed to make it look okay with only a few hours to work.



All of our blankets have been taken and are being held up by spider-monsters atop a few long poles planted in the ground.



We don’t have chairs, but Felix and Bianca are both sitting up against a pair of fuzzy monster bears while a panther-monster purrs pleasantly off to one side next to tea set on a stone that’s serving as a table.



It’s all rather rustic, but very functional. “I didn’t know you had an eye for decorations,” I say.



“More of a sense for it,” Felix says. “Once you’ve banged your shins on enough tables and chairs you learn to tell how a room should be laid out. There’s this... sense to things, you know?”



“I like it,” I say. There’s a big rock to the back that I guess is meant to be my seat. Two monster wolves are laying down on either side of it, head on their forepaws and tails crossed behind them to form the back of a sort of throne. I plop myself down, then wiggle in place. Maybe I have time to make a cushion monster?



“I wonder what the Templars will think of all of this,” Bianca says.



“Mom always said that the best way to get what you want with the least effort is to make sure that everyone is terrified of what would happen if you don’t get what you want,” I say. “Should we get more monsters? Maybe we can have them all waiting in the woods, as if they’re trying to hide but are doing a poor job of it?”



“Oh, that’s a good idea,” Felix says. “And we need a bunch of flying monsters circling overhead. Like vultures or something.”



I nod. It’s a lot of effort, but getting the ambience just right for a peace talk is important work.
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                Bane Sixteen - Predate



Esme fidgeted with her dress. It was a dress she’d worn before, just a few months ago at that, but today it felt as if it was a little bit tighter around the hips than it had been before. She was pretty sure she hadn’t put on any weight.



Not that that would matter, of course. She kept fighting-fit, as a proud Archivist should if they were determined to do field work properly.



She shook her head. There were more important things going on. Notably, everyone who was going on the date was preparing to board Semper’s carriage. It was the gilded one, pulled by a team of pegasi stallions who were being looked after by some of the castle’s monsters.



“Are you okay?”



Esme turned to find that Valeria had snuck up on her. Her friend... maybe even her best friend, was in a light purple dress, with a shawl on her shoulders and a wide-brimmed summer hat perched on her head to cast some shade. It was going to be a rather sunny day, after all.



“I’m fine,” Esme said. She wasn’t sure if it was true or not. Her stomach kept doing little flips. “Are we ready for this?”



Valeria’s eyes hardened like pudding being smacked by the back of a spoon. “Yes,” she said with her usual levels of certainty. “Mom and Semper are coming down in a bit.”



Esme nodded along. “So, what’s the plan?”



“I think we’ll be doing what Felix and I did the other day. I don’t know if we’ll be going to Santafaria again, though,” Velaria said.



“How can we go to a city like that?”



Valeria pointed to the carriage and pegasi. “We’ll fly over?”



“No, I mean... your mom can’t be seen in public. People will riot!” Esme said. “She’s the goddess of Darkness, everyone’s afraid of her.”



“Then they’ll be too afraid to riot. Besides, if they do decide to be stupid, how well do you think it’s going to work out for them? Mom and Semper will be there.” Valeria shook her head. “It wouldn’t work out at all.”



Emse considered it for a moment before she shrugged. Valeria wasn’t wrong. Semper alone could probably handle a city; having Luciana there was just overkill.



Speaking of the two goddesses, Esme turned as the doors at the front of the castle were opened by the two monsters standing guard on either side of them. Out came Semper and Luciana, both of them dressed up for their date. Semper usually wore nice dresses, but she tended to prefer comfortable clothes as well. It was a well-known fact that the goddess appreciated hand-knit sweaters as offerings.



Today she was in a pure white dress, with a shawl over her shoulders and a slit along the side which had Esme’s nose and ears warming up as the goddess displayed an amount of leg that might have been inappropriate if propriety applied to goddesses at all.



Luciana was in another black dress, though it was very gauzy and covered in fine lace. The dark Goddess looked like one of the pretty ladies of the court in Montele. She stood tall, taller than Semper by half a head, and she walked as if the world itself would twist to accommodate her graceful demands.



“Esme, Valeria,” Luciana said. “Are you both ready for this... outing?”



“Yes mom!” Valeria said. She reached down and grabbed Esme’s hand. Esme had to work hard not to shock her friend at the sudden contact. For that matter, she didn’t need her hair going all fritzy again, it had been a nightmare trying to comb it down to be less poofy that morning.



Luciana eyed her daughter, then turned to Semper who was smiling knowingly. There was definitely some unspoken communication there.



Was their relationship already at that level? Esme wondered.



She glanced at Valeria, who nodded slightly. She’d caught on too.



“So!” Valeria said. “This is a practice date, so that we all know how dating works later. There’s no pressure or anything, okay?”



“You’re presuming that I don’t know how courting works, daughter,” Luciana said.



Valeria snorted. “If you say so, mom!”



The Dark Goddess’ eyes narrowed, but she didn't refute her daughter’s implication. Esme didn’t have time to wonder what that meant though, since Luciana swept past them with Semper and started down the stairs leading to Semper’s carriage.



“So! Where are we going?” Valeria asked as she tugged Esme along after her.



“Santafaria,” Luciana said. “It’s the nearest settlement, and I have a number of agents there.”



“You do?” Valeria asked.





“Indeed. After your last trip, I decided that it was perhaps time to become a little more proactive about world-wide events,” Luciana said.



Semper grinned. “Oh, I’m certain that quite a few tongues will waggle once they discover that you’re moving once more.”



“I’m hardly moving,” Luciana said. “Merely taking a more proactive approach to the game.”



“The game?” Esme asked.



Not so long ago she wouldn’t have dared to speak up to ask questions in the presence of one goddess, let alone two, but time had dulled her fear, at least a little bit.



“The game of politics, little Esme,” Luciana said. It always annoyed her to be called little, but Luciana could get away with calling anyone like that. “Though calling it mere politics is a gross oversimplification. It’s more about understanding human nature, both on the small and grand scale, then predicting future moves based on current and recent events. Eventually you discover that the things which happen aren’t always happening naturally.”



“Naturally?” Valeria asked.



They came to the carriage and stepped into it. The piles of books and such had been cleared out to make room for more people.



“As in happening only because of the natural inclination of the people involved and their responses to natural stimulus. Imagine a small town hit by a light drought. The natural assumption to make from that event would be a change in the circumstance of some. Perhaps more food will be purchased from elsewhere, perhaps a leader who reacted poorly to the event will be deposed. Natural consequences to a natural event.”



“And what’s an unnatural event?” Valeria asked.



The dark goddess tapped her chin, considering. “Assassination, war, rumour mongering, the moving of key people into positions to which they are well or poorly suited. False natural disasters brought on by powerful cultivators. Eventually you learn to notice the signs that someone else is manipulating things to their own end. Those people are players of the game, though sometimes they are not aware of it. There are levels to these players.”



“What kinds of levels?” Valeria asked.



Esme was pretty sure that this wasn’t how dates were supposed to go, normally, but she was too intrigued to interrupt.



“A player’s level would depend on how well they play the game, how much they know, how much they can manipulate, and of course, on how well they can obfuscate their own plays. The greater the level, the more false leads you’ll find,” Luciana said.



Semper chuckled. “Your mother is quite adept at this game of hers, when she chooses to play.”



“What level are you at then, mom?” Valeria asked.



Luciana’s expression didn’t change, but Esme felt the barest hint of amusement from the goddess. “Why, Valeria, I’m always one level above my opponent of course. Never underestimate the power of being able to flip the table.”



“Speaking of tables,” Valeria said smoothly. “Are we going to be eating somewhere? Do we have an itinerary?”



Yes, that was an excellent question, Esme thought. Having a plan would help a lot.



“Perhaps you should decide that,” Semper said. “After all, this is your date,” she said.



Valeria froze. “Uh. I mean... yes, of course it is.” She looked to Esme, pleading with her eyes.



“I think that maybe we can take it easy?” Esme said. “After all, this is a practice date, right? Maybe... maybe Semper and Luciana can show us how it’s done, and we’ll just follow their example?”



Luciana looked at Semper, and Semper smiled right back.



More wordless communication! The more Esme saw the two together, the more she had the impression that she was entirely out of her depth. Still, she had a mission of sorts.



The carriage rattled and shook as they took off, and Esme and Valeria bumped against each other.



She tried to remember what the plan was, but her mind was pulling a blank, there were too many ideas going on all at once, and she was afraid that steam might start pouring out of her ears.



And then Valeria touched her leg.



She gasped and looked at her friend. “It’ll be okay,” Valeria said. “No need to be so nervous.”



Valeria smiled, big and bright and very Valeria-like. Esme’s stomach flipped a little more, but she still felt a bit calmer.



Things would work out. She knew it, and she had Valeria there to help her besides!
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                Scourge Forty-Nine - Commander



Felix and I take one of the birds out to fly circles far above the road. It’s high enough that I’m pretty sure no one will notice us, and if they do, there’s not much they can do. Maybe a really powerful cultivator who uses a bow or something could harm us, maybe, but I kind of doubt it.



Below, the Templars and their formation of soldiers are heading out on the road towards Algecante. I’m no expert, but I have the impression that they’re purposefully moving slower than they can.



“There,” Felix says, she points to a blur moving far below us.



It’s the monster carrying my message. It flies straight towards the formation, then dips down and lands on the road a good hundred metres ahead of the foremost horseman.



The entire formation rolls to a halt. There are maybe twenty Templars on horseback, with twice as many soldiers behind them, and behind those are the wagons and camp people that a small force like that probably needs to keep things going.



The Templars pause. One of them pulls a crossbow off of his back, or at least, I’m guessing it’s a crossbow, it’s hard to tell from so high up.



Then one of them rides out ahead of the group at a slow trot. “They took the bait,” I say.



The Templar stops, probably once he’s close enough that my monster starts talking. I can tell that my monster has deposited my letter on the roadway. It turns around and flaps off back into the sky.



“Will he take it?” Felix asks.



We watch as the Templar dismounts from his horse, then carefully walks over to the letter and scoops it up. He gets back onto his horse and returns to the others a moment later.



“Oh, they’re reading it,” I say. The Templar has given the letter to another Templar, this one wearing armour that has glints of gold on it and a bunch of feathers atop his helmet.



The group stays still for a while, then the formation starts moving again.



“We should get back down,” I say. I don’t want to look wind-ruffled when the Templars come around. Image is important, as Mom says, and it’s hard to look intimidating when you’re a mess.



I pat the bird we’re riding on the neck, and it turns around and starts to spiral towards the ground and towards the little pavilion we’ve set up. We circle around the long way, so that we’re less likely to be noticed.



On landing, I hop off the bird, give its neck a few pats, then send it off to join its monster bird friends where they’re gathered by the edge of the forest.



There are a few more monsters around than when we took off. Mostly wolves and bears and a few other monsters that I’d expect to find in the woods. They’re lounging around, being surprisingly lazy. I guess there’s no reason for them to be nervous or tense. The monsters I ordered into the woods earlier are all by the edge of the treeline, hundreds of eyes watching from the shadows.



“Good, you’re back,” Esme says. “Did they take the letter?”



I nod. “They did,” I say. “I don’t know if it’ll calm them down or not. There’s a lot of them.”



“About sixty fighters,” Felix says. “Plenty of Templars. If it comes to a fight, we’ll be very outnumbered.”



I nodded. “We can probably take on two or three Templars all on our own,” I said. “That’s with all of us working together. Maybe more?”



“I don’t know about that,” Esme says. “Templars train for a long time, like Archivists, but instead of book learning they spend more time in the field and cultivating their Vigilance. We won’t have an easy time against even one if they’re not surprised.”



“I don’t like depending so strongly on diplomacy,” Bianca says.



“It’s not ideal. But we do have a lot of monsters on our side. If it comes to a fight, we run and let the monsters distract them. The monsters are disposable, none of us are.”



I cut myself off as I hear the distant thumping of hooves on gravel. “Time to get into position,” Felix says. She scoops up her staff and goes to stand behind the place where I’m meant to be sitting. Esme takes a seat to my right, and Bianca to my left. It’s not quite as fancy as it could be, but it’ll do.



We don’t have to wait all that long for the Templars to show up and slow to a halt. It’s only those on horseback, which means we won’t have to deal with all of the soldiers. Unless they’re planning to circle around us? But then they’d have to deal with the monsters in the woods.



I shake my head and refocus. Twenty Templars. That’s... a lot to deal with.



“Let’s go say hi,” I say.



Three of the Templars dismount. The one with the big feathery crest atop his hat and two others with some extra gilding on their armour. As I walk out of the pavilion, my friends gathering up behind me, I glance over to the other Templars too.



They look appropriately nervous, all of them eyeing the many monsters gathered in the clearing, monsters who are salivating and staring right back with obvious hunger in their eyes.



The templars all wear more or less the same kind of armour. A metal breastplate, greaves and vambraces made of metal and leather. The majority of them turn our way and focus on us.



The leader, golden feathers and all, steps up towards us. “I am Santiago Nunez, commander of this battalion of our lord Heroe’s Templars and seekers of justice,” he says. He has one hand on the pommel of his sword, but he doesn’t draw.



I take a step forward, keeping my back straight and head high. “Hello, Commander Nunez,” I reply. “I am Valeria Malveda, daughter of the Dark Goddess. I appreciate you coming here, and being so civil.”



The commander looks at me with narrowed eyes. “That is a great claim to make, Miss Malvada, can you back it up?”



“It’s you!”



We all turn towards the back of the formation of Templars where one of them jumps off their horse. The Templar is quite a bit shorter than the rest of them, and their armour is tailored to suggest a lot more... chest than the others. Most of the Templars have their armour carved to look like they have big pecs and six packs, this one is carved to hint at breasts and a slim figure.



She stomps closer, then whips her sword out, the tip pointing right at me. “You’re the one who stole Luna’s face!”



I recognize her then. The red hair slipping out from beneath her helmet, the voice which twinges my memory, that fiery anger.



“Oh, it’s Lily,” I say. “Hello! It’s been a while. Are you still unreasonably angry at me?”



“Initiate Schild,” Commander Nunez says with that growling sort of authority old men can manage. “This isn’t the place or time for one of your bouts of uncontained anger.”



Lily’s jaw works and she lowers her sword. “Commander, those three are the ones who assaulted the academy in Montele a few years ago. I fought them before.”



“It wasn’t much of a fight,” I say. “Besides, we were only there to take back some of the books Heroe had stolen.”



The Commander whips his head around. “So, you admit that it was you?”



I frown. “Are we really going to do this? Fling accusations back and forth? I invited you over to talk and be diplomatic. We have bigger problems.”



“You burnt down part of the academy!” Lily says.



I glare right back. She’s interrupting my plans. “You were the one flinging fireballs all over the place!”



“You summoned a big fat dragon in the middle of the courtyard! It ripped the roof off of one of the buildings.”



I gasp. “Livonas is not fat! She is merely big-boned and an accomplished huntress.”



Commander Nunez raised a hand, and both of us stop mid-argument. I can feel my cheeks warming a bit. That was probably not the best way to make a good first impression. There’s just... something about that Lily girl that really gets under my skin.



“I see that there’s bad blood between the two of you, and that is understandable. Our lord Heroe makes no secret of his enmity towards the Dark Goddess.” There’s some grumbling from the other Templars at that, and more than one shifts on their horse. “Nonetheless, we are here under the flag of truce, correct?”



“Yes,” I say. “We have two things that we need to discuss. First, is a book that’s in your possession.” I gesture to Esme next to me. “Semper charged us with keeping her vault in the region safe after Altum’s cultists stole from it. We’re tracking the books down, and we know that you have at least one.”



“Perhaps,” the commander says. I bet he’s a little more cautious now. Annoying one god is bad. Annoying two is just stupid.



“And second... what are your intentions with regards to the undead that Altum has summoned in this land? Because I think our goals might be the same.”
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                Scourge Fifty - Brave



Commander Nunez looks over the Templars behind him, then he points to one of them. “Lieutenant Ciado, you’re in charge while I’m absent. Keep the men here. Guards up. Remember the teachings of our lord with regards to vigilance. Lieutenant Obrero, you’re with me. You too, Initiate Schild.”



“Commander,” one of the Templars says. It’s the guy Nunez called Lieutenant Ciado. He sits up straighter on his horse and glances at my friends and I quickly. “Is that wise?”



The commander works his jaw before answering. “I’ve risen through the ranks by doing three things. Listening to our lord, using common sense, and following my instincts. Our lord loathes the Dark Goddess, but he respects her as well. If I die today, it will be because the Dark Goddess has violated a truce. But I’m not so easy to take down. The initiate will come with me. That is all. You will respect the truce so long as they respect it.”



“Yes, sir,” the lieutenant says with a snap.



I don’t know much about this Commander Nunez guy, but I have the impression he’s a pretty well-respected fellow. I don’t know exactly what the rank structure for the Templars is, but I don’t think there are many commanders. I do know that promotion in the Templars is handed out sparsely and only after someone has worked hard for it. Heroe is big on meritocracy.



The commander turns to me and my friends. “Lady Malvada, if you would,” he says while climbing off his horse.



One of the lieutenants does the same, as does a random Templar who grabs a hold of the horse’s reins. Then, with a disdainful sniff, Lily climbs off her horse and lands on the ground with a slight bend to her knees. “Don’t you dare hurt the commander,” she warns.



I blink. I have no intention of hurting the old guy, I don’t think she needs to worry. “Come, we have tea.”



“Poisoned, I bet,” Lily mutters.



I sigh. “If I was going to poison you, I’d use a bug-monster to inject it into your bloodstream directly. You have no idea how ineffective ingested poisons are compared to those injected intravenously.”



The Templars who can overhear me start to shift on their horses. I bet I’ve got them all worried about mosquitos now.



My friends and I turn back and start across the field towards our pavilion, Commander Nunez, Lieutenant Obrero, and Lily following us. Once there, I sit on my seat, put my hand on the head of one of my wolf-armrests, and start scritching its head while the others sit down across from us.



The Templars all have swords still, but they’re sheathed. I think that’s the best I can expect. “So, should we go over introductions again while the tea warms up?” I ask.



“Certainly,” Commander Nunez says. “I am Santiago Nunez, Commander of this company of Templars. This is Second Lieutenant Obrero, my third in command, and Initiate Lily Schild, whom I have gathered you know already.”



“We met, but just the once,” I say. At least, I think so. Something about Lily is always... strangely familiar. The way her lips tighten at me saying that tells me that she might feel the same way. Or something. I don’t really know what’s wrong with her.



“My name is Valeria Maldava, I suppose I’m a Princess of some sort or another. I never really cared much for that kind of thing. This is Felix, one of my best friends and confidants, and also my bodyguard.” Felix waves and gives the group a big goofy grin.



I gesture to my other two friends, then give Bianca a nod when she reaches for the tea set.



“This is Esme Fidelis. She’s an Archivist of Semper.”



“Hello,” Esme says. She’s not usually shy, but she’s not being overly talkative today either.



“And this is Bianca Malicieux, daughter of Lord Malicieux of Nafpakri.”



Bianca stands, then bows with a little curtsy that looks very fancy and well-practised. “Greetings, Commander, Lieutenant, Initiate. Though we are far from my family’s lands in this nation, I offer you my greetings as a lady of the Caselfella Republic.”



“That’s a fancy harem you’ve got here, huh Luna?” Lily says.



The Commander half-turns, giving Lily a chastising look that has her shrinking back.



I shoot her a glare. First of all, these are my friends, not a harem. Second, my name isn’t... Luna? It’s a very pretty name though. And also one that’s familiar. I’m not sure why my core roils every time she says it. “Please refrain from insulting my friends,” I say. “Also, my name is Valeria. But we can argue later, we’re not here to go over all of your issues.”



Lily’s chest puffs out and I can feel the rage magic stirring around her. It’s a lot more tempered than the last time we met, at least I think. My own ability to sense people’s magic and cultivation has improved a lot in the last couple of years.



Bianca snaps her fingers and a burst of fire scorches the air next to her, rolls around, and forms a burning circle in the air of flames that chase after each other. She brings that burning ring down and around the tin kettle for our tea.



Her control is pretty darned good for someone who’s only self-taught. I’m curious to see how she’d stack up against a hothead like Lily. But maybe that’s for later.



“So, Commander. What are a bunch of Templars doing out here?”



“I believe I could ask the same about a Princess of Darkness,” he says. “But, as guests, I’m willing to answer first if you agree to do the same.”



“I don’t mind explaining,” I say.



He nods cordially. “We have come from across the Abyssi Mountains, collecting a few promising Templars along the route to assist the people in the Caselfella Republic. Our lord warned us that his temple in Algecante was desecrated. We came here to discover who did it.”



“What have you found so far?” I ask.



“Altum,” the Commander says. “Or people are disguising themselves as his servants. We discovered a disturbing number of undead, as well as monsters.”



“Monsters working with Altum’s people?” I ask while sitting up. I’m not even going to try to pretend that I’m not interested in that.



The Commander hesitates for a moment before replying. “Not with them, no. But we’ve encountered two large groups of monsters in a row. Acting in a way that is unusual. They were almost being herded. Did you have anything to do with that?”



I shake my head. “No. Nor did Mom.” I ignore the way the Lieutenant and Lily both mouth-* ‘mom.’ “We were in Vizeda when the city was attacked maybe a week ago. The monsters there were herded as well. The next day, Altum’s people started to arrive in the city. I think they’ve found a way to trick younger, less intelligent monsters to do what they want. Did you encounter any undead?”



“Plenty,” the Commander says. “Altum’s people have been busy. We’ve encountered two small villages and an outpost empty of people. No signs of a monster attack, but plenty of the passing of people. Monsters don’t use pitchforks and swords, last I reckoned.”



“And the books?” Esme asks. “That’s part of the reason why we’re here. Semper’s vault was broken into. Books were stolen. Books about necromancy.”



The Commander’s lips tighten. “We might be in possession of those. Late the night before last we encountered a necromancer and a large group of the undead. He was... practising with them, turning innocents into macabre creatures. We put him to the sword. Among his possessions were some books on the undead arts.”



I nod. “So, you’re here for the same reason we are. And you happened to run across some of the books we’re looking to return to Semper.” I sigh.



Bianca rises up and places some cups down for everyone before she starts pouring with careful, dainty motions.



I take a cup first and sip from it loudly before the others can take some for themselves. A show of trust, of sorts. The Commander nods and takes one for himself and does likewise.



“We have sent scouts to Algecante,” the Commander says. “The city is lost.”



“Lost?” Bianca asks.



He nods. “To the undead. They roam the walls and the surrounding city by the thousands. Not only mere zombies and ghouls, but creatures far more foul as well.”



“What were you going to do about it?” I ask.



“We are Templars. For every one of us, we can assure the death of a hundred of those. But we are outnumbered by far more. Honestly, I believe that thinning their ranks with small raids is the best we can do for now. No doubt Altum’s cultists have plans for such a grand army of the undead. We will do what we can to gain the lords and ladies of Caselfella the time they need to prepare.”



Brave. A bit stupid, in my opinion, but brave.



“What would you need to take them all out?” I ask.



“An army.” he says.



I consider that for just a moment. “What if I can get you an army?”
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                Scourge Fifty-One - Alliance



I don’t think the Commander was expecting my reply, but he does consider it, his attention straying over to the many monsters lingering in the woods around us.



“There is precedent,” he says. “It’s old, nearly forgotten history. But our Lord has fought side-by-side with the Goddess of Darkness before.”



I blink. What? When? I don’t remember mom ever saying anything about that. I haven’t read anything about it either. Judging by the confused look Esme’s wearing, this is news to her too. “Well, honestly, we’re going to build a big army regardless of if you come along or not. But having some experienced Templars around couldn’t hurt.”



“You’re confident,” Lily snaps.



I shrug. “Having a big army is a real confidence booster. Besides, I’m pretty sure we’re guaranteed to win, at least if this becomes a war of attrition. The more people the undead kill, the more souls will be cut loose to become new monsters, and the more monsters I can make.”



Commander Nunez shifts on his log. “What you’re proposing would generally be considered heretical, at best.”



“I don’t really care,” I say. “I think mom would want us to clear out Altum’s people, and they stole from Semper, which pretty much marks them as an enemy. Also, they attacked us while we were on the road, and in Semper’s vault. I think we have enough reasons to want to fight them.”



“You just want to cause trouble,” Lily says.



I glare at her. “I’m not the one who lights buildings on fire on a whim.”



She leans forwards, hands balling into fists as if she’s getting ready to fight. Commander Nunez raises a hand, stalling her. “Initiate, I invited you to come along because you are familiar with the... princess and her companions. Not for you to incite a fight.”



Lily backs down again, but I think it’s pretty clear she’d rather be swinging. I notice Felix relaxing a little as Lily sits back. Was she ready to jump in?



“We should discuss this further, before you rush in with an army of monsters by your back,” the Commander says.



I’m not going to point out that I won’t be leading the monsters from the front. Mom has told me that leading from the front, while brave, is also really stupid. “What are you thinking then? Your plan was to charge in and die a noble death, right?”



Commander Nunez shakes his head. “I’ve studied the history of war my entire life, and have lived through battles and skirmishes aplenty. No, charging in is what someone with overwhelming numbers and strength does. If I were to assault Algecante, then I’d do so carefully. Small raids, where our numbers are even to those we’d be fighting and where our lanes of retreat are clear. My lord has charged me with this group of Templars, which means that every loss is my responsibility to shoulder.”



“You’d use asymmetrical tactics, then,” Esme says.



The Commander nods. “Exactly, yes. Though how long we’d be able to do so uncontested is up for debate. It would depend entirely on how well Altum’s people control and corral their undead forces, and how much value they put in keeping them operational.”



“So, you’re against us throwing an army at the walls?” I ask.



“Oh no, far from it,” he says. “You’d thin out their numbers greatly. And even if your first assault fails, it’s probable that you’d survive long enough to raise a second army to try again. As you pointed out earlier, it would be a war of attrition, and anything that results in more enemy casualties would only be to our advantage.”



“Alright, then what are you saying?” I ask.



Commander Nunez rubs at his chin in careful thought. “How many assaults do you think it would take you to break the walls of Algecante?”



“I don’t know. I’ve never seen them. One, if everything goes right. I can make siege engine monsters. And monsters who can fly,” I say.



“I suspect, and pardon my lack of faith in your abilities, but I suspect that it would take you several attempts to breach the fortifications of the city. The moment you fail at your first attempt and draw back, Altum’s people will reinforce and improve their defences. They can create monstrosities of their own, maybe even some which will be specifically designed to counter your own forces.”



I want to tell him that he’s wrong but... well, maybe he’s not entirely incorrect. I don’t know much about war. My idea was to create maybe a thousand monsters, collect some local ones, then charge them at the walls and hope the gates are open. I’d come up with solutions on the fly.



And I’d probably fail. How many undead were we dealing with? “Bianca, how many people live in Algecante?”



“The population of the city itself is nearly fifty thousand, at a guess. There should be three times as many people living in the towns and settlements around the city.”



That’s... a lot. They’d outnumber my initial force ten to one or more. And I was planning on making a lot of smaller, faster monsters, those would be weaker by necessity.



“Commander Nunez,” I say slowly. “I think you’re right. I’m going over my plans and there’s a chance they’d fail. My friends and I are pretty strong, and I'm sure I could have some powerful monsters helping us, but I don’t know if that would be enough.”



The Commander nods. “Thank you. It is not often that I speak with fledgling officers who are willing to admit that they don’t know better. Your humility might serve you well.”



Lily looks like she just bit into a lemon, and the lieutenant--who has been quiet so far--looks rather stoney-faced.



“Here is my proposal,” the Commander says. “We, and I do mean we, focus our attention less on the undead, and more on those creating them. Altum’s cultists will vary in strength, but I presume that a number of them will be powerful fear cultivators. Those tend to do very well in defensive situations, or in places where they are outnumbered or in danger. Such is the nature of the emotion they cultivate. They will be tough opponents, I fear, even for us Templars.”



“And they can make more undead,” I say. “As long as they’re alive then... well, it’s like having me around, I can produce monsters as long as there are souls, and they just need bodies. I think they might even be able to raise bodies that have already died.”



“Their troops need no food or supplies, can be brought back from death, and never tire. Individually they may be significantly weaker, but they are still a threat.”



“And they stink,” Felix adds.



The Commander blinks, then nods. “And they are malodorous, yes. I suspect that they carry disease and sickness with them.”



“Okay,” I say. This is going to be a bit of a gamble, but it’ll be the same for the Commander. “We’ll work together, then. I’ll provide the troops. You provide the experts. We’ll hit the city with a plan that’ll allow us to slip past their defences, and then you and your Templars can kill the cultists.”



“And afterwards?” the Commander asks. “An alliance of convenience is well and good, but I worry that my men will not want our backs to you.”



I hum. “Fine. Then we come to an agreement here and now. Let’s say... forty-eight hours of peace, even after the city is retaken.”



The commander thinks on it, then extends a hand. “Very well. For forty-eight hours after our successful recapturing of the city, none of my men will assault you or your companions. In exchange, your companions, yourself, and your monsters will refrain from assaulting the Templars and our associates.”



He extends a hand towards me.



I take it and shake. His hand is like an oven mitt, it’s so big, and calloused too. He’s not a backseat commander, I take it.



“Thank you,” I say. “Are you going to continue to move towards the city now?”



“We are. Our group isn’t too large, but we are still moving at a relatively relaxed pace. We should make it to the edge of Algecante in two days.”



I nod. “That’s plenty of time for me. We’ll keep in touch, Commander. We can send letters to you via monster, and if you want to have a letter returned, I’ll instruct my monsters to take anything you give to them back to me.”



“A workable system,” he says. “We might want to reconvene before any final assault, to determine strategy and tactics.”



“Of course,” I say. “I’m glad that this worked out so well.”



The commander rises, and so does Lily and Lieutenant Obrero. “I’m glad as well, Princess. Ladies.” He nods to my friends. “Let’s enter the history books, shall we?”



With that, the Commander and his second lieutenant walk off. Lily stays.



“You’ve changed a lot, Luna,” she says after staring at me for a moment. “But not that much.” And then she walks off to catch up to the others.



“That girl’s got some marbles missing,” Felix says.
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Semper’s carriage landed with nary a bump, the pegasi pulling it through the air far too well-trained to allow for such a disturbance.



Luciana was grateful. While she did have her own means of travelling about, they tended to be... somewhat less than practical at times. Certainly, arriving somewhere on dragon-back was an excellent means of intimidating lesser foes, but it didn’t prevent one’s thighs from chafing. Her flesh was too well cultivated for such things to truly bother her, but she had ruined a few favourite dresses over the years.



The finest silks tended to be ephemeral and thin, which also meant that they tended towards the fragile.



She put those thoughts out of her mind. She could acquire a carriage in Semper’s style at a later date. Perhaps the goddess of contempt would even assist her in purchasing one.



The pegasi clopped along, pulling the carriage along a road whose pavement left much to be desired.



On the seats ahead of her, Valeria and Esme were both pressing closer to the windows to peek out at the approaching city.



She imagined that there would be some level of inspection involved in entering the city, though nobles and select merchants were able to bypass such frivolities in the more corrupt cities. That would likely be the case here.



Luciana had worked... well, perhaps not hard, but some small amount of effort had been expended to ensure that Santafaria remained a perfectly corrupt little settlement. Not so much that crime ran rampant, but enough that guards would look the other way at the flash of gold and the city government was lax and careless. The kingdom of course received their tithe of taxes and such, enough that they didn’t bother Santafaria too much.



They slowed by the gates, but were soon the next to pass. A guard, likely noticing the lack of driver, knocked on the carriage’s door.



Semper gestured and the window slid down--an interesting feature, that. The goddess looked into the face of a young man with utter disinterest. “So, will you let us pass?” Semper asked. She flared her core’s power, loosening her hold on her own contempt so that it flooded out of the carriage.



The magic never reached the children sitting across from them. A complex bit of control for a mortal to achieve, but the bare minimum of what Luciana would expect from someone of Semper’s calibre.



The guard whimpered and backed off and they soon trundled through the gate.



“So,” Semper said as the window was raised once more. Neither of them wanted to deal with the stench of a city. “What great destinations did you have in mind, Luciana, dear?” Semper asked.



“I believe a simple stroll through the markets would be a nice start,” Luciana said. “There are a few small shops which sell some books, and the walk would allow us to unlimber our legs.”



“That sounds nice!” Valeria said.



“Indeed. The walking would also give you an opportunity to talk with the person with whom you’re dating. A moment of public intimacy that risks little and allows you to probe the mind of the person you are with.”



“Oh, right,” Valeria said. She glanced at Esme, who blinked, then rushed to pull out pen and notebook.



Luciana resisted the urge to roll her eyes. Such expressions were beneath her. Esme and Valeria... got along well. As expected of two friends. And she hoped that that was all they were.



She had tried to push things along between Valeria and Felix, but while Luciana was quite certain that Felix at least loved her daughter (though she was uncertain about the quality of that love), Valeria was proving... exceptionally thick.



Luciana didn’t know if she should feel like a failure of a mother or not. Her daughter, brilliant with all things magical, with a creative and terrifying mind for many things, was absolutely useless when it came to reading her own friend’s affections.



At the rate things were going, Valeria would be well into her adulthood before she started to notice all the signals she missed years prior, and while the post-hoc embarrassment would amuse Luciana to no end, the goddess didn’t know if she could endure seeing her daughter bumble around so foolishly for so long.



How could someone be so blind?



Luciana was distracted as Semper placed her hand on her knee. “Shall we disembark, dear?” Semper asked.



“Yes, it would be a waste to spend any more time cooped up in here,” Luciana agreed easily. She climbed out of the carriage with the simple grace of long centuries of practised motion. Her daughter and friend clambered out with the graceless exuberance of young women at the height of their growing period.



“Oh, look!” Valeria said as she pointed across the street. They had disembarked in a market street. There were a few stalls along the sides of the road and more shops with great big windows from which various wares were displayed. Valeria reached a hand back, grabbed Esme, then dragged the bookish girl after her towards a blacksmith’s shop where sharp and pointy things had caught her eye.



Luciana picked an umbrella out from under the seat of the carriage and snapped it open above her head. It was an old habit, her skin would hardly sunburn now, but nonetheless she would rather not have to deal with the sun’s glare.



She shifted as Semper slipped her right arm around Luciana’s left.



“You’re being rather close,” Luciana said.



“We are supposed to be dating, are we not?” Semper asked, her tone teasing.



“I suppose we are meant to put on a show for the children,” Luciana admitted. “Though I wonder how successful your plan will be?” Luciana gestured towards where Valeria and Esme were talking in front of the weapons display. A confused smith was watching the two as they compared weapons. He seemed to want them to not be handling bare steel, but the children were being careful and were handling the weapons with due respect.



Besides, Esme and Valeria were both clearly cultivators.



“My plan? Oh, I think it’s working out just fine,” Semper said. They both watched as the girls replaced the weapons they’d taken, then it was Esme’s turn to pull Valeria along, this time towards a small outdoor stall manned by an older woman asleep on a chair. She was selling books, used and beaten things that had seen several hands.



Luciana harrumphed and started walking, Semper kept pace, of course, clinging onto Luciana as she did. “I will concede that Esme isn’t the worst choice for a spouse for my Valeria.”



“Oh? Are you giving up so easily?” Semper asked. “I did hope you’d put up a bit more of a fight. It makes it so much more fun to imagine dominating you when we’ve had a good back and forth.”



“I haven’t given up yet,” Luciana said. “You’ve merely misconstrued my partial statement for a full one. Esme is a fine young woman. I’m certain she will make you quite proud as an Archivist. But Felix is a greater candidate still.”



“Really?” Semper asked. She glanced up to Luciana for a moment, as if trying to read her face. That wouldn’t be so easy. Luciana didn’t leak her emotions, certainly not physically. The only one who could read her was Valeria, and that had to be some sort of fluke. “Tell me, Luciana, were you in Valeria’s place, and you are quite similar to your daughter, what sort of spouse would you be looking for?”



“I don’t know whether or not I should be insulted that you think that I’m so similar to Valeria.”



“An older, more mature and womanly Valeria, perhaps,” Semper recanted.



Luciana hummed as she set that particular topic aside. Semper’s flattery was enjoyable, but the question deserved her full consideration. “A spouse... it has been some millenia since I’ve considered the idea. I believe that much of the advice I would give to Valeria would apply to myself as well. I’m no hypocrite.”



“Of course,” Semper agreed.



“It would have to be someone who has gained my confidence and perhaps my friendship. I am not one for spontaneous flings, and I’m hardly ruled by my libido.”



Semper tittered. “Are you certain, Luciana, dear? We read the same books.”



Luciana refused to rise to the bait. “There are, of course, the usual requirements. Someone whose intelligence is near to my own, who has some wit, and who is at least moderately attractive.”



“How very vain,” Semper said.



“Attractiveness is important,” Luciana said. “Though I won’t deny that it can also be vain and petty. It nonetheless plays an important role.”



“I understand,” Semper said. “Fortunately for any spouse you might find, you are quite attractive yourself.”



Luciana chuckled, low and dark. “Yes, I’m certain I would be quite the catch.”



“Perhaps I ought to learn how to fish then,” Semper murmured. “Oh, look, the girls are having quite a bit of fun over there. Let’s go see what they’re up to, shall we?”



“Yes, of course,” Luciana said. Her mind was on Semper’s previous words though. What had the goddess meant by that?



She set it aside. First, she needed to get her thick-skulled daughter to learn how to pick up clues.
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The troop of Templars rebuild their formation and then start moving along the road at about the same slow pace as before.



I don’t feel like following them. Not only are they giving me and my friends dirty looks, I need time to build the army that I’ll need to strike Algecante.



That means that I need to start producing more and more monster friends. I can supplement that with local monsters too.



While monsters aren’t cowardly, they will back away from the defences of a city, and a big army walking through the countryside should be left alone unless the monsters that run into it are really annoyed, have been ordered by my mom to attack, or if that army happens to corner the monster.



Most monsters are clever enough not to pick a fight that they’re clearly going to lose.



That should mean, obviously, that the area around Algecante should be relatively thick with monsters, especially if the undead have been patrolling far outside of the city’s walls. They’ll have pushed back the local monsters.



I get onto one of our birds with Felix while Esme and Bianca hop onto the other. Then we take off into the sky and look for a dark pool.



I find one after barely ten minutes in the air.



That one served to make a dozen or so large raven-like monsters, each one as tall as I am with boney wings and long, sharp feathers. “Alright, birb boys,” I say to the murder. They stare at me with intelligent eyes. “We’re looking for more friends. Scour the countryside for gatherings of monsters or even just random strong monsters and send them towards the road. Tell them to avoid the undead and not to attack anyone unless they’re attacked first. We’re forming a wave.”



My new bird pals take off with a chorus of ominous cawing.



That done, I return to the dark pool and then hesitate. What kind of monster would be best against the undead?



Right now, the undead’s big advantages are the tirelessness of their army, and their overwhelming numbers.



They’ll have bigger, stronger undead mixed in too, to make things complicated, but for the most part we’ll be dealing with a lot of skeletons and ghouls and zombies. At least, that’s what I think we’ll have to deal with. I’m not an expert on the undead, but I imagine those are the types that are easiest to make with few resources.



I consider it for a bit. I need to counter a large number of troops. Eventually, in a war of attrition, I’ll win. It’s almost guaranteed. But we’re trying to strike fast and hard.



Can I afford to make a lot of monsters that’ll all die quickly with the limited time and supplies I have?



I suck some air between my teeth and make up my mind. I’m not going to make quick and disposable monsters. They’ll just die when they’re overwhelmed, and being smaller they won’t have much of an advantage against the average zombie or whatever.



So I’ll go the other direction.



Dropping to a knee next to the dark pool we’ve found, I close my eyes and dip my hand into the waters.



It takes a good twenty minutes for me to finalise the design in my head, but the first one is always a bit trickier than the next.



The pool bubbles and churns, and from out of the depth comes six long legs. They’re quite tall, with their knees way up above and their thighs drooping down to the monster’s main body. The limbs are all fairly thick, and covered in chitin-like armour.



The monster’s main body is thin and sleek, with wings pressed up against its back, and a head like a mantis, but with a few extra eyes.



At the front, the monster has a pair of long, scythe-like arms. The exterior end is covered in serrated spikes, and the inner side is one long blade.



The monster looks at me with two of its four eyes, the others checking around us individually, in case something comes up.



“Neat,” Felix says. She walks up to the monster whose legs are about a head and a bit taller than she is. “Is it a mantis?”



“Not quite,” I say. “I came up with it just now. We’ll have to see how it fares against the undead. I made its scythes like shrimp clubs. It can bash with the spikey end or cut with the other if the undead come close. And it’s tall, so most zombies or whatever won’t be able to reach it easily.”



Felix reaches up and is able to touch the monster’s head, but then it sways to the side with a minute shift to all six of its limbs. “I get it,” she says. “Some undead might be able to run past it though, from underneath.”



“Yeah, but most of the local monsters we’re recruiting are fairly small. They’ll fill in the gaps. These guys can chop heads and stab with their feet. They can fly a bit too... maybe. I’m not sure if I got the weight to thrust ratio right. It’s hard to figure out.”



“Even if it just makes them lighter, it’ll help,” Felix says. “Maybe find some with Joy magic?”



“Oh, that’s an idea,” I say.



I dip my hand back into the pool and create another. This time it only takes about ten minutes for the monster to start pushing its way out of the pool. This one is made with a soul that has a great affinity to Joy magic. Likely some cultivator or some sort.



It’s much faster than the first one I made, and is able to hop around the clearing we’re in with short bursts of flight.



“I’m going to use all the other elemental souls I had with other kinds of monsters. I’m thinking of scale-covered giant cats. But you know, attuned to different elements. Fire, water, lightning. That way they can breathe that kind of attack out onto the undead.”



“That sounds really nice,” Felix says. “Bet it’ll scare the necromancers when they see an army of monsters who can cultivate charging at them.”



“Eh, monsters can’t properly cultivate. It’s more that they can feel the emotion enough to empower that kind of magic, but it lacks the fineness of proper cultivation. Well, unless you’re talking about really clever monsters. But they basically follow their own rules.”



Esme stomps over to us, only pausing for a moment to stare at the two mantis-monsters I’ve made so far. “I found something,” she says.



“Oh? What is it?” I ask. I need a bit of a break. Only two monsters down, hundreds to go, and I’m already a tiny bit tired. Spacing things out will make it easier, I think.



Esme raises a book. It’s a thick, dark tome with a binding that’s made of old leather and blackened iron. The book that the Templars stole from a necromancer who in turn stole it from Semper. “This has a bunch of information about necromancy. But it’s mostly stories. Not... direct information.”



“Like how some stories about heroes will teach you a bit about how to fight, and some history stuff too?” Felix asks.



“Exactly. I can see why the necromancers stole this one. It’s a lot of allegory, and I think most of it is probably useless, but... well, maybe it’ll teach a necromancer how to better apply their own skills? You know, give them examples to work from.”



I nod along. That seems reasonable.



“Anyway, the fourth story in here is the tale of Hector Collado, who was a necromancer about two centuries ago working from the Vulture Plaines. He took out three entire towns, turning everyone there into ghouls before Heroe’s Templars found him. He died, obviously.”



“What’s the story then?” I ask. I’m going to start the next monster creation, but I can listen and work at the same time.



“It’s a long story. But the main bit’s at the start. Hector found a way to create undead that can create more undead. It took a lot of sacrifices, but his plan was to start with a few towns, then take over a city, then go from city to city until everything was undead.”



“Oh.” I say. “Couldn’t he have raised the dead himself?”



Esme nods, but I sense a soft ‘no’ coming. “How long does it take you to make a monster?”



“It depends on the size and complexity. Ten minutes, if I know what I’m doing? Twenty on average, I guess. Tiny monsters I can make in a dozen seconds.”



“It’s longer for a necromancer to make a ghoul or zombie. Even if Altum’s cult has a hundred in the city, they can only raise about a hundred people an hour.”



“And there’s thousands of dead in Algecante,” I say. The math makes sense, I suppose.



“So, they’re making these undead-making undead?”



“I think they’ve made them already,” Esme says. “And I also think that they’re spreading them around.”



“Oh.”
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                Scourge Fifty-Three - Useless



It takes a few hours, but by the end I have about twenty mantises and half as many elemental wolves.



It’s not exactly an army. In fact, I’m a bit worried that I’m just not going to have enough monsters by my side to impress the Templars and plough through the undead. At the speed the Templars are going, it’ll take another day to reach the edge of Algecante. Then they’ll probably want to rest the night. I basically have a full day tomorrow to make as many monsters as I can. At my current rate of about five an hour... given half a day to work and taking into account that I’ll have to move between dark pools as I deplete them....



“Are you alright?” Felix asks.



I smile. “Yeah, I’m fine,” I say. “It’s just a lot to handle.”



Felix smiles, then raises her arms a bit. I gladly walk into the hug, because hugs are nice.



I glance over Felix’s shoulder and see Esme watching us. Her cheeks go rosy and she snaps her books shut and climbs to her feet. “Why are we hugging Felix?” she asks.



“Well, she’s hugging me, I think?”



Felix shakes her head. “No, this is a mutual hug. You can join in too, if you want Esme.”



Esme sniffs and crosses her arms. “And what makes you think I want to join in?”



“Because hugs are nice, and when Valeria or I hug you you smile a lot more after?” Felix asks.



Esme’s cheeks regain the rosiness they were losing. “Okay, fine,” she says before Felix grabs her by the wrist and yoinks her into our embrace. She squeaks, which only sets Felix and I to giggling. It’s nice. Felix and Esme can always get me out of my funks when I start thinking too hard. Esme by making me think about other stuff, and Felix by making me think of nothing at all.



“Um,” Bianca says.



Felix turns her way, and... well, maybe it’s because my face is so close to hers, but I really notice the way Felix looks at Bianca. It’s not just her eyes but something about her magic too. Maybe Felix has a bit of Vigilance in her. She inspects Bianca up and down then locks eyes with our noble lady friend. “Did you want to join in too?” Felix asks.



“I think I’m fine, thank you,” Bianca says.



Felix nods, and that’s that... somehow. I have the impression something’s gone over my head, but I can’t tell what. And honestly, I don’t know if I have the time to figure it out.



“Thanks,” I say as the hug naturally ends. I glance up at the sky, which is fading into the orange-y purple of early evening. “We should move out soon.”



“We’re going to have to fly,” Esme says. “We’re not going to catch up to the Templars on foot, even if they’re moving a little slow.”



“Yeah, let’s prepare the birds and head out. We can find a place to camp past where the Templars are while these guys run to catch up.” I gesture to my new mantis monsters who are milling around. Well, no, actually, they tend to stand completely still when not ordered to do anything. Most monsters sniff around or do... stuff, but these seem to like standing there in the shadows and just looming. I bet they’d make great ambush predators.



“Will they be able to catch up?” Esme asks.



“Yeah. Give me like, ten minutes. I’m going to make some little friends we can drop from the air. We can let them act like breadcrumbs to point the way towards our camp.”



“Breadcrumbs?” Esme asks.



“Uh, sorry, I meant little markers that will point the way.”



Esme shakes her head. “Another weird Valerism.”



“A what?” I ask.



“Nothing,” she says too quickly while Felix chuckles. “Go make your little friends. We’ll prepare the birds to take off.”



Pouting a bit, I go and do just that. It doesn’t take too long to make some little friends who can help. They’re shaped like little song birds, with powerful lungs so that they can whistle and attract the attention of the monsters around them, and little fluttery wings so that when we drop them from above, they won’t splat on the ground. They won’t be very useful in a fight, though I do give them long, sharp beaks and tiny sharp claws.



When I ask the first one to whistle for me I flinch back and have to cover my ears. Even then, my ears ring for a minute or two after it stops. They’re loud, which is probably for the best.



After I make about twenty of them, I return to my friends and stuff the little birds into a satchel. And then, finally, we take off.



About an hour later we speed past the Templars who are setting up another camp next to the road. Their Vigilance magic lets them manipulate the earth into big spikey walls and they’re quick to chop a few trees down to build a gate and a makeshift drawbridge. I recognize Lily from afar. She’s walking around the outside of their earthen palisades with a few other Templars, digging a metre-wide moat with magic.



I also notice all the undead on the road. Well, aliven’t undead. The Templars probably ran across them on the way to where they’re setting up their camp and then did what they do best.



We keep flying, only slowing down once we’re quite a ways ahead of the Templar’s camp and I’m out of whistling bird beacons. After circling around a couple of times, Bianca of all people spots a dark pool through the cover of some trees and we come down through the canopy.



Esme gets a good smack in the face from some branches (little whippy ones, not a big branch or else it wouldn’t be nearly as funny) and has to spend the first five minutes after we’ve landed looking for her glasses with Felix’s help.



Bianca and I, in the meantime, set up camp next to the dark pool.



Monsters that I sent ahead earlier start to show up. I send them around the camp and into the woods where they can rest and leave us mostly alone. If the undead decide to attack us in the night, they’ll have to go through a few layers of monsters first. Personally, I think that’s way better than any quickly-made road-side fort, even if we don’t get a moat filled with spikes.



Since it’s so nice out, and the skies are clear of any signs of rain, we just string a tarp across a few trees and lay our sleeping stuff down onto a patch of loamy soil.



I make some monsters that are quick and nimble and who love the taste of mosquitoes, then let them loose around the camp so that we won’t be bothered by midnight buzzing.



My friends get a fire started with some twigs and a few greener branches and I return to the dark pool and make a couple more monsters. This pool isn’t very deep, so I won’t be making much from it. Might as well drain it now then move on in the morning.



I hear some movement behind me while I’m working, and when I turn, I find Bianca stepping closer. “Do you mind if I sit?” she asks.



“No, go ahead,” I say. “I need to focus, but I can talk at the same time.”



“Thanks,” she says. “Felix is... I think she called it a food coma?”



I giggle. “That sounds right.”



“And Esme’s reading, though I think she’s mostly fighting off sleep. She looks tired.”



“Oh. Maybe we can skip her turn on watch,” I say. “I think I’ll take the first one since I’m feeling pretty awake right now.” The monster-making is draining but... not that bad. It’s not physically tiring.



Bianca nods. “That’s alright. She deserves a bit of sleep.”



I nod along, then refocus on continuing my monster-making process. It’s another mantis. At this point I’ve made so many that I barely need to think.



“Can I ask a question?” Bianca asks.



“Sure,” I say. I’m tempted to tell her she just did, but that’s droll. I’m not some middle-aged dad. “What’s on your mind?”



“Felix and Esme, they’re your... friends, right?”



“Yeah?”



“And are they perhaps... more than just friends to you?”



Something goes terribly wrong with my monster and the dark pool gurgles and splutters. I snap my attention back to it and work quick to stabilise everything. “I-I don’t know what you mean,” I say.



“Oh, I see,” Bianca says.



“You do?”



She nods. “It’s that way.”



What way? What way is it? I want to ask, but I also don’t want to mess up any more than I have with my monster. And... maybe I don’t want to ask.



“In either case, I’m happy you have so many good friends, Valeria. And, while I perhaps don’t feel the same way about you as Felix and Esme obviously do--” She pauses as the dark pool gurgles some more. “I’m still happy that we’ve become friends.”



“Yeah, yeah,” I say.



“I am curious though. Was that Initiate, Lily, part of your harem, because there seemed to be a lot of repressed emotions going on there.”



“What?!”
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                Scourge Fifty-Four - Insult



“I don’t know if I should be insulted or... or insulted,” I say. I know that my behaviour right now’s not the most mature, but come on! A princess should be allowed to gossip a little bit. Besides, I’m not talking bad about Bianca, I’m talking bad about what she’s said, and that’s a whole world of difference.



“I know,” Esme agrees with a serious nod. “That’s just silly. As if any of us would ever be part of a... a harem.”



“Yeah, that’ll never happen,” Felix says. Her voice is strangely flat. “Technically, I think it would be polyamory, not a harem.”



Esme huffs. She’s usually the one to point out little semantic things like that.



That could just be the air. We all just woke up in our little campsite to a morning fresh with dew and filled with cloudy skies. The grey pall above suggests that there might be some rain later. It certainly feels humid enough for it.



Felix is cooking up some breakfast with the last of our fresh rations. From here on out, it’ll be hardtack and whatever we can scrounge up or hunt. I’m not really looking forward to it.



On the other hand, we’re really close to Algecante.



There’s a flutter as one of the big birds comes down in the clearest part of the camp, wings flapping to bleed off speed. Bianca is sitting atop it, face flushed and smile barely concealed by her aristocratic training.



I think that now that she’s gotten past her fear, Bianca is really loving flight. Which I get. It’s exhilarating. “Did you see anything?” I ask.



Bianca slips off the side of the bird and adjusts her dress with dainty care. “Yes, I have,” she says. “The Templars have left their camp already, though it seems as though they’re not bringing everything with them. A number of soldiers have stayed behind, as has most of their train.”



“Huh,” I say. “Why’d they do that?”



“You don’t bring all of your supplies with you when you’re going to charge the enemy,” Esme says. “Those donkey-pulled wagons would just make everything more awkward for the Templars.”



Bianca nods. “That’s the other thing. We’re close to Algecante. Much closer than I imagined.” She points eastward, towards a line of hills. “Over the rise there’s a small strip of forest, then open plains and farmland all the way to Algecante. It’s at most a morning’s walk from here.”



“Oh,” I say. We did come to camp while it was late, but... “How did we miss an entire city?”



“I didn’t see any lights in the city,” Bianca says. “And it’s still a distance away, partially hidden by some cliffs and hills. I’m not surprised that we missed it.”



“That’s... not great news, actually,” I say. We now have a lot less time to prepare than I was expecting. I figured that I had one more day, at least, to build more monsters and summon them from the countryside. “How long do you think it’ll take the Templars to reach the city? Or... no, I guess they’ll stop and want to regroup before that.”



“That’s likely, yeah,” Esme says. “They’ll want to push in with a good formation. They have horses, so they can move fast, and Vigilance magic too.”



“Right,” I say. “Bianca, did you see any undead?”



“I might have?” Bianca says, she doesn’t sound too certain. “It’s hard to tell from so high up. There are things moving around the walls of the city, but I couldn’t spot anything closer.”



“We should have bought a spyglass,” I say. “I’m sure we could have found one somewhere.”



Esme shrugs. “Does it matter? We know there will be undead before we reach the walls, and if there aren’t, then that just makes it easier for us, right?”



“Maybe. Fighting in a city’s real different from fighting outside of one,” Felix says. “Especially since we’ll probably be fighting huge numbers of undead and also cultivators. It’s going to suck if we’re caught in narrow roads and stuff.”



I nod. My mantis-monsters will be pretty decent in some spots like that though, they should be able to climb or fly onto rooftops. “Let me get to work. I’ll add more wyverns to the monsters I’m making.” They’d be more manoeuvrable.



“I should point out, before you get to work, that they might know that something’s up with the local monsters. There are a lot of them mingling around this part of the forest. I could easily see them from above. They’re not making an effort to hide at all.”



There’s not much I can really do about that. Having the element of surprise would be nice, but they’ll see us coming across the open fields long before we reach the walls. The surprise will have to come from seeing Templars working with monsters. No one will expect that.



I get to work as soon as I’m done eating breakfast. The dark pool near our campsite isn’t huge, but it’s enough that I can summon a few more monsters.



Of course, summoning monsters is a lot easier to do when my mind is clear and not bothered by other, intrusive thoughts.



Last night’s discussion with Bianca is still bothering me, and I don’t know why. Obviously she’s totally wrong. My friends agree too. Well, Esme does. Felix didn’t seem to care but I guess she’s not much for gossip and the like.



Whatever. I put it out of my head and knuckle down. In the next hour or so, I make five more mantis monsters and manage to make a few elemental wolves too while splitting my attention. Making two monsters at a time is tricky though, it’s like rubbing my head and tummy at the same time but with my soul. It’s not practical.



With smaller monsters, like my little friends, it’s not too bad. If there’s a bit of a goof then it barely shows. On bigger monsters... “Oh, shoot,” I say as I look at the Anger-empowered wolf I’ve made. It’s on fire.



I blink, then tilt my head to inspect it better.



It’s not burning, it’s just on fire.



That’s not supposed to happen.



“Hey,” Esme says as she walks over. “We should be moving soon. Felix went up and she said that the Templars are nearly at the edge of the woods. If we’re going to join them, we’re going to have to move out sooner rather than later.”



“Yeah, that makes sense,” I say. “What’s our final monster tally?”



“Not counting wild monsters that I haven’t seen yet,” Esme says as she pulls up a clipboard. Only Esme would pack one of those for what’s basically a camping trip. “We have thirty-nine mantises, seventeen wolves with various elemental abilities... eighteen counting that one. Twelve scorpions that can fling rocks or debris from range.”



“That’s not much of an overwhelming army,” I say.



“It’s something,” Esme says with a shrug. “We also have fourteen bear monsters, thirty-two wild wolf monsters, nine wyverns, we have a lot of giant bee monsters, I think we crossed a hive at some point so we have a lot of those. A few hundred smaller bird monsters, mostly owls and crows. Oh, and we have six fox monsters and... a pentagoose. I think it’s the same one we met the other day.”



I look up. “Wait, it’s here?”



“I think it followed us,” Esme says. “I, uh, didn’t bother it. It’s hanging out on the edge of where all the other monsters are.”



“Huh,” I say. “Well, that’s something.” I’d need to watch that one. It was probably just here because it sensed that we’d be up to some violent stuff later. Which was troubling.



Standing up, I brush off some dirt from my dress and sigh at the stains on the hem. I want to look somewhat presentable later, but there’s not much time for me to wash off properly. Bianca might be able to make a sort of shower with her Fear magic, but that would take too much time.



“Let’s head out,” I say.



“Alright,” Esme replies. She walks next to me, shoulder bumping mine as we head back to where the birds are roosting and where Felix and Bianca are talking about what sounds like nothing too important. “Are you ready to face the Templars again?”



“I think so. I hope we have enough monsters here to keep them from getting any dumb ideas while also being able to tackle the undead.”



“You don’t trust them?” Esme asks. I have the impression she doesn’t either.



“It’s... less that I don’t trust them, and more that I want to make sure they won't consider betraying our agreement. Like locking a door even if you trust the people around you.”



Esme nods. “I get it. We’ll keep you safe.”



I sniff. “How about you keep yourself safe? I can take care of myself, you know?”



“Of course you can,” Esme says. She smiles at me while I pout right back. “Now come on, let’s get this whole thing started.”



***

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from RavensDagger
                        

                    

                    Are you Entertained?

<3



Some of my stories are on TopWebFiction!

-Cinnamon Bun

-Stray Cat Strut

-Lever Action

-Dead Tired

-Heart of Dorkness

-Sporemageddon

Voting makes Broccoli smile!



The following books are available as paperbacks (and as Ebooks) on Amazon. Oh, and there’s an awesome audiobook for Cinnamon Bun Volume One and Two, and also Love Crafted!






[image: ]





(The images are links!)



All proceeds go to funding my addiction to buying art paying for food, rent, and other necessities!



Thank you so much for all your support everyone! And thank you extra hard for allowing me to do this for a living; I’ll do my best to keep you entertained!



                



Bane Eighteen - Fear


                    
                        
                            
                            A note from RavensDagger
                        

                    

                    [image: ]
[image: ]


If you want more to read, consider joining my Patreon! Or check out my other original works:

Stray Cat Strut (A cyberpunk system apocalypse!) - Ongoing

Fluff (A superheroic LitRPG about cute girls doing cute things!) - Ongoing

Love Crafted (Interactive story about an eldritch abomination tentacle-ing things!) - Completed

Dreamer's Ten-Tea-Cle Café (An insane Crossover about cute people and tentacles) - Ongoing

Cinnamon Bun (A wholesome LitRPG!) - Ongoing

The Agartha Loop (A Magical-Girl drama!) - Hiatus

Lever Action (A fantasy western with mecha!) - Volume One Complete!

Heart of Dorkness (A wholesome progression fantasy) - Ongoing

Dead Tired (A comedy about a Lich in a Wuxia world doing Science!) - Hiatus

Sporemageddon (A fantasy story about a mushroom lover exploding the industrial revolution!) - Ongoing



                

                Bane Eighteen - Fear



I think the date was going pretty well. Esme and I were having fun, at least. We poked around the shops and stared through windows and I spent a few coins on some street-vendor food that Esme and I ate on some convenient benches along the roadside.



Of course, we weren’t there just to have fun (even if it was fun, and that made it all rather distracting). While Esme sat next to me, I checked out Mom and Semper.



The two were doing pretty much the same thing we were, though they probably looked a lot better doing it.



When Esme and I poked our heads against the windows of some shop the people inside looked a bit annoyed, even if we were dressed like nobles of some sort.



When Mom and Semper paused before a shop the people within stumbled over themselves to present them their best stuff. Mom and Semper mostly ignored them, which only seemed to encourage the merchants.



“I think this is going pretty well so far,” I said.



Esme nodded. “Yeah. They have their arms hooked together.”



“Does that mean anything?” I asked.



“Well, it’s halfway to handholding, isn’t it?” Esme asked with a scandalous gasp.



Our eyes met, then we both giggled before jumping back to our feet. I grabbed Esme’s hand, which made her giggles hitch, then pulled her after me. “Come on! We need to start the next part of the plan!”



“We don’t have a plan!” Esme hissed.



I grinned back at her. “Then we make one up.”



The market street opened up onto a square smack in the centre of Santafaria. One side of the square had the city’s castle walls looming above it, and there was a road past that which led straight to the waterfront.



Stalls had been set up along the edges, and there was a quaint fountain in the centre with sides low enough that people could use it as a seat if they didn’t mind having the occasional bit of water spritzed onto them. To one side of the square was a huge building, the biggest I’d seen in the city.



It was maybe a quarter the size of the main keep at the castle and made of wood varnished in pale yellow. “What is that?” I asked.



“I don’t know,” Esme said. “Oh, there’s a sign.”



She pointed next to the big double doors at the front of the building to a copper plaque which read the Yellow Exchange in huge embossed letters. “Is it a fish market then?” I asked.



“Aye miss, it is,” someone said from nearby. A middle aged woman tending to one of the stalls smiled at the two of us. “That’s where the day’s catch is auctioned off. Then it’s carted off to whoever’ll salt and cure and cook it.”



“Oh, thank you,” I said.



“It’s more than that. The fish auction’s only half. The other half is a proper auction. Once a week they’ll have all sorts of goods displayed and sold.”



“Like magical items?” Esme asked. “Or books?”



“Books, yes, but magical items, well, maybe once in a while,” she said with a grin. “Mostly it’s merchants selling goods to each other, sometimes nobles. Horses and donkeys, carts and carriages. Big casks of wine from Montele and game from the Vulture Plains. Say, do you girls want some roasted nuts?”



I fished out a pair of smaller denomination coins and handed them to the lady in exchange for a small bag of nuts. Mostly it was as thanks, I didn’t want to eat too much before we went to whichever restaurant we’d stop at.



“The big auction’s on today, if you two are looking to attend,” the lady said. “Are you two from here?”



“We’re from around here, kinda,” I said. “Esme here’s from Montele.”



Esme nodded and reached over to pluck some nuts from my bag. She didn’t let go of my hand, but that was fine. “That’s nice. Visiting the city with some family then?”



“Yeah, we’re on a date!” I said.



The woman’s face worked through a few emotions so fast I couldn’t read them all. “Oh. That’s nice,” she said.



“Um. Okay. Thanks for the information then!” I said before leaving with Esme in tow. “She went weird,” I said.



“I think she’s a follower of the Three,” Esme said. “She had a medallion.”



“Oh,” I said. The Three were pretty popular nearly all over, as far as I knew. The Goddesses of maidens, mothers and grandmothers everywhere. Even in the more... women-unfriendly nations they were still very much respected. The priestesses were nearly all trained as midwives and such. Not that I had to worry about that kind of stuff. “Well, whatever. Where’s Mom and Semper?”



“Oh, they’re over there,” Esme said while pointing across the square.



Mom and Semper were next to a nice stall being operated by a noblewoman selling fresh flowers in little clay pots. Mom was probably the one who was more interested, though it was hard to tell how Mom felt from so far away, her expression was always very aloof.



We did have a nice garden at home, and Mom liked flower language stuff and all the symbolism that went with it.



“Do you want some flowers?” I asked Esme.



“Um, sure?” Esme said, uncertainly. “I don’t think I’m very into flowers. They’re pretty enough, I guess. I’d rather a book on flowers.”



“Oh, but we could give Semper some flowers to give to Mom. Mom knows what different flowers mean, so if we give Semper flowers that mean ‘I love you’ and she gives those to Mom....”



Esme’s mouth formed a cute little ‘o’ of understanding. “I see, that could work!”



I nodded and pulled her along towards another flower stall. There were a few of those, and I noticed that we weren’t the only ones out on dates. Maybe it was the pleasant weather and the season, but I think a good half of the people in the square were on dates of their own.



“We should probably go to another flower stall, not the same one that--” Esme cuts herself off even as I felt someone approaching me.



We were near the fountain, in the centre of the square. It was normal for people to come close, but this felt different.



I turned and stared as a woman, maybe in her mid thirties, loomed over me. She had some companions with her, four more women of various ages. They wore white gowns, simple and unadorned, with only a large necklace as decoration. It was the symbol of the Three.



“Uh, hi?” I asked.



She glared at me and Esme, her focus shifting to our hands. “Disgusting,” she said. “And you parade yourself out here in public where anyone can see your degeneration.”



“I’m sorry, what?” I asked, utterly confused. Was it because my skin was exposed? I was a little self-conscious about it. My skin was very pale and riddled with thin blue veins, the clear sign that I was a cultivator of dark magic.



I wished that the veins I had were more like Mom’s, a deep royal purple instead of blue. Maybe I’d grow into it though.



“Women lying with women, here, in the city so close already to the depravity of the Dark Lady,” the priestess said.



I blinked. “Wait, this isn’t about me being a dark-magic cultivator?” I asked.



“Is it true?” she asked. Her voice was pitched to travel. She might have been talking in my general direction, but she wasn’t talking to me. I glanced around, confused. A lot of the couples and others around had stopped to stare. “This fine city of Santafaria risks enough, does it not? And yet here you are. This, everyone, this is why we need the teaching of the three!”



“Hey now, what are you talking about?” I asked right back. I could talk loud too.



“Are you not enamoured with this other woman?” she asked.



“Of course I love Esme, she’s my friend,” I snapped.



“And are you not, even now, dating a woman despite being a woman yourself?”



A few gasps sounded in the crowd. Was it really that taboo? “Well, technically, yes, but it’s just a prac--”



“Have you no shame? To be so public with your ridicule of what the Three have claimed is right and just? This is why the Three guide us, her priestesses, to teach young ladies how to become proper citizens and mothers and matrons. Where is your mother who taught you to be this way?” she asked.



This was... a recruitment drive? I think they were trying to drum up support. It was what some of the books I’d read said you had to do if you wanted more power. Pick a group that was relatively small, then vilify them and encourage others to back you up with promises of pushing that group down.



Insulting my Mom though, that was a bit of a mistake.



The air cooled.



It was only noticeable because of how sudden it was. The woman took a deep breath to continue her rant, then let it out in a shudder. There was a plume of foggy vapour that came with it.



The way the world darkened was far more subtle, but no one missed it.



Clouds formed above in rapid, roiling waves, black as pitch and heavy with storms. Every shadow in the courtyard grew longer, then the shadows started to whisper and writhe, as if they desperately wanted to be more than mere black stains on the ground.



Mom was standing next to the priestess.



The woman might have been taller than me, but she had nothing on Mom who somehow loomed above her as if the woman were an ant next to an obsidian pillar. “That,” Mom said and the word was heard by everyone in the square even if she didn’t raise her voice. No animal dared to make a noise, including the humans. I noticed that a number of people had fallen to their knees and some looked like they were fighting a crushing weight.



I didn’t feel anything of the sort, and I don’t think Esme did either. But then, it was mom, if she had the ability to squish people with her sheer presence, then she’d probably honed that into a precise weapon of its own.



“Is my daughter you are talking to, little nobody who serves the Three. Would you care to repeat your grievances to my face? I would love to hear them. Perhaps Aida, Allegra, Alisa and I can discuss things over tea, like properly civilised goddesses, rather than scream at each other in the public square.”



“D-dark goddess,” the woman managed through clattering teeth.



“Yes?” Mom asked.



The woman fainted.



Mom stared at her for a moment, then she sighed. “And to think there was once a time when every God and Goddess had a better class of servant. Are you well, Valeria?”



“Hmm? Oh, yeah, I was gonna buy some flowers.”



“Oh? That sounds nice. They have red carnations from Toncia here. You should bring some home for Felix.” Mom made that little sound she made when she was happy, and the storm receded, the shadows slunked away from the renewed sun, and the air warmed itself up once more. But not so fast that anyone might think it all a dream.
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                Scourge Fifty-Five - Organized



The Templar are waiting by the edge of a forest about a hundred paces from the road leading into Algecante. At a guess, they’re trying not to be seen from the city in the distance, which actually makes a fair amount of sense.



Most of the Templars have gotten off their steeds and are brushing the horses down, adjusting their barding, or checking their weapons. As my friends and I step into the little temporary camp they’ve set up, more than a few of the Templars glance at us but they continue working to prepare for a fight.



Lieutenant Obrero, the man who accompanied Commander Nunez to our peace talks, jogs over to us. “Ladies,” he says after a moment of hesitating. I think he’s looking for the right title to us and ends up defaulting to ‘ladies’ which I guess is fair enough.



“Hello, Lieutenant,” I say with a little wave.



He nods to me, glances at my friends, then looks past us. I can guess why.



Behind me is a small army of monsters carefully stalking their way out of the woods. We’ve got mantis monsters and wolves whose eyes glow with cultivated power and a bunch of other, fun monsters who are slinking out of the shadows.



“Commander Nunez will want to speak with you,” he says. I get the impression he’s having a hard time not staring at the monsters.



His Templar pals are having the same issue, with more than a few of them with hands on hilts, but my monsters are well-behaved and other than a protesting honk from the pentagoose (though to be fair, one of the templars looked at it, which is practically asking for a fight as far as geese are concerned) they mostly remain deathly quiet.



I glance at my friends, then make a snap decision. I really should leave at least one of my friends behind to watch, but... well, I don’t want to. “Come on, girls, I guess the Commander will want us to organise things a bit more than usual.”



“More than usual implies that we organise things at all, usually,” Felix says.



“Hey! I’m organised,” Esme protests.



Bianca just follows along with a little smile and a shake of her head.



Commander Nunez is, predictably, at the head of the Templars with his other lieutenant whose name I’ve entirely forgotten. He has a spyglass out, and is using it to stare at Algecante from between a few trees.



“Commander, Lady Malvada is here,” Lieutenant Obrero says stiffly.



The Commander nods, then turns while handing the spyglass to the man next to him. “I see that. And you’ve brought an army.”



“A small one,” I admit. “I made the monsters over the last two days. They’re specially designed to counter zombies and the undead.”



One of the Commander’s eyebrows perks up. “Truly? I didn’t know you could make monsters here, so far from the land of monsters. For that matter, I didn’t know monsters could be made.”



“Oh, you can make them anywhere,” I say with a proud smile. “You just need to know what you’re doing. Speaking of which... what’s the plan?”



The commander checks over his shoulder, then points to the distant city. “We have a long ways to travel to get to the gates of the city. They are, fortunately, still open. I don’t have the men, nor I suspect the time, to mount a protracted siege against Algecante. We need those gates to stay open. Otherwise, the plan is... rather simple. Our warhorses can easily trot from here to the city. Once within, we will circle around through the city and search for the necromancers responsible for the undead and eliminate them without prejudice.”



“Nice and simple,” I say.



“Far from it,” he says. “But we are Templars of the god of Heroes. We will not falter now when we are needed most.”



I tap my chin, then squint at the city. “Can I borrow that spyglass for a moment?” I ask.



The lieutenant holding it hesitates, then hands it over. I pinch an eye shut and look through the folding telescope. The city has decently tall walls all around, as I’d expect from any city that wants to protect itself from roaming monsters. The city is technically at the bottleneck of a peninsula, with the walls stretching out across the entire opening. The land on the other side of the city must be worth a fortune if monsters can’t reach it by land.



That mostly means that the city has two ports, one on either side. “If the gates close, we could enter the city by the water,” I say.



“I considered it,” Commander Nunez says. “But Altum’s people are Fear cultivators.”



“Ah, right,” I say. They’ll be quite capable with water-based magics and... yeah, I’d rather not be caught on a raft fighting against someone who is trained to manipulate water. I might not be a tactician, but I’m not a moron.



“Think we can take the gates?” Felix asks.



“I think so,” I say. There’s a big gate in the centre of the wall, and two smaller ones to either side. “Are we aiming for the main gate?” I ask the commander without lowering the spyglass.



“No. The southern gate leads directly to the warehouses and the dock district of the city. I suspect it will be less defended than the northern gate, which leads into the noble quarters,” Commander Nunez says.



“Isn’t that the most likely place for the necromancers to be?” Esme asks. “If I were a dastardly necromancer who had just taken over a city, I wouldn’t be sleeping in a warehouse.”



“You are likely correct,” the commander says. “That’s also what I assumed. The noble quarter has defensible structures as well as walled-off mansions. They will likely be the easiest part of the city to defend. Lady Malicieux, you are familiar with the nobility of Algecante, are you not?”



“I am,” Bianca says.



Commander Nunez nods. “Does this have a keep, or a castle of sorts?”



“No. The families that rule Caselfella have long agreed not to build fortresses for themselves. We live in mansions with walls, not castles. It’s a thin distinction though. The Notari residence will probably be the largest within the walls.”



“I see. Thank you, young lady.”



“So, that’s the plan?” I ask. “We charge over, break in through the south gate, then... rampage our way through the city?”



“We will first capture the gatehouse. It would be wise of us to protect our path into and out of the city, in case we need to retreat or reinforcements arrive. Purging the city of undead will not, I’m afraid, be an easy task.”



I nod slowly. That makes some sense, I guess. “I can send some flying monsters over to the gatehouse right away. If they can scare off any necromancers and kill the undead there, then they won’t be able to close the gates ahead of us.”



Commander Nunez grins. “That sounds exceptionally useful.”



“Yeah, useful.”



I turn to find Lily walking over with the expression of someone who is just walking into a fart cloud.



“Are you going to win the day for us, Luna?”



I glare. “My name’s Valeria,” I say. “And no, I’m not going to win the day. My monsters aren’t suited to a lot of things, and I don’t have the time to make all the different kinds of monsters I need.”



“Can’t you get a dragon or two to help?” she asks.



“Well... probably. But dragons are the opposite of delicate, and we’re here to get rid of the undead and save Semper’s books, not raze the entire city to the ground.”



“Yeah, let’s save the dragons for plan B,” Esme suggests. “Or maybe plan C.”



“Plan D, for Dragon,” Felix says with a snort.



The commander doesn’t seem as amused. “Do you ladies have a way to keep up with us as we move towards the city?” he asks.



“We can fly overhead,” I say. “If you want, I can have my monsters lead the charge. They’re a lot more expendable than your Templars. I don’t want to see your people die for nothing, not even the annoying ones.” I shoot Lily a look, to make sure she knows that last bit’s aimed at her.



She sticks her tongue out at me, but straightens up real fast when the commander turns her way. “Alright. No point in dallying. Templars! We ride in five! Mount your steeds and prepare your steel and your hearts. Today we make our lord proud.”



I whistle, then gesture and my mantis monsters pour out of the forest around us and circle around to the very edge of the forest. I can tell that they’re eager to get stabbing. The Templars eye the monsters warily, probably because the mantises are as tall as they are on horseback.



“Alright,” I say. “Let’s see what we can do about those undead.”
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                Scourge Fifty-Six - Advance



“Go,” I say, and with that order spoken, my monsters advance.



The mantis burst out of the foliage on the edge of the forest, hounded by elemental wolves and more wild monsters. The monster army--if I can call it that--doesn’t create a formation so much as it walks ahead in a rough line of growling, angry power.



I turn to the Commander. “After you, Commander Nunez,” I say.



He glances down at me from where he’s sitting astride his horse, then he nods once and gestures ahead. “Forward, Templars,” he says. I expected him to shout it, but I guess just saying it aloud in a deep, commanding voice works just as well.



The Templar step up behind the monster wave, horses moving at a quick trot to keep up with the monsters who are forging ahead already. I can tell the Templars aren’t too comfortable working with monsters, but they’re professional enough not to make a big fuss about it.



The line of Templars walk with a much neater formation than my monsters. Still, the two combined make for a pretty impressive group, one that will be impossible to miss from afar.



“Alright, let’s take to the air,” I say as I turn to my friends.



“Yeah!” Felix cheers. “Kind of wish I had a bow and arrow.”



“You don’t know how to use those,” Esme points out.



“I could figure it out, how hard can it be?” Felix asks.



Shaking my head, I lead my friends back to where all of the flying monsters are waiting. We don’t have that many of them, mostly just a dozen wyverns and some assorted monsters that we’ve picked up along the way.



For some reason, the pentagoose is here too. I told all of the bird monsters to gather here, and I guess it decided to count itself among those.



I nod to it, and two of its heads stare at me with narrowed eyes before it gives out a low greeting “Honk.”



I climb up onto one of the two love birds that we’ve been using to get around, then I glance to my friends. “Who’s coming with me?” I ask. I guess we haven’t worked out that part yet.



“I will,” Felix says. Before anyone can protest, she hops up and swings a leg over the bird’s back, then she grabs me around the waist and hugs me from behind.



I stiffen, but just for a moment. “Okay then,” I say as Felix places her chin in the crook of my neck and chuckles.



“Come on, Bianca,” Esme says. She sounds just a little bit annoyed. Did she want to fly with Felix that bad?



Once we’re all situated, I pat the bird on the neck. “Let’s go! Everyone else too! We’ll fly over the army and keep the skies clear!” A bunch of growls and squawks sound out as the entire flock of monsters takes off. The Pentagoose, rather horrifically, takes off too and follows us with huge beats of its massive wings.



We zip over the forest, staying low to the ground as we catch up with the Templars and my monsters. We have to start turning soon enough, because even if the monsters below are moving fairly quickly, they’re not nearly as fast as us.



“I see some dead folk,” Felix says. She points off to the side where a group of undead are moving to intercept the Templars and monsters below. There’s maybe a dozen of them in all, zombies, I think. They stumble forwards and into the path that our forces are taking.



I wince as I watch the mantises just walk right through the undead, they barely slow down to swipe a few heads off and stab into the bodies of the undead who trip back. Then the other monsters pounce on them and tear the undead apart before letting go to keep up with the mantises.



By the time the Templar are passing by, there’s only a single zombie left mostly intact, one who somehow slipped through the charging monsters.



One of the Templars casually chops the zombie’s head off on the way by.



“Well, okay,” I say. “I guess the undead aren’t that big a threat.”



“Yeah, when there’s only a few of them,” Felix says. “It’s going to be a lot tougher when there’s more. Look, I think they’ve noticed us.”



I squint towards the city. The undead patrols around the walls are pulling back, and there’s a growing clump of the undead forming up. The gates are opened, and I curse when I see the hundreds of undead shambling out of the city. A few of the distant figures are moving with more alacrity, and they’re wearing the sorts of robes that Altum’s cultists wear.



We’re going to have to plough through a whole lot of undead before we can make it to the gate. “Think you can do magic from up here?” I ask.



“Shouldn’t be hard,” Felix says with a grin. “Wanna see who can aliven’t more of them?”



“You’re on!” I say. “What’s the prize?”



“Loser... has to cook the winner’s favourite dish,” Felix says.



I laugh. “Alright, I can do that. Wait, do you even have a favourite meal?”



“Nope! I like everything.”



Felix squeezes me a bit harder as I laugh and tell her off for being unfair. Not that I intend to lose and be forced to cook one of everything for her.



“Princess!” Commander Nunez shouts.



I glance down and meet the commander’s eyes. He’s pointing ahead. “We must move faster! Before they are ready to meet us!”



I nod and give him a thumb’s up, then, with a bit of focus, I firm up my grip on my monsters. “Charge!” I shout.



The monsters reply with screeches and roars as they pelt ahead. The formation breaks apart, of course, some monsters are just faster than others and it shows as those zip ahead.



The necromancers have created a big lump of undead, all gathered together to block our path. Mostly they're zombies, which I can smell even from so far above and away. There are skeletons too, as well as some of those atrocities made of melded flesh and bone. I think we’re outnumbered three to one, and there are more coming from within the city and converging from the patrols dotting the countryside.



One of the mantises, faster than the rest, leaps up, wings beating fast to give it that extra boost of speed. It crashes into the disorganised lines of the undead, battering a dozen of them down onto the ground. Then the monster starts to fight.



Big, scythe-like legs rise and fall even as the mantis swipes out ahead of itself and chops into the undead. The zombies around it try to bring it down, but they can’t do much more than grab onto its legs between stomps, and it doesn’t usually end well for them.



Then an abomination joins the fight, bowling over some of its undead companions to ram into the mantis’ side.



The two roll across the ground, huge meaty limbs beating down onto the mantis while sharp claws rip and tear the abomination apart.



The abomination dies when the mantis chews its head off, but it’s too late for the mantis, the undead surround it and fall onto it, punching and kicking tirelessly.



I frown at the carnage. That was a lot more gross than I expected it to be.



Most of my monsters arrive a moment later, crashing into the undead with a stampeding roar and pushing the entire mass back with nothing but their weight and momentum. The elemental wolves immediately start using their cultivated magics, spraying angry fire across the undead and jolts of surprised lightning and disgust-fueled darkness.



I concentrate and form a brace of dark spears. The stench alone is more than enough to empower Disgust magic. With a careless wave, I send my spears flying towards the undead without even aiming. There are enough bodies packed in tight that none of them miss.



“Hey! No head start!” Felix says. Soon, large swipes of Joy magic are blasting ahead and into the undead, shoving them back and cutting into their flesh.



And then the Templars arrive.



Commander Nunez shouts something, and the ground ahead of the Templars bursts forwards, creating sharp rocky pillars about as tall as a man ahead of each galloping horse. The pillars move with them, cutting through the earth like massive knives jutting through thin cloth until they slice into the back of my monster formation, through them, then deep into the undead horde.



I glare. Some of those Templars took out my monsters! That’s just rude.



Vigilance magic is unleashed in great waves. The earth shakes and rumbles and the undead, already ungainly and clumsy, stumble around and fall over into pits that open up beneath them and which are lined with sharpened teeth of stones.



The necromancers don’t appreciate that. Their reply is just as swift, and they care as much about their undead as we do.



This isn’t the walk in the park I was hoping for.
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                Scourge Fifty-Seven - Gate



I’ve never seen a full-on battle like this, so I forgive myself for freezing a little.



Fortunately, my monsters are a bit more sanguine about this kind of thing and they don't hesitate to rush into the battle.



The mantises push in deep into the enemy lines, some of them charging right towards the necromancers who are operating within their own little circles in the undead horde. The majority of my monsters though just press up against the undead, attacking with tooth and claw and ripping through three undead for every monster lost.



Unfortunately, we’re outnumbered a whole lot more than just three to one.



Fortunately, the Templars and the few magical monsters we have on our side make up for that.



Waves of spikes rip from the earth, each one an orderly distance apart and set at precise angles to ensure that they’ll deliver maximum pain to the undead. I catch sight of Lily, arms waving around while huge gushes of fire turned the undead into unalived skeletons.



That’s the kick in the pants I need. I’m not about to let Lily be more useful than me. She’s so... so... frustrating. I can already imagine how smug she’ll look if she kills more undead than I have.



With that particular bit of disgust roiling in my tummy, I bring my arms up above my head, trusting that Felix will be able to hug me in place if I start to tip, and then I focus on weaving a powerful spell. This is a bit of dark magic that I’ve only ever cast in practice, but it should be effective here.



Darkness swells above me as a growing, barely contained cloud that keeps expanding and contracting in on itself. That’s the easy part. The tricky bit comes as I turn what’s basically an obscuring cloud of darkness into a miasma that reacts violently with any flesh it touches. It’s not an acid. Acids are chemicals. This is pure disgusting magic.



With a grunt of effort I press the spell down and let it splash down onto the backlines of the undead horde, right where a few wide-eyed necromancers are gathering next to some of the more impressive undead.



“Is that cloud kill?” Felix asks.



“Yup,” I say.



“Is it still in your control range?” she asks as the cloud starts to disperse, melting undead as it spreads.



“Nope,” I say.



“How are you going to move it?” Felix asks. “And how are you going to stop it from washing over our allies?”



“Uh.”



I may be a bit overzealous in wanting to use the cooler spells I have instead of the more effective ones. Felix laughs and gives me a quick squeeze. “Alright, I’ll try to push it backwards with some wind. That should work, right?”



“It should, yeah. Normal wind won’t do anything, but joy-tinted wind will work just fine,” I say.



“You concentrate on normal attacks then. Oh, and keep us shielded. I bet those neck fetishists down there will notice that we’re the ones causing them a bunch of trouble.”



“Got it!” I say. Two dark shields spring to life on either side of us. They’ll give away our position but I’d rather have them ready.



After that I start to ration my magic. I only have so much in me, and if I spend it all at once I might be in trouble later. So I start creating these long spears of dark magic, then with a powerful flick, I send them darting ahead and into the enemy.



The spears ram through entire rows of undead, pinning them together before the magic wears off and the spears dissipate. It even unalives a few of them properly.



The Templars keep up their advance. Their swords and spears flash out, dismembering any undead that comes too close while they continue to advance. Their warhorses crush the fallen under their hooves and the earth continues to churn and turn into a moving wall of spikes ahead of them.



They were chopping through a few of my smaller monsters too.



I focused, sending out a mental command that had the monsters turning and pushing diagonally away from the centre of the formation and towards the sides, with the split happening more or less in the middle.



That would open up a hole in the centre that the Templars would have to deal with, but maybe they’ll stop accidentally murdering my monsters so much.



With another bit of focus, I order the monsters straying behind to start helping.



The scorpions at the rear start to fling rocks ahead, big head-sized boulders that sail over the Templars and my monsters to crash into the undead with heavy splats. One rock nails an abomination in the face and it crumbles down, entirely dead.



A huge crack-boom has me flinching before I realise that it’s Esme. She’s casting a huge set of spells that are raining down bolts of electricity as thick around as my arm. They’re smashing into the walls of the city, right where a group of necromancers are gathering.



I didn’t even notice them.



Now they’ll be even harder to spot since they’re scattering away from Esme’s attack.



“To the doors!” Commander Nunez shouts.



I glance up and take in the walls which are really quite close. The gate’s not far now, though it’s entirely clogged by the undead and a number of abominations.



The wall has a small drawbridge which, I notice, is actually starting to rise despite the undead standing atop it.



“Oh no,” I say. “Felix, we’re going to cover the gate! We need to keep it open.”



“Right,” Felix says. With a tap to our bird friend’s neck, we shoot ahead and past the bulk of the battlefield. I fling down a few dark bolts, just to help a little, then we fly up and over the wall.



The gatehouse is a large, blocky building that encompases the entire gate. There’s a passageway above it, and two large sections on either side.



We land on the rooftop, where there’s a stairwell down to the lower floors of the gatehouse.



Felix jumps off first and retrieves her staff from a makeshift sling next to the bird’s chest. She stands guard while I climb off at a more sedate pace and brush off my dress. “Okay. I guess... well, we don’t have a plan, so let’s just kill everything and then sort things out after.”



“That sounds like a great plan. Three steps, impossible to mess up.”



I blink. “Wait, what are the three steps?”



Felix grins. “Step one: rekill the undead and the cultists. Step two: don’t get hurt. Step three: reward hugs.”



I laugh. “Alright, maybe it is a great plan!”



Felix walks over to the stairwell and drops to one knee with her eyes closed. “Hmm, it’s clear on the floor below. I think there’s something moving on the floor under that, but it’s hard to tell. Too many echoes.”



“Alright,” I say. I pull my shields around so that they’re ahead of us, just in case, then I rush down the staircase while creating dark bolts next to myself. They’re all ready to cast at a moment’s notice. The top floor of the gatehouse isn’t very impressive. There’s access to the balcony set over the gate itself and a few tables and chairs laid out across the room. It looks more like a break room than anything else.



There’s a hard rattle below us though, and the unmistakable sound of at least two people arguing.



“It won’t rise!”



“Of course it won’t! There’s like a hundred undead on the bridge and two of us. You can barely lift a full tankard and you think you can raise a hundred undead.”



“I’ve raised more than that.”



“I meant literally, you moron!”



Felix glances at me, then with a tap to her lips for silence, weaves a happy little spell around us. It muffles our steps as we approach the edge of the staircase leading down.



“We need more muscle,” the first voice says.



“I could have told you that before we came here.”



“Look, there’s pulleys and counter-balances. Normally one guard could raise the entire thing with ease, alright. It’s hardly my fault it’s not working!”



Taking the steps one at a time and very slowly so that they don’t creak, Felix and I climb down to the floor below.



There’s three figures in the room. Two necromancers in the robes of Altum’s cult, and a large, very muscular abomination that looks like it has the muscles of a horse stitched over the body of a man.



I mould the ends of my dark bolts so that they’re a little more blunt, then point to Felix and then the abomination. She nods.



“Maybe we can get-- wait, who are?” One of the guys spots us. So I take that as a signal to shoot and both of my bolts zip across the room and ram into the cultist’s chests. They fold over double before flying off, entirely winded.



Felix lets out a loud ‘hah!’ and a swipe of sharp air cuts across the room and slices the undead in half.



“I guess that does it for the bridge,” I say. That was surprisingly easy.



I hope that the rest of this thing will be just as easy too.



***

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from RavensDagger
                        

                    

                    Are you Entertained?

Invasion of the useless lesbiabs!



Some of my stories are on TopWebFiction!

-Cinnamon Bun

-Stray Cat Strut

-Lever Action

-Dead Tired

-Heart of Dorkness

-Sporemageddon

Voting makes Broccoli smile!



The following books are available as paperbacks (and as Ebooks) on Amazon. Oh, and there’s an awesome audiobook for Cinnamon Bun Volume One and Two, and also Love Crafted!






[image: ]



(The images are links!)



All proceeds go to funding my addiction to buying art paying for food, rent, and other necessities!



Thank you so much for all your support everyone! And thank you extra hard for allowing me to do this for a living; I’ll do my best to keep you entertained!



                



Bane Nineteen - Density


                    
                        
                            
                            A note from RavensDagger
                        

                    

                    [image: ]
[image: ]


If you want more to read, consider joining my Patreon! Or check out my other original works:

Stray Cat Strut (A cyberpunk system apocalypse!) - Ongoing

Fluff (A superheroic LitRPG about cute girls doing cute things!) - Ongoing

Love Crafted (Interactive story about an eldritch abomination tentacle-ing things!) - Completed

Dreamer's Ten-Tea-Cle Café (An insane Crossover about cute people and tentacles) - Ongoing

Cinnamon Bun (A wholesome LitRPG!) - Ongoing

The Agartha Loop (A Magical-Girl drama!) - Hiatus

Lever Action (A fantasy western with mecha!) - Volume One Complete!

Heart of Dorkness (A wholesome progression fantasy) - Ongoing

Dead Tired (A comedy about a Lich in a Wuxia world doing Science!) - Hiatus

Sporemageddon (A fantasy story about a mushroom lover exploding the industrial revolution!) - Ongoing



                

                Bane Nineteen - Density



I hummed happily as I sat in the carriage and waited for everyone to settle down. I was toying with the doll that Esme had gotten for me.



It was adorable. A big plush monster, with all sorts of teeth and tentacles, all knit together with dark brown yarn. Its proportions went against everything I knew about biology. The stall that sold it had plenty of other things. Cute animals and dolls, but this ugly thing was just so perfectly hideous.



The stall owner had looked a bit embarrassed about it, saying that it was a flight of fancy, to maybe encourage kids not to be so afraid of the real monsters outside the walls, but... well, I imagined that it didn’t sell so well.



Esme had bought it for me using her own pocket change, and I loved it dearly.



It wasn’t all I had, of course. I had some flowers for Felix, as well as a big box of street foods that I knew she’d enjoy more than any number of flowers.



Esme sat down next to me, looking as smug as a bug as she set down a pile of books onto her lap. I think--and this was just speculation--that she was proud because her book pile was bigger than anyone else’s.



I’d gotten her a few other things, of course. Esme didn’t strike me as a jewellery-hungry kind of girl, but she’d gasped over a collection of noble-ladies bookmarks in a shop we were snooping into, so I got her one that had Semper’s colours.



I caught the goddess in question noticing the marker in Esme’s hand, then she gave me a knowing smile which I returned.



“Ah, we’re all ready to go, then?” Mom asked as she settled down at last. She absently started to play with a large jewel-encrusted bangle. It was made of silver with some sort of darker metal woven around it. Dozens of tiny flowers with petal jewels decorated the edges.



I didn’t know what the flowers meant, but Mom seemed to really like it



There was no way a little city like Santafaria had something so precious in it, which meant, obviously, that it had to have been planted by someone. Say, someone who had an entire nation-spanning information network and bases in every city willed with competent, talented individuals.



Semper was running her thumb across her own gift. It was a simple book, old and leatherbound and well-worn, found in a used bookstore of all places and worth barely more than a few coins. The writing on the cover was faded, but still legible. The Adventures of Sappho and Friends. It looked like a book for young ladies, at most.



Semper and Mom had both gushed about how it was such an uncommon find, how the final few books in the series were a missing treasure and then they’d started talking about their favourite parts.



They reminded me a lot of how me and Felix and Esme spent time chit chatting and just sharing meaningless opinions to pass the time.



“So, did you enjoy yourselves?” Mom asked as she settled down. She was smiling across at us, but her hands continued to play with the bangle.



I nodded. “Yes! It was a lot of fun. We should do this kind of thing more often.”



“Oh? One practice date and you’re ready to throw yourself into the dating game?” Mom asked. There was more than just a hint of teasing there.



“You know what I meant. Even if this wasn’t a date, it was still fun, right?”



Esme nodded. “I enjoyed myself.”



“As did I,” Semper replied. “After so many centuries stealing away what time we could to be together, it was nice to go on a date at last.”



I flushed. How forward! Then I glanced at mom and had to hold back a sigh. She was nodding, entirely unphased by the confession. “That was amusing. Hopefully this will have been a good opportunity for you to learn how to pick up on romantic interest, Valeria.”



“Yeah, I bet,” I said, a bit grouchy.



Esme patted me on the back, and I hugged the silly doll she’d given me close. “Did you have fun with Semper, mom?” I asked.



“Hmm? Oh, of course. I always enjoy the time I spend with Semper.” Semper flicked open a fan and used it to disguise a smile. “Now, this wouldn’t be a learning opportunity if we didn’t go over some mistakes and accomplishments.”



“Okay,” I said.



Mom nodded. “Semper, I’m certain you have some commentary to add here?”



“Oh, I wouldn’t dream of pretending to be better versed at romance than you, Luciana, dear,” Semper said.



Mom nodded, and I almost twitched with the urge to toss my new plush at her. Semper was teasing her! That wasn’t very nice, but Mom clearly deserved it.



The carriage rattled along the streets of Santafaria for a bit, but eventually the road got rougher and it was clear that we were no longer in the city itself. We picked up speed, and a moment later my tummy lurched as we left the ground.



“Now, things you did well... I saw you staying close to Esme the entire time, which is quite good,” Mom said. “I’ve seen you doing that kind of thing before, of course. you seem to have a great skinship with your friends. I recall seeing you hugging Felix a few times, for example.”



“Yeah, she’s a real hugger,” I said. “Esme and I held hands.”



“That is a little more intimate, at least according to some people,” Mom said.



“You were holding hands with Semper,” I pointed out.



“Why of course, we’re very close.”



“Uh-huh.”



“Now, I see that you got Esme a gift, which, while not necessary, can be quite nice. But gifts can also seem like pandering if they’re not received well. I’m certain, for example, that your dear friend Felix will love the gift you bring to her, those flowers and that... food. It proves that you were thinking of her.”



“Like how you got Semper that book you were both raving about. Or how she got that pretty bracelet for you. Both gifts that tell the other that you really care about them and know what they love.”



Mom nodded regally. “Yes, exactly. My, but you do catch on quickly.”



“Perhaps I can add a few things as well,” Semper demurred. At Mom’s nod she went on. “That display in the courtyard, Luciana. Where you faced down that vile little woman, bringing about your might to bear but restraining it. It was like... a roaring fire, powerful and dangerous, but entirely controlled. It was... tantalising to see you that way.” Semper reached out and very, very gently touched mom on the thigh.



I looked to Esme to see that she was blushing as much as I was.



Mom, on the other hand, was frowning. “Perhaps, but it would be foolhardy to purposefully seek out situations where that sort of power can be displayed. There are many ways in which that situation could go wrong, and the amount of control over the situation to prevent errors would remove much of the spontaneity and joy from the date itself. Not to mention you’d be presenting a false face.”



“Oh, I understand,” Semper said. “But if the opportunity does arise, then seizing it wouldn’t be a mistake. Just keep that in mind, Valeria.”



“Uh, yeah, I will,” I said.



The rest of the trip wasn’t quite so blush-worthy. We just talked about nothing of import until the carriage dipped back down, then lurched to a landing in front of the castle.



It was nice to be home, and nicer still to find Felix waiting for us with some monsters by the entrance.



“Hey, you’re back,” she said with a grin.



“We are!” I cheered.



Mom pushed me towards her. “Go hug your friend now, Valeria,” she said.



I didn’t need to be told twice. After squeezing Felix as hard as I could, I stepped back to allow Esme her turn, then I fetched the food and flowers. As predicted, Felix was more keen on the food. Though, she did pause as Mom and Semper swept by to look up and meet Semper’s eyes.



“Any luck?” she asked the librarian goddess.



Semper sighed. “No, not today,” she replied.



I watched the two goddesses head up the steps, then turned to Felix. “What was that about?” I asked.



“Eh, Semper and I understand each other,” she said.



“What does that mean?” Esme demanded to know, which of course started an argument between the two which only ended when Felix tickled Esme into compliance and promised that she’d explain it all in detail one day.



It was nice to be back home.
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                Scourge Fifty-Eight - Ropes



Felix runs over to the two cultists and kicks one of them in the chest as he tries to rise up. “Nuh-uh,” she says chidingly. “You’re staying down.”



“Can you tie them up?” I ask while I look around the room. The two of them were clearly working on raising the draw-bridge via the big wheel in the centre of the room. It’s got chains wrapped around it, and long arms for extra leverage. A block on a hinge is preventing the chain from unwinding.



So of course, I shoot it with a dark bolt.



I jump back as the bit of wood flies off with a crack and the entire mechanism unwinds like a spinning top with a clatter of chains so loud I can barely hear anything else. It stops a split second before there’s a big ‘boom’ from outside.



I run to one of the narrow windows looking out of the walls. The drawbridge has dropped back down, and all the undead on it have crashed to the ground too. I guess having it drop out from under their feet surprised them, and zombies don’t exactly have cat-like reflexes.



Well, unless they’ve made cat zombies.



I shake the thought off and glance further out. The Templars and my monster army are rushing closer. The undead are trying to stop them, but they’ve shoved through the majority of the undead group already, so there’s very little keeping them from reaching us.



Good! We’ll be able to regroup in a few minutes then.



“They’re tied up!” Felix says.



I turn to find Felix standing over the two necromancers who are both tied back-to-back with their arms criss-crossed in a way that can’t possibly be comfortable. They’re also both wearing long strips of cloth over their upper faces. Clever.



My friends and I are pretty decent cultivators, and mom’s training methods are great, so we don’t need to look at what we’re doing too much to cast spells. Felix is great at that, obviously. Most cultivators aren’t though. They’ll either need to move while casting, or see what they’re doing.



I watch as the first Templar crosses the drawbridge, a brace of flying stones knocking the remaining undead into the moat. Then my monsters and the rest of the Templar charge across the bridge and into the courtyard just beyond it.



“Alright,” I say. “Hey, you two, was there anyone else in this tower?”



“We won’t betray Lord Tritus!” one of them shouts. He doesn’t need to shout, the room’s hardly all that big.



“Okay, I don’t know who that is, and I don’t really care, so can you answer my question?”



“We are the proud servants of Altum! We won’t fold to some upstart child!” he shouts back.



I shrug. “Felix, throw him off the tower.”



“Okay,” Felix says.



“Wait! I’ve changed my mind!” he says.



“Wow,” the other one says.



“Shut up, you. Uh, yes, we’re alone here. Please don’t throw me off the tower.”



Shaking my head, I gesture for Felix to grab the boys and keep an eye on them, then I lead our group down.



There are only a couple more floors to the gatehouse and they’re both taken up by offices and a small prison with some iron-barred cells. That's actually rather convenient, but I guess it makes sense to have the gatehouse double as a sort of guardhouse.



So we toss the two idiots in the room after making sure there’s no water around, then I place a small friend on their foreheads and instruct them (the monsters) to burrow into the skulls of the necromancers if they so much as hint at cultivating.



On exiting on the ground floor, we find the area past the drawbridge entirely cleared of undead.



My monsters are all grouped up to one side where Esme and Bianca have landed. Esme’s handling them for now. She doesn’t exactly have a lot of authority with my monsters, but when they don’t have any other orders to follow, they’ll listen to her.



The Templars, meanwhile, are securing the area. Huge spells are cast that create walls of stone and earth, each one metres thick and blocking the roads leading into the square. Another group runs over to the edge of the drawbridge and with a few stomps, rips it apart.



Commander Nunez climbs off his horse and comes to stand in the middle of the yard. I can’t see his face properly with his helmet on, but his eyes are hard to miss as they glare across the courtyard.



“That went well, I hope,” I say as I walk over.



The commander nods. “It could have gone better, but then, I’ve never been in a situation that couldn’t have been improved. Your monsters proved quite valuable in clearing the way.”



I puff my chest out a bit. It’s hard not to feel proud. There’s something about the Commander that’s very... fatherly, I guess. Not that I need that kind of thing, but it’s still nice to get a compliment or two.



Still, I glance over to my monsters and can’t help but notice that about half of them are missing. Some are probably still out there, unable to reach us now that the drawbridge was taken out and the entrance is being walled off with earth magic.



We took the bulk of the damage. Some of the Templars are injured too, but mostly it looks like scratches and a few nasty scrapes, nothing immediately lethal.



I still have plenty of monsters, but not enough to swarm the city.



“What now?” I ask the commander.



Commander Nunez considers the question. “A small pause. We need to catch our breath, refocus our cultivation, and perhaps pray to our lord for further guidance.”



“You’re going to lead a big prayer or something?” I ask.



“We did before this battle,” he says.



Huh. I don’t know what to think about that. “What did Heroe have to say?” I ask. “Wait, can he communicate back through prayer?”



Mom’s never mentioned being able to do that. She mostly just sends her monsters out when she feels that kind of thing. I guess I could ask Aunt Semper, she’s a bit more traditional as far as gods go.



“Of course,” the commander says. “He told us that the Dark Lady’s disgust trumped her anger in this case, and that as long as we had a common foe the monsters she has might be trusted to eat them first.” He seems pretty amused for someone talking about being eaten.



“Huh. Well alright then. So after the praying and all that, what’s the plan? Should we run around and hunt for necromancers?”



“That might not be the best way to apply the forces we have. Though I suppose your monsters might be more capable than us in that regard,” he says. “No, I think the best course of action might be a proper assault against the enemy’s primary housing location. A group of Templars this large can bring down entire mansions in short order. If we remain mobile the city itself may serve to keep us safe.”



I nod along. It makes sense to me. “And what about my group?” I ask. My monster can’t be directed as carefully.



“Either mop up pockets of undead and lone necromancers, or perhaps you might rather chase down secondary targets?” He frowns. “You can also stay here and protect the courtyard. We might have to launch several assaults across the city, and if that’s the case, then we’ll need a place we can return to.”



I nod, but I have no intention of standing back and doing nothing. “I’m going to talk to Esme. She still wants to find those books, so maybe we’ll go with you if you’re heading towards those.”



“Our first target will be the noble quarter,” the commander says. “If our goals align once more, then I see no reason for us not to work together.”



“Alright, cool! I’m going to go tell my friends. Give us a head’s up when you’re ready to go... oh! And Esme discovered something that I forgot to mention.”



“Oh?” he asks.



“Yeah, they might be making these big undead that can make more undead. So if you re-kill anything, make sure it’s really, really dead. You don’t want to have to fight the same thing over and over again, you know? Oh, and we captured a pair of necromancers in the tower. You might want to have someone look at them.”



“I will keep that in mind. Thank you.” The commander dismisses me with a nod, then starts barking orders. A pair of Templars run off towards the gatehouse, so that’s taken care of, at least.



With that said and done, I run over to my friends and find that Felix is tying some bandages to the forepaw of a wolf monster while Esme sets up her book-finder on a clear patch of ground. Bianca is standing nearby. I think if she were less poised she’d be fidgeting awkwardly.



“Hey guys. So, I kinda know what’s going to happen next. Don’t worry, it’ll be fun!”
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                Scourge Fifty-Nine - Savage



“Let me get this straight,” Esme says.



“I doubt you are,” Felix quips. Esme and I just look at her, both of us obviously confused until she raises her hands in surrender. “Nevermind. Sorry. Go on, Esme.”



“As I was saying, you, Valeria, want to leave the Templars alone to rampage about the city while we run off to find Semper’s books?”



“Which all seem to be more or less in the direction of the temples, which is what I’m here to look at anyway,” I point out.



Esme considers it for a moment, then shrugs. “Yeah, alright. I’m okay with the idea.”



“Great!” I say with a bit of good cheer. The way I see it, this attack on the city’s probably not going to be as quick and easy as I had hoped. There’s a lot of undead to root out, and plenty of necromancers around to make more. I can imagine the city filling up with more as they range out and pick up people--or their bodies at least--from the countryside. “I think I’ll be leaving some of my monsters behind. Those that can’t be too sneaky, at least. They’ll make sure the area’s secured so we have a place to return to.”



“That’s probably clever,” Esme says. “If this attack’s going to last into the night, then we’re going to need a place to regroup and recuperate. I guess this spot is as good as any.”



The spot really isn’t too bad. Sure, it’s open, but the Templars are using that to their advantage. They’ve created walls in front of all the shops and homes around the square, blocking off doors and windows and walling off alleyways. Some have added spikes atop the surrounding rooftops and evened out the top of the temporary walls. Now, if an undead climbs over the wall, they’ll have to jump down three stories to reach the ground.



I don’t know if most zombies can survive that kind of fall. Well, maybe. Shattered legs won’t stop an undead as much as they would a living person. They’ll certainly be easier to deal with after the crash though.



Some of the other Templars are setting up stables. Literally stomping them out of the ground with careful applications of Vigilance magic. The horses seem used to it.



The commander, meanwhile, is gathering a group of Templars near one of the walls. I think that’s in the direction of the noble quarters. Is he going to push his assault already? Well, there’s not much to gain from waiting, I guess.



I think only half the Templars are going with him, the other half are taking care of the horses, reinforcing the walls, and one of them is heading our way with a heavy, stomping step. I stare at the last one for a second before there’s an uncomfortable feeling in my gut. “Oh no.”



Lily is coming towards us, and she doesn’t look happy about it. “This is going to be fun,” Felix mutters.



“Hey Lily!” I say while trying to put on some good cheer. Maybe, if I can’t reason with Lily, I can defeat her with niceness.



“Shut up,” Lily says. There wasn’t much heat to it. It sounded more petulant than anything else. For some reason that made me want to giggle. Wait, why would I not? I giggle and Lily glares at me. Screw niceness, this is way more fun.



“What are you doing here?” Felix asks. “I kind of had the impression that you hate us.”



“I don’t hate you,” Lily says. She takes a deep breath, as if to recentre herself. “I mostly just really don’t like you. Hate isn’t something Heroe encourages. It blinds you, and makes you ignore the truth that’s in front of you.”



I notice my friends glancing at each other from the corner of their eyes, but they don’t say anything, leaving it in my hands. “So, why’d you run over? Or stomp over, whatever. You obviously don’t like me.”



Lily’s eyes narrow. “It’s your face I don’t like,” she grumbles. “And I’m here because the Commander told me to watch over you. Somehow, Commander Nunez thinks that you’re important.”



“Well, I mean, not to be a narcissist or anything, but I did make all these monsters so that he could invade this city.”



She waves that off. “We could manage without them.”



“Wow, you’re confident,” Esme says. “And a little ungrateful. A lot of Valeria’s monsters died leading the charge. And Valeria is important. Just as like, a matter of history alone.”



“A matter of history?” I ask.



Esme shrugs. “I mean, the lineage of important people tend to be well-documented. Your mother’s literally one of the five big gods, arguably one of the strongest beings on Monsterra. The planet’s basically named after her. Being her kid’s historically noteworthy.”



“Yeah, if you marry someone and pop out a few babies of your own, they’ll be important too,” Felix says with a grin.



I shudder. I’ve read biology books. Giving birth is gross. “No thanks. I’d rather enter the history books on my own merits.”



“Like taking over the world?” Lily asks rather snidely.



“Like saving the city of Algecante from a massive undead invasion,” I say.



Lily blinks a couple of times and has the good graces to blush. “Oh. Yeah, I guess.”



“Why is it that you don’t like Valeria, anyway?” Felix asks. “We all like her here.”



Bianca raises a hand. “To be entirely clear, I like her as a newly acquired friend, nothing more.” I don’t have time to ask what she means by that, not without missing Lily’s response.



The Templar crosses her arms and glares at us. It’s easy to miss, what with her armour and the way she stands so proudly, but Lily’s not all that tall. She’s only barely taller than Esme, and Esme’s head comes up to my eyeline.



“It’s... it’s complicated,” Lily says.



“If we’re going to work together, you might as well come out and tell us,” I say.



Lily looks between my friends and I, then ploughs right past the question. “So, what are you lot planning? I don’t believe for a minute that you’ll sit back here like reasonable people and wait for the Commander to solve everything.”



“We’re going to go after the books that they stole,” I say. “Or some of them, at least. We know where they are within the city. Or which direction in any case, and Esme can point us to them if we need to. The undead don’t have need for books, so we’re probably going to run into some cultists. Or whoever takes care of a cult’s books.”



“No, the people who do the books for cultists are usually just more cultists. You can be religious and a librarian at the same time, it’s not mutually exclusive,” Esme says. “Usually you’d want to worship a nice, sensible god, like Semper, but what can you expect from necromancers?”



“Alright,” Lily says. “So what’s the plan here? Do you even have a plan?”



“Charge straight towards where the enemy is, killing everything that isn’t friendly along the way with overwhelming force?” I try.



Lily tilts her head a bit to the side, an oddly familiar gesture, then she nods. “Yeah, that sounds like a good plan to me.”



“Good, good. Do you think you can open a hole in one of those walls that’s big enough for my monsters to get through?” I ask while gesturing to one of the nearby walls of dirt and stone the Templars have made. It’s more or less in the direction we need to head in. From the looks of it, the books are somewhere towards the back of the city, towards the peninsula that the city closes off from the rest of the mainland.



Lily walks over to a few Templars on guard duty and gestures to the wall, which leaves me with little time to round up my monsters.



I’m leaving everything but the wolves and mantises behind. Mostly because it’ll be easier to deal with only two kinds of monsters at the same time, and also because it gives me an excuse to leave the pentagoose behind.



I’m not saying it scares me. But I have a healthy respect for the angry five-headed rage monster.



The Templars too, judging by the distance they keep from it.



“Alright, we’re going for a sort of shock and awe approach,” I say. “Move fast, kill as many undead as you can, but conserve your strength. We won’t be running, we’ll be walking fast. We don’t want to be winded if we run across someone actually dangerous.”



“But we also don’t want to stand still,” Felix says with a nod. “I think I get it.”



“Right,” I say. “Um, I guess no formation except the monsters in front and the rest of us behind. We can keep a few of the smarter wolves back too, just in case.”



“That works for me,” Esme says. “What do we do if there are too many undead?”



“Retreat,” I decide. “We can always fly out of the city and rebuild another army while the Templar hold their position. We have the advantage in a war of attrition, I think.”



“You girls coming?” Lily asks.



“Yeah!” I say. “Get ready to be amazed, Lily! You’re about to see what real fighting is like!”
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                Scourge Sixty - Walking



“When you said real fighting,” Lily says as she raises a booted foot and brings it down onto the head of some poor ghoul. “I expected some level of actual fighting, not this lazy walking.”



I sniff. We’re not being lazy. It’s just that most of the work’s being done by my monsters. As soon as the Templar back near the gatehouse opened up a passage for us, the monsters I’d picked out for this mission rushed ahead and did as monsters do when faced with a whole crowd of acceptable targets.



It’s not my fault that I made them so well that they’re not leaving much work for us.



No, wait, yes, it is my fault, and it’s a good thing. “This isn’t lazy,” I say as, with a twirl of my hand I send a brace of magical dark bolts up into the sky then back down at a sharp angle to crash into the undead below. “This is efficient.”



It’s obvious that the necromancers have been caught with their trousers down. Their reaction to suddenly having to deal with a lot of monsters and Templars working together has been... kind of awful, actually.



We’re currently walking along one of the broader roads that cuts across Algecante and meeting plenty of resistance along the way. Plenty as in, large numbers, not as in difficult.



“I think that the necromancers have been preparing for a very different kind of attack,” Esme points out. She hasn’t fired a spell off in nearly a minute, though she is keeping an eye on all the second-floor balconies and windows around us, in case something pops up.



Lily stomps a foot down and a few cobbles buck upwards under a group of undead, sending them tumbling down and making it easier for my mantis monsters to skewer them. “Yeah?”



“Yes,” Esme says. My friends aren’t taking well to Lily. Personally, I think it’s entirely Lily’s own fault, so I’m not going to help her any. If she wants to have bad manners then she can suffer the consequences that bad manners bring.



Felix nods along. “Yeah, Esme’s probably right,” she says.



“How do you figure?” Esme asks.



Felix just shrugs. “I mean, when it comes to things that aren’t romance, I just assume that you’re right.”



Esme’s cheeks puff out as Felix and I laugh. I’m not sure if it’s at her expense, even, but judging by how red she’s going, she will definitely choose to take it that way.



“What I observed,” Esme says. “Is that the number of undead, while impressive, skews towards weaker examples. Lots of them. I bet they were expecting the first forces to show up to come from one of the other cities. Something like a standing army that they’d have to fight in the field.”



“None of the cities in the Republic has a standing army,” Bianca says. “At most they have guards and local monster-hunting mercenaries like the Lions we worked with. Some of the noble families might have retainers and cultivators under their employ, but there are proscriptions against a fully trained armed force in the papers that outline the formation of the Republic. I’m certain some families have found some loopholes, but it would take a while for anyone in the Republic to build up a proper army.”



“So they expected to have more time,” Lily says. “You know a bunch about Caselfella then? I’d get it if it was fritzy-hair over there, she looks like she eats books for breakfast, but what’s your deal?”



“Hey!” I snap. “Don’t insult Esme. Only Felix and I can do that. And maybe Aunt Semper and Mom.”



Esme shoots me a look. It’s one part grateful, one part we’re-going-to-have-words-later.



“If you must know,” Bianca says. “I’m a member of one of those families.”



Lily nods along. She is, like us, talking pretty casually, but I have the impression she’s also tense, on guard the entire time. She’s using less fire magic and a lot more earth, so maybe that makes sense since she’d have to be cycling Vigilance non-stop. “A big-wig, then.”



“I... am not wearing a wig?” Bianca says, obviously confused. My friends don’t look any less confused.



“It means someone who’s important,” I explain.



“Wait, does she do Valisms too?” Felix asks.



“Those still aren’t a thing,” I say.



Lily eyes me for a bit, then shakes her head while Bianca goes on to explain. “In any case, no, I’m not important. I was born a daughter, which means that my place isn’t to lead or make grand choices in the Republic.”



Lily scoffs. “Yeah, tell me about it. Ever since I’ve come here... anyway, yeah. This place is much nicer if you’re a guy. For all sorts of reasons. Though some of the Templars aren’t jerks about it. Commander Nunez is one of the only ones who’ll treat people well, regardless of what’s in their britches.”



I glance at her, then decide not to poke. “He seems nice,” I say.



“Yeah,” she says. “Like a second dad, I guess. Or an uncle?” She glares at me. “If you hurt him, I’m going to hurt you ten times harder. I don’t care if you’re Luna or not.”



“Okay, what’s up with that?” Esme asks. “You keep calling Valeria Luna. She’s Valeria, Princess of Darkness. No relation to the moon.”



I consider how much to reveal before I realise that this particular secret isn’t one I really care about keeping secret. I can’t see how it could hurt me to let my friends know. “I think Luna might have been my name, once,” I say.



Lily snaps around to look at me. “You remember?” she asks.



“A little, I think,” I admit.



“What are you two talking about?” Felix asks.



“Oh, right. So, I think Lily and I are from... another world? We both kinda died in... a carriage accident?” I look at Lily who shrugs in a ‘close enough’ sort of way. “Anyway, Heroe then stole Lily’s soul, but I hung on because she was my best friend, so obviously I wouldn’t let her go, but then Heroe shook me off and I guess I was reborn as a monster next to Mom and Lily here was... wait, were you reborn or did you show up all grown up?”



“Before that,” Esme says with some urgency. “You’re from another world? Like a whole other world?”



“Yeah?” I say. “I mean, I guess. Is that bad?”



“It’s weird, but you’re Valeria, so weird is normal,” Felix says with the absolute certainty of someone who doesn’t really care.



Esme shakes her head. “No, you don’t understand! Another world! With its own history and people and maybe gods and... books!”



Ah, I see why Esme’s so interested now.



“I don’t think we should invade another world just for their books, Esme,” I say. She blushes a bit at that, then mutters something about it being worth it. “Besides,” I continue. “I’m not really sure about those memories. They’re all fuzzy and weird.”



“But they’re there, right?” Lily asks. It sounds almost... pleading.



“Maybe?” I say. Thinking back on that’s all weird and fuzzy, and it’s not like I have a great memory to begin with. It feels a little like trying to remember a dream. I don’t really know how much it matters though. That was before, if anything. I’m Valeria now, aren’t I?



“Hey, girls,” Felix. “This whole thing is interesting and all, but maybe we should be a little bit worried about that.” She pointed ahead of us.



Past the shambling undead, of which I’m noticing a lot more than before, is a twisting wall of very thin fog. It’s only noticeable where it’s thickest, but the way it moves, it’s clearly not natural. There are undead moving out of that fog. Big, nasty abominations that seem keen to trample the other undead as they run towards us.



“Oh, shoot,” I say.



“Alley!” Lily says while pointing to the side.



We all charge off down a narrower alley, my monsters folding in to follow us. The wolves manage easily, some of them darting ahead to clear the next road over, but the mantises are big enough that they only fit one at a time.



“What was that?” I ask.



“Necromancer, I think,” Felix says. “I couldn’t touch them much, that fog’s all water that they’re controlling. They’re strong.”



“One of the leaders?” Esme asks.



“Maybe?” Felix replies.



I hesitate for a moment, then keep moving. “Okay, well, if we see them again, maybe we’ll beat them up, but for now, let’s just keep moving.” If I need to fight a strong Fear-cultivating necromancer, then I’ll do it on my own terms.



Also, I’ll do it while less distracted because that’s just asking for trouble.
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                Bane Twenty - Chat



“So, how’d it go?” Felix asked.



She was at the door to Semper’s apartments in the castle. The castle complex was so huge that even giving an entire floor to Semper didn’t really do much to reduce the amount of free space left. Felix wasn’t great at math and such, but she was pretty sure there were enough rooms in the castle to let every family in Santafaria have a space for themselves.



The library alone could definitely fit the Yellow Palace in its centre with room to spare, at least, if they moved all the shelves and pillars out of the way.



The Goddess Semper, god of contempt and librariums sighed wistfully. She was seated on a plush divan (a word that Esme taught Felix recently) with an open text on her lap. “She is still as clueless as ever, Felix dear. Come on in, close the door.”



Felix grinned and half-turned to close the door behind her.



If Esme knew that she was having these little clandestine meetings with her goddess, well, she’d probably freak out a little, then be really envious. Not that Esme couldn’t have meetings like this too. Semper literally lived two floors up. But Esme was way too proper and polite to come knocking, and besides, Esme would die if she knew what they talked about.



Semper closed her text and set it on an end table, then she gestured to a smaller seat across from hers. The only other seat in the room.



“Weird chair,” Felix said as she climbed onto the poof and sat cross-legged atop it.



“Mmh? Oh, yes, it’s meant to be uncomfortable, sorry.”



“It’s fine. But... why?”



Semper giggled. “Why, so when Luciana visits I can insist that she sit upon my couch with me, of course. Now, this is a lounging divan, so obviously we will have no choice but to lay together.”



Felix laughed. “Did that even work?”



“Twice, so far. To absolutely no avail.”



Felix shook her head, a smile still tugging at her lips. “She’s really dense.”



“I know,”: Semper replied, less amused. “What about you? Any progress?”



Felix tipped back, then sighed and shook her head. “None. Esme and Val had a great date. I think they held hands, and they were practically skipping afterwards, but nothing came of it. I even managed to convince both of them to have some alone-time with me after so that we could talk, to like, make up for the date, but that didn’t lead to anything.”



Semper made a calming gesture with her free hand. “It’s fine, it’s fine. You know you girls are still quite young.”



“Yeah, I know,” Felix said. “I’m patient.”



Semper sniffed. “Not as patient as you claim, I don’t think.”



Felix grinned, she’d been read. “Okay, fair. Sometimes I really just think that I could grab one of them by the head and kiss her for all she’s worth, but they’re both so dumb that I’m not even sure that would work.”



“Urgh,” Semper groaned. “I once drowned while near Luciana. She gave me the breath of life. Afterwards all she could do was admonish me for not being a stronger swimmer.”



“Wow,” Felix said. Sometimes the depth Semper would go through for Luciana amazed her. “You ever consider just... confessing?”



They’d had this conversation a few times already, and Semper always had the same reaction. A small hitch, then a vehement denial. “No, no that would be too much. What if she said no? Or didn’t feel the same way?” Semper asked. “What about yourself?”



“Oh, I would,” Felix said. And she really would. Later. Maybe. “But you know how it is. There’s two of them. And they’re both really dumb. They might confuse things.”



“Very true. Your best bet might be to convince the two that they’re into each other, then sneak on into the relationship at some point. Those are the best sorts of love triangles.”



Felix had long ago realized that most of Semper’s knowledge on romance was mostly from fiction, or from her meddling with her Archivist’s love lives. She adored pairing two eligible members together to see what would happen, or arranging for one to have exactly what the other needed so they would have to bump into each other. Personally, Felix thought it was a little cruel, but it did result in a lot of happy marriages, so she refrained from pointing it out. Besides, Semper was helping her.



“I think the ideal would be to have them chase me,” Felix said.



Semper scoffed. “Oh yes, what a chase. Please, girl, you would fold at the first batted eyelash.”



Felix giggled. “Yeah, you’re right. But the same goes for you, no?”



Semper raised a warning finger. “Do not point out a goddess’ hypocrisy. It isn’t good for your health. But you are correct enough. Ah, if my dear Luci chased after me, why, I would allow her to do all sorts of things to me. A bit of this, some of that...”



Felix worked hard to tune out the giggling, red-faced rant that came out of the goddess. She wasn’t... unaware of the kinds of things that Semper was talking about, but the goddess had a vivid imagination, lots of source materials to scour, and centuries of time to imagine all sorts of lewd scenarios.



Really, if Felix didn’t use a bit of wind magic to deafen herself to the world, she would leave the room with flaming cheeks and a high fever. It had happened once, and while her friends babying her had been wonderful she hadn’t been able to enjoy it because of all the terrible mental images planted firmly between her ears.



“So!” Felix interrupted after the rant had gone on for long enough and Semper’s face was quite the glowing shade of red. “Um, what’s your next plan?”



“Hm? Oh. I am very much uncertain. You girls being here has afforded me the ability to linger at the castle for much longer than usual. Sometimes I go half a year or more without seeing Luci. I was hoping that the date would inspire a few things but... alas, no. She did enjoy it, and I’m certain I could talk her into doing something similar in the future, but I’m not sure she’d ever connect going on multiple dates with being enamoured with someone.”



Felix tapped her chin. “Maybe I can ask Luciana about how to confess to someone?”



“Oh?” Semper asked.



“Yeah! It’ll get her in that kind of mindset.”



Semper considered it. “Yes, that might work. But go on.”



“Well,” Felix said, she’d been thinking of this plan for a little while. “See, I go to Luciana, right? Then I ask her how to confess my feelings for someone. I tell her how I feel, and maybe ask her if she feels the same way about someone? Anyway, then I reveal that I’m actually asking how to confess to Esme.”



Semper cackled. “Oh, I like it,” she said. “Yes, that’ll send her on a spin, and perhaps lead her to a tiny amount of introspection.”



“I’m not sure that’s possible,” Felix said.



“Nonsense. Luciana is incredibly introspective. She is, in many ways, a genius. She wields great and fearsome powers with the ease of an ancient master and few are her equal when it comes to knowledge of the arcane. She cultivated herself to godhood in a time when most were still striking rocks together to light the first fires, and her wit and intelligence has never ceased to grow. We might take it for granted now, but that woman is the pinnacle of individual strength. Most gods don’t fear her for the endless tides of monsters she has at her command. They fear the day she steps out of her castle prepared for battle.”



Felix nodded politely. This was also something she had learned to deal with when talking to Semper. As it turned out, Semper was a bit of a fangirl when it came to Luciana. All of the Dark Goddesses faults (except her continued density with regards to her personal romantic life) were forgiven, and all of her virtues were set upon platinum pedestals.



She listened, patiently, while Semper went on for a while. Mostly, Felix was just happy to have someone to talk to about all of this stuff. A lot of the problems that plagued her had annoyed Semper for much, much longer than Felix had been alive, so she knew the sympathy she received was genuine.



“You know what you need,” Semper said after a bit. The goddess nodded to herself. “You need a nice life-or-death situation. Almost dying really gets the blood pumping to all the right places, and being close to someone when that happens tends to endear you to them a lot. Happens all the time with my Archivists. One will save the other’s life, and then bam, next thing you know they’re happily married for the next fifty years.”



“I’m not sure. Putting my friend’s lives at risk for that kind of thing seems wrong,” Felix said.



“Your friend’s lives? Why, Felix dear, you have your own life you can risk! What’s the worst that could happen?”
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                Scourge Sixty-One - Temples



“Esme, location?” I ask while glancing over my shoulder. A few of my mantises have come out to follow us, but... I think I’ve lost nearly half of them.



That’s worrying, for all sorts of reasons. That necromancer might be strong enough to really be a problem. I just hope those mantises that we abandoned back there gave more than they took. The poor, brave monsters.



“I need a place to set things down,” Esme calls over to me. “But I think we’re close, and we’re heading in the right direction.” She pats the bag by her hip where she has the card-reading device secured away.



I nod, then continue along the road. The clouds of mist from the necromancer are starting to pour down from above, there’s too much for it to be contained on just one road. I think it’s just mist, but I really don’t want to test it.



We pick up the pace a bit, which is helped by the lack of undead on this road. I guess we’ve moved to a less defended part of the city, or the necromancers are letting the undead clump together and we’ve just bypassed a bunch of them.



I’m not going to complain either way.



We burst into a square. Six roads meet in the centre at a big fountain that looks like it was recently destroyed. A few ghouls are lingering on the road, standing still and staring off in random directions with slack jaws and dead eyes, but otherwise, there’s no one else around.



On each corner of the intersection is a temple. Six of them in all, all facing each other. At a glance, it’s not hard to guess who they belong to. Scaramouche has a pavilion with plenty of space around it for performers. Heroe has a great big building made of marble and pillars. Inclinarse has a more subdued version of the same, though their temple has a stables attached. Gaudium across the street is practically a small park with a few benches and a building that’s half-buried in the ground, and next to that is a Temple to Divinos, which is more of a thin, tall tower with a glass dome.



Mom’s temple is between Divinos’s and Scaramouche’s. Not in an elementally important place, but as far from Heroe’s temple as possible in the square. It’s just a small, dark building surrounded by trees that cast deep shadows onto the temple.



It’s been sacked.



All of them have, really. Divinos’s temple doors are ripped apart, there’s a lot of blood in front of Heroe’s place, and Scaramouche’s pavilion was torn down.



“What happened here?” Felix asks. “Did they wanna piss off all the gods?”



“Some won’t care,” I say as I eye Mom’s temple. Part of me is really, really angry. That’s Mom’s place of worship. They defaced and destroyed it, which is as good as insulting her. Part of me knows that Mom really wouldn’t care that much. After all, one of the reasons I’m here is for me to check up on the temple.



Now I can safely report that it’s in dire need of renovations and that most of the visitors are undead.



“Oh boy, Heroe’s not going to be happy about this,” Lily says with a wince. Heroe’s temple isn’t in that bad a shape. One of the pillars is destroyed, but for the most part it looks alright. I bet a team of... whomever you’d normally hire to fix marble could pretty it all up in an afternoon. Still, I can see why he’d be angry.



“Why go through all the trouble?” I ask.



“Because they’re making a statement,” Bianca says. “They’re turning this city into a one-god place. Anyone who isn’t worshipping Altum isn’t wanted.”



“Got it!” Esme calls out. I turn to find her on one knee, the card-reader on the ground before her with its compass pointing deeper into the city, just past the square with all the temples. “That way,” she says unnecessarily while picking up the device.



We head out, running along the street past more temples, these mostly dedicated to lesser gods and goddesses. They’re in no better shape than Mom’s temple, which isn’t surprising. What is surprising is the sudden shift from temples to mansions.



Not huge mansions like Bianca’s house, but mini-ones, with smaller yards around fairly large homes, none of which are under three floors in height. “I thought the noble quarter was on the west end of the city?” I ask.



“It is,” Bianca says. “This is the merchant’s quarters, and the housing for all of the temples, I imagine.”



I shake my head. Maybe being a merchant pays better than I’d expect. The homes seem largely abandoned at first, but as we go deeper it’s clear that a few of them aren’t. In particular, this one row of mini-mansions halfway down the road. The centre-most is quite large, with a sweeping staircase at the front and a few statues as well. Those have been torn down, but the place is clearly lived-in. There’s people moving about within, and circle of undead forming a thin wall maybe a hundred paces away from the mansion.



At a guess, whoever’s staying in there doesn’t want to deal with the stink of their own undead, so they keep them removed.



My friends and I, as well as our monster escorts, rip through the undead in a matter of seconds. “Should I look again?” Esme asks.



“Wait until we’re inside,” I say. With a whistle, I send some of my wolves ahead and towards the front of the house.



Just as the monsters are charging up the steps the door opens and a fresh-faced young woman sticks her head out. She screams as the first wolf jumps up and pins her down. There’s a lot more screaming from inside the house a moment later.



“I sense... yeah, maybe twenty people in there?” Felix says. “I don’t think they’re all cultivators though, not with the way they’re moving.”



“Normal, non-cultivator cultists?” I ask.



“Or just normal people,” Lily says.



“Wouldn’t they be zombies by now?” I ask.



She sniffs. “Cultists need someone to do their laundry. It’s the same thing over at the Academy. The Commanders have Templar assistants, they have Initiates, and the Initiates can get the novices to do their dirty work. The Novices can rely on a bunch of hired civilians. In the end, the Commander’s briefs need to be washed by somebody, and it’s not going to be by his second in command.”



“Yeah, but they have undead,” I say. The wolves are mostly ignoring the people screaming and flaring around, they instead focus on one man who whips one of the monsters out of the entrance with a big burst of water.



We cut our conversation short as we all jump into action. Felix runs in close, quarterstaff humming as she sweeps it towards the necromancer who blocks the blow with a quickly summoned shield of water.



Esme reminds him that water can be conductive when she fires a hard zap right at the shield and the necromancer’s knees wobble and his focus drops. That’s when my hastily-made dark bolt slams into his head and throws him back into a room joined to the entrance.



More cultivators are showing up, and Felix diverts a watery spear with a twist and wave, sending it spraying away from us. “I count four cultivators left!” she says.



“Got it!” I reply.



Esme, Felix and I have spent plenty of time practising, so we work well together. Felix is at the front, ducking and weaving with a smile and smacking anyone that comes too close. Her wind-magic’s not just strong, it’s precise, which means that she’s basically just playing with the water cultivators, pushing their arms out a smidge with a press of wind and turning their spells around against each other.



Esme, on the other hand, is all power. She’s blasting lightning out, then switching to fire and then she steals the enemy’s water to use it herself.



I’m more focused than Esme, with a bit less versatility and more kick.



Bianca stands back a bit and is mostly focused on disrupting the cultivator’s water magic with her own.



And then there’s Lily.



She roars and runs ahead, the stone floor of the hall twisting up to give her better footing which she uses to get right up in the face of the nearest cultivator. Then she slaps a flaming hand against his face and sends him pirouetting back into a wall with a hard thump.



I stand, magic up and ready, then look around the now ruined main room of the lobby. My monsters are skulking around, looking for more trouble when they’re not growling at the obvious servants who have at least stopped screaming.



“I think we’re clear,” I say.



“Not exactly a challenge,” Lily says as she brushes some embers off her armoured shoulder. “Hey, you.” She points to a girl. “Who are you?”



“I’m just a serving girl!” the woman says. “Please, all I do is clean and do the laundry, nothing else!”



Lily’s smile is infuriatingly smug.
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                Scourge Sixty-Two - Challenge



“Oh, this one’s dead,” Felix says as she pokes one of the fear cultivators with a foot.



I can tell he’s dead too. No one’s head is supposed to rest at that angle. Judging by the broken wood by the doorframe, he flew through and crashed here pretty hard. “Yeah, he sure is dead,” I say.



“You should get one of your monsters to eat him,” Felix says.



I don’t know where that’s coming from. “Why?” I ask.



Esme comes up behind me from the entrance hall where Bianca and Lily are watching over the cultivators that aren’t quite so dead and all of the house’s serving staff who all seem really eager to help. I get the impression they haven’t been treated all that well lately.



“Because our captives are necromancers and he’s their primary resource,” Esme says.



“Oh,” I reply. That does make sense. Yeah, we don’t want to have to deal with an undead chomping on our behinds while we’re paying attention to something else. “That’s not a bad idea.” I whistle over one of my wolves and point the puppy to the body. “Eat,” I say.



While that’s being taken care of, I move out of the sideroom and back to the main entrance hall. The necromancers are looking a bit worse for wear, with bruises, a bit of bleeding, and maybe a dislocated limb or two, but they’re mostly being quiet, which is nice.



“Have they tried anything?” I ask.



Lily grins and points to one who’s got his hands jammed into a large rock that looks like it’s melted around his limbs. I imagine those are an earth-mage’s equivalent of handcuffs. He also has a chunk of rock going around his lower face and obscuring his mouth. “This one said some rude things to me. And he smacked one of the serving girls when she came over to help move them, so now he’s lost mouth and hand privileges.”



“Oh, that’ll make it tricky for him to eat,” I say.



“He has his nose,” Lily replies. Her grin is downright vicious, and I think the other captives are aware of just how little it would take for her to do the same to them. Lily strikes me as someone with a lot of pent up issues to punchbag her way through.



“How will he eat with his nose?” Felix asks.



“I guess we could mash the food up and just kind of shove it in there,” Lily says.



“He’ll choke and die,” Esme points out.



Meanwhile, the necromancer is looking more and more like he’s regretting his choice in careers. I leave my friends to it. I think they’re all purposefully exaggerating to see the cultists we’ve captured sweat.



I step up to one of the older serving ladies. She’s maybe ten years older than I am, which, I guess makes her not that old at all. But all the others are looking to her in the way I’d guess people looking for leadership would, so she’s the one I figure I should ask about things.



She notices me coming and steps away from the others towards a quieter part of the hall under a great big oil painting of some rich merchant family who may or may not be part of the undead guarding this house now. “Hello,” I say.



“Ma’am,” she replied with a curtsy. “How may I help you?”



“Uh,” I say. Honestly, I’m not entirely used to this. We have servants at home, sure, but they’re monsters. They don’t do too much bowing and scraping unless mom’s in one of those moods. “I’m sorry, I just wanted to know what happened here. Can you fill us in?”



“Certainly?” she tried. “It all started over a week ago. There was a commotion during the night, and the next thing we all knew the city was burning in parts, the temples were being defaced, and the dead were running rampant across the streets. Then the necromancers came and... made things orderly.”



“By killing everyone?” I ask.



“No. Well, some. I think they maybe only killed half the city. The other half is locked in the fishing quarters. Some of us still have family there. We can send letters, and get replies.”



“Wait, so not everyone in Algecante is dead?” I ask.



She shakes her head, then hesitates. “Not yet. I’ve overheard the cultivators talking about what they want to do with us, with the people they’ve captured. I think... Those that worship Altum and make sacrifices to him were going to be spared. Many of the fishermen already worship him, you see? Because they fear the open oceans, they were mostly spared, but many others worshipped other gods and goddesses and--” she cut herself off with a swallow.



“Hey, hey, it’s okay,” I say. “Look, we’re here to help. Lily over there’s a Templar of Heroe, and there are dozens of them in the city right now, killing undead and making a mess of the necromancer’s fun. Plus there’s the rest of us too.”



“Thank you,” she says, but I can tell she’s holding back. Afraid to hope? I guess that makes some sense. We’re just five random girls and a lot of monsters that have showed up from nowhere. It must be tough for her to place her trust in us.



“Um, ma’am, the monsters...”



“Oh, don’t worry about them,” I say with a grin. “Those are mine. See, mo-- I mean, the Dark Goddess Luciana doesn’t approve of the undead, especially after they mess with her temple. So Heroes templars aren’t the only ones here to save the day. Though I think we’ll probably just murder all the necromancers and their undead and leave the organizing and such to the Templars.”



“Okay,” she says. I don’t think she thinks it’s okay, but whatever.



“Have you had any trouble with those ones? Can we expect trouble?” I gesture to the cultivators we’ve captured.



“Some. They have been... forceful, and unkind, but we survived. Francine may have taken a liking to one of them, but I’m not certain if it was mutual or if the young man was just doing as young men do.”



I frown at that. Well, as long as Francine was consenting... it’s still kinda gross though. “Yeah, we’ll let the Templars handle matters of law when it comes to that.”



“Have you defeated Getorix?” she asked, the rising pitch in her voice suggesting that that’s something we really should have done already.



“Who?”



The woman starts hyperventilating. “He--he’s the leader of this cult. A powerful necromancer lord and water cultivator. He rules over all the others. They fear him and respect him, some of them practically worship the man, but he’s mad. I’ve seen his eyes. He does more than just worship Altum, he lives for the drowning god.” She clutches the front of my dress and shakes me a little. “If you haven’t defeated him, then where is he?”



There’s a sharp crack from outside, and Felix abandons the others to run over to the windows. “Uh, guys! Big, big problem.”



“Is it a crazy necromancer-looking cultivator that’s really powerful?” I ask.



“Actually, yeah, that looks like what it is. He’s chopping up the mantises outside into ground insect meat,” Felix says.



I turn back to the woman. “Get the other servants, run away,” I say. “Oh, and take the prisoners too. If they try anything, just stab them a few times. That usually works to calm uppity people down.”



“Oh-okay,” she says. And with that, she runs to the others and starts hissing orders at them which sets all the servants up in a tizzy.



“Valeria, what are we doing?” Esme asks.



I consider it for just a moment. From the sounds of it, this guy’s either the big boss, or just someone fairly important to the Altum cultists. Either way, we should probably do something about him.



I just wish I had more monsters. I guess I’ll have to use what I do have. “We’ll let him take the first move. Esme, Lily, get ready to hit him with the hardest attack you have. Felix, be careful. This guy sounds tough. Bianca, can you focus on the undead? He’ll probably attack with a lot of those. Felix will help you with that, but she’ll be distracted.”



As for me... I have no idea what I’m supposed to do except for my best.



The windows crack, shatter, and explode into the main hall. The sprinkling of glass is followed by a hail of sharp water that washed across the floor. And then undead hands grab at the edges of the windows, soon followed by zombies pulling themselves into the mansion.



“Oh, right, we’re dealing with a necromancer, he’s probably not all that great in a straight fight,” I say. But maybe that kind of assumption’s not too smart to make. I’m a monster-fighter too, and I’m pretty darned tough!



We’ll have to see how my friends and I stack up.



***

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from RavensDagger
                        

                    

                    Are you Entertained?

If you wanna read Sporemageddon, now's your chance!



Also, my patreon's Discord access is only $1 this month! Come join in on the fun!



Some of my stories are on TopWebFiction!

-Cinnamon Bun

-Stray Cat Strut

-Lever Action

-Dead Tired

-Heart of Dorkness

-Sporemageddon

Voting makes Broccoli smile!



The following books are available as paperbacks (and as Ebooks) on Amazon. Oh, and there’s an awesome audiobook for Cinnamon Bun Volume One and Two, and also Love Crafted!






[image: ]



(The images are links!)



All proceeds go to funding my addiction to buying art paying for food, rent, and other necessities!



Thank you so much for all your support everyone! And thank you extra hard for allowing me to do this for a living; I’ll do my best to keep you entertained!



                



Scourge Sixty-Three - Blood


                    
                        
                            
                            A note from RavensDagger
                        

                    

                    [image: ]
[image: ]


If you want more to read, consider joining my Patreon! Or check out my other original works:

Stray Cat Strut (A cyberpunk system apocalypse!) - Ongoing

Fluff (A superheroic LitRPG about cute girls doing cute things!) - Ongoing

Love Crafted (Interactive story about an eldritch abomination tentacle-ing things!) - Completed

Dreamer's Ten-Tea-Cle Café (An insane Crossover about cute people and tentacles) - Ongoing

Cinnamon Bun (A wholesome LitRPG!) - Ongoing

The Agartha Loop (A Magical-Girl drama!) - Hiatus

Lever Action (A fantasy western with mecha!) - Volume One Complete!

Heart of Dorkness (A wholesome progression fantasy) - Ongoing

Dead Tired (A comedy about a Lich in a Wuxia world doing Science!) - Hiatus

Sporemageddon (A fantasy story about a mushroom lover exploding the industrial revolution!) - Ongoing



                

                Scourge Sixty-Three - Blood



My wolf monsters jump in and tackle the zombies into the mansion where it’s easier for them to tear heads and limbs off.



It’s a start, but I’m willing to bet the necromancer out there has a whole lot more undead than I have monsters or patience.



In theory, I realise that if I stall for long enough the Templars are probably going to come around to see what’s going on, but that could be in ten minutes or it could be tomorrow. I’m not going to gamble my friend’s lives on anyone showing up to help us now.



We could also just run.



I glance at my friends, to try and imagine how they’d take that idea.



Felix is bouncing on the balls of her feet, staff held loose by her side with the knife fixed to its end dancing near the floor. Esme’s thin-lipped, but serious, I can almost imagine her going through her entire repertoire of spells to decide on which one to use here.



Bianca looks a little nervous, but still collected. She’s standing by the back of the room, eyes on the zombies, and when one of them happens to stumble out of my monster’s grasp she’s quick to fling a fist-sized ball of fire right into its face to send it reeling back.



Lily, meanwhile, looks bored. It’s as if she’s seen all of this before and nothing about it holds any interest for her. Or maybe I’m just misreading her confidence. It’s hard to tell.



“Get ready,” I say. “If Getorix just wants to send undead at us, then we’ll help him trim down his numbers. But he might come in himself.”



“Depends on if he’s a coward or not,” Felix says.



The doors bang, and I shift into a better fighting stance. Legs spread a little, knees bent to lower my centre of mass, one arm raised in front of me while I summon a small shield of black magic linked to that arm to defend against incoming attacks. My other hand is lower, near to my side and balled into a fist. I split my focus a little and reach for the roiling in my gut.



It’s not hard to feel disgusted while watching day-old moving corpses being shredded by my monsters. Maybe that’s why disgust and fear mages are so strong in a big battle, there’s a lot of both to go around.



The doors bang again, this time there’s a heavy crack in the wood, and we all tense.



Then Felix points out the obvious. “Are the doors even locked?”



“I didn’t lock them,” I say.



“Same here,” Lily says.



Esme and Bianca shake their heads.



“Well, no points for intelligence with the undead, you know?” I say.



The doors smash inwards and crash to the ground. An abomination follows them in. A huge monster, with a stitched-together torso the size of a horse with a dozen arms and legs. It doesn’t have a head, but it does have eyes shoved into leaking holes across its body.



Bianca’s fire washes over it. Felix fans the flames with a mad cackle and soon the room fills with the intense stink of rotten meat cooking. The abomination races across the room only for my dark darts to swoop in and stab into its legs and arms. I’m aiming for the elbows and knees, and my aim’s not too bad.



Esme mutters something, then spins around, an arm rising, then slicing down. The air above her twirls around and I can feel the room’s humidity being sucked away a moment before a long icy spine appears and slams down into the abomination.



It flops, properly unalive.



“Nice!” I say.



“They’re undead, held together with water magic,” she says, sounding particularly proud of herself. “It only makes sense that disrupting that will break the undead down.”



My attention turns back to the doorway before I have time to praise Esme. There’s another abomination. No, two... three more of them, they’re all different, long centipedes of torsos stuck together, big hulking things with arms made of hundreds of limbs fused together. One of them looks like someone stuck a dozen horses into a blender then sewed up the results and gave it life.



“Okay, that’s a lot,” I say.



My monsters are pretty tough, but I don’t know if I can expect them to endure against all of these.



I fling dark darts at the abominations only to see them sink into flesh then flop back out with only minor injuries at best. Yeah, that’s not going to be enough. Bianca growls and her next gout of fire is significantly warmer, but fire can only do so much against skin.



Then Lily and Felix join in. Lily adds to the fire a moment before she jumps ahead and swings a short sword around. The sword cleaves through limbs as if they’re little more than thin branches. A rising flame follows the path of the sword, searing into the cut flesh and burning at exposed muscles and nerves.



Felix’s attack is a lot less precise. She spins her staff around and long slices of wind woosh out across the room, pressing back on the abominations even as they leave thin slices open on their flesh. The big advantage is the way the air feeds Bianca and Lily’s fire.



I’m not helping a lot. It’s annoying. I’m supposed to be a princess. Mom taught me herself. And yet here I am, letting my friends do all of the work.



I fight back my rising gorge and the growing feeling in the pit of my tummy that feels like vomit burning. I take it, that feeling, the nausea, and force it into my core where it empowers my next spell.



I cast, and it feels like I’ve just jammed a dozen ice-picks into my skull. It hurts, but this is a vaguely familiar pain, it’s meant to happen. I run forwards.



“Val!” Esme shouts.



Dropping down, I land on my knees and slide under Bianca’s continued fiery blast. Then I cast the spell’s second part and a dozen long limbs burst out from around me, all of them touching my skin like wet, oil-covered eels that don’t care that I’m wearing clothes.



These tentacles reach out and almost carelessly run over the nearest abomination just as I bounce back to my feet and bring my shielded arm up to parry a strike from the same abomination. The movement brings me between Lily and Felix.



The tentacles get to work. Flesh doesn’t so much melt where they touch as it turns to dust. It’s really fast. The tentacles only disintegrate a paper-thin layer every second, but there’s a dozen of them and when they press into something they sort of flatten out and cover the entire abomination’s body.



It only takes a few seconds before the disintegration starts to really work, and, best of all, it doesn’t prevent other magic from working, so Bianca’s fire and Felix’s windy swipes still tear and burn the enemy apart.



We push the abominations back, then with our combined attacks, rip them apart.



They’re tough, sure, and against non-cultivators I’m sure these things would be awful to fight. They have plenty of limbs, take a lot of damage to go down, and they don’t feel pain. One of these would rip through a full squad of guards without trouble, and weaker cultivators, the sort who need to focus and meditate before using their abilities, would be in deep trouble against a group of these.



But we’re not normal cultivators. Sure, we’re all young, but Bianca seems like she’s basically a natural, Esme is Esme the overachiever, Felix is a genius with her own Joy magic, and I’m mom’s daughter. Even Lily’s really, really strong for her age. I’m guessing that years spent at an academy where people learn to become Templars has helped her refine her magic.



My tentacles wrap around the last abomination. Felix flips around so that she’s off the ground and using her staff as a pole to stand up while she plants her feet on the abomination’s face and pries open its mouth.



I force my tentacles in, and the effects of disintegration inside of a body proves to be pretty great at taking out even a pretty tough undead.



Felix flips around and hops back. “Well, that was easy,” she says.



There’s more undead behind the abominations, but they’re slow moving ghouls.



“Where’s the necromancer?” I ask.



He should have showed up already, right?



“Watch out!” Bianca screams.



I turn, and am immediately hit by a stupid thought. Why is Bianca the one screaming that when she’s the one in the most danger?



The necromancer didn’t follow my plan. Instead, he went around, and he brought more of his monsters with him.



Bianca jumps back, and with a gasp, she swings her arms around and changes the course of the flying wave of water that might have hit her if she wasn’t so fast.



Her landing is rough though, and she stumbles back and trips on the hem of her skirts.



An abomination jumps towards Bianca, and there’s no way any of my spells will reach her.



And then Esme slams Bianca away and I watch, confused and horrified, as Esme’s blood splashes out of a massive gash along her back.



***

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from RavensDagger
                        

                    

                    Some important news!



Heart of Dorkness Volume Two is... Done!

Also

Sporemageddon Volume Two is... Done!

Also

Fluff Volume Two is... Done!



And no, I didn't time it so that I'd finish all three on the same day on purpose.



Some of my stories are on TopWebFiction!

-Cinnamon Bun

-Stray Cat Strut

-Lever Action

-Dead Tired

-Heart of Dorkness

-Sporemageddon

Voting makes Broccoli smile!



The following books are available as paperbacks (and as Ebooks) on Amazon. Oh, and there’s an awesome audiobook for Cinnamon Bun Volume One and Two, and also Love Crafted!






[image: ]



(The images are links!)



All proceeds go to funding my addiction to buying art paying for food, rent, and other necessities!



Thank you so much for all your support everyone! And thank you extra hard for allowing me to do this for a living; I’ll do my best to keep you entertained!



                



Bane Twenty-One - Wrongness


                    
                        
                            
                            A note from RavensDagger
                        

                    

                    [image: ]
[image: ]


If you want more to read, consider joining my Patreon! Or check out my other original works:

Stray Cat Strut (A cyberpunk system apocalypse!) - Ongoing

Fluff (A superheroic LitRPG about cute girls doing cute things!) - Ongoing

Love Crafted (Interactive story about an eldritch abomination tentacle-ing things!) - Completed

Dreamer's Ten-Tea-Cle Café (An insane Crossover about cute people and tentacles) - Ongoing

Cinnamon Bun (A wholesome LitRPG!) - Ongoing

The Agartha Loop (A Magical-Girl drama!) - Hiatus

Lever Action (A fantasy western with mecha!) - Volume One Complete!

Heart of Dorkness (A wholesome progression fantasy) - Ongoing

Dead Tired (A comedy about a Lich in a Wuxia world doing Science!) - Hiatus

Sporemageddon (A fantasy story about a mushroom lover exploding the industrial revolution!) - Ongoing



                

                Bane Twenty-One - Wrongness



Valeria frowned. There was something wrong.



She was in the library, in the little nook she had with her friends. Across from her, Felix and Esme were sitting on one of the bigger, more plush couches. Esme was laying back, her head resting on Felix’s lap and her legs splayed out over the back of the couch in a pose that would probably lead her to complaining about her back later.



Felix was smiling to herself as she ran a hand through Esme’s hair, the other was holding onto a book.



They weren’t the source of the wrongness.



Valeria stood up carefully, and Felix glanced up. “Just need the washroom,” she said.



Felix nodded and went back to reading and Esme was so wrapped up in her own book that she barely fidgeted.



A few possibilities flitted past Valeria’s mind. Maybe there was another god visiting? That would be nice. Or maybe someone was invading the Land of Monsters? That actually sounded really exciting, but she didn’t think that was the case.



No, the problem was different. She walked through the library, then found a quiet spot to close her eyes and focus. There was something roiling within her core.



It wasn’t cramps or anything like that, it was a lot more magical in nature. The Dark magic she’d been cultivating and using for so long was twisting within her in a way she’d never felt before, and she wasn’t sure what it could mean.



A bit more focus, and she realized that the shift wasn’t coming from within. It wouldn’t have made sense for it to come from her, she didn’t feel anything particularly strong at the moment. Maybe a tiny bit of hunger? No, that wasn’t nearly a strong enough emotion to inspire what she felt.



So the change had to come from without.



Humming to herself, she continued through the library. She noticed that she wasn’t the only one who’d felt something weird. The librarian monsters were pausing in their work and glancing around. Not nervously, but... perhaps wary. Milpiés the centipede librarian was hovering over a stack of books and swaying lightly.



She’d never seen the librarian do that.



Intentions set, Valeria headed out of the library. There were very few things that could affect monsters that way, and few people who could explain why they were acting the way they were. Mom happened to be able to do both, so she determined to find her.



It turned out to be rather easy, though she didn’t find her mom in her usual state.



The Goddess of Darkness was sitting in the living space adjoining her bedroom, and while her dress was neat and she was immaculate, Valeria still had the impression that her mom was somehow entirely dishevelled. “Mom?” she asked.



Luciana blinked. “Oh. Hello Valeria,” she said. The goddess smoothed down her skirt and settled herself. The strangeness to the air faded, and suddenly Valeria was caught flatfooted by the lack of strangeness to the castle’s magic. “Can I help you?”



“Uh,” Valeria said. Now that magic wasn’t feeling weird, she didn’t know why she was up there. “I guess? Just wanted to see how you were doing?”



“I’m well,” her mom said.



Valeria’s eyes narrowed. “Are you sure?”



“As certain as I was a mere second ago, yes.”



Valeria looked around the room. There was nothing out of place except... a book, on the floor. She walked over and picked it up. It was strange for there to be any misplaced book in their castle (except maybe in her own bedroom, but that was normal). The book was older, one of those without a drawn cover. “The Bookkeeper and the Dragon?” she read.



Luciana sat up in her seat. “It was written by Semper... oh, a long time ago. She had a small writing hobby that she picked up for a time. She was naturally quite gifted, but I think the time costs eventually interfered with her duties and she abandoned the hobby.”



“Huh,” Valeria said. She noticed a slot perfect for the book on one of the sitting room’s shelves and slid it into place. “So, what’s it about?”



“A young bookseller who falls in love with a terrifically powerful dragon,” Luciana said. She sighed. “It’s a romance.”



“You don’t like it?” Valeria asked.



Her mom squirmed. “I did. I do. The story... features a dragon who is quite stupid.”



“Okay?”



“Terribly, terribly foolish. It loves the bookseller, but the bookseller is... beneath it. Even as the bookseller grows in power and prestige, and even as they spend time together, share in loved hobbies, and tend to each other in times of distress, the dragon never sees that bookseller as someone she can love.”



“But she does anyway?” Valeria asked. “Does the book end well?”



“Oh? Yes, actually, it does. They discover a way for the bookseller to become a dragon, albeit a smaller, weaker one, and in doing so they are on more equal footing and their love blossoms. Happy ending, marriage, all that wonderful stuff.”



“Mom, are you okay-okay?” Valeria asked. She crossed the room, then carefully squeezed herself into the same seat as her mom. Her mom was alway so much colder than Valeria, so she wrapped an arm around the taller woman’s back, even if it was a little uncomfortable for both. The proximity made up for it.



Luciana pulled Valeria closer to her side, returning the hug. “Yes Valeria, I promise that I’m well.”



Valeria snuggled closer. Her mom wasn’t great at hugging, so she would do what she could to encourage it when she was in that kind of mood. “So, what’s wrong? Can I do anything to help?”



“I... realised that I might have had a small lapse in my perceptive abilities,” her mom said.



“Uh, okay?”



Luciana nodded. “Yes... On an unrelated topic. That dragon, what would you do if you were in its place?”



“Uh,” Valeria said. “I don’t know. I guess the right answer is to confess or something?”



“I suppose. And if you, as the dragon, realised that the bookseller actually loved you in return and has been merely waiting for you to realise it?”



Valeria blinked. This was a strange conversation. “Then... what’s the problem, exactly?”



“Pardon?”



“The dragon loves the bookseller, and the bookseller loves the dragon back. What’s the problem?”



Her mom blinked. “Hmm, what is the problem... well, I suppose the dragon’s pride might well be injured.”



“By its own stupidity?” Valeria asked.



Her mom’s lips puckered up in an expression that was very close to being a pout. “Valeria, dear, go play with your friends.”



“Um?”



“Oh, don’t worry about me, I’m quite fine. I... merely need to go discuss something with Semper.” Her mom stood, lifting Valeria up as she did only to carefully set her down feet-first next to her seat. Then, after a few tugs to ensure that her dress was on correctly, she strode out of the room.



Veleria was left standing in her mom’s waiting room, utterly confused. She looked around, then with a shrug, crossed the room and plucked the book off the shelf. With the book tucked away, she returned to the library--with a quick stop at a washroom along the way, to ensure that she wasn’t a liar.



When she found her friends, they’d hardly moved at all, though Esme’s limbs were even more tangled than before. “Esme, I need your help,” Valeria said.



“Huh?” her bookish friend asked.



“I think this book has some sort of hidden message in it, and I bet you’ll spot it before I do,” Valeria said. She handed the book over to Esme who blinked, then flipped it open.



“What’s it about?” Felix asked. “And how do you know it has a secret message?”



Valeria explained what had just happened and what her mom had told her about the book’s story.



Felix nodded. “I get it,” she said.



“You do?” Valeria said.



“Yup.”



“Well, what is it then?” Esme asked.



Felix grinned. “I’m not telling you. Figure it out yourself.”



“Felix! Come on!” Valeria said.



“I bet she doesn’t even know,” Esme said.



Felix laughed. “I do! Promise! But I won’t tell.”



“What if I get snacks for you?” Valeria asked.



“Oh, maybe if you wait on me hand and foot for a month, then I’ll consider telling you,” Felix said.



Valeria crossed her arms and considered tickle-torturing the answers out of her friend. The problem with that was it only made Felix more powerful.



Then the magic in the castle shifted again, and even her friends noticed this time. The Disgust in the air, always present and carefully worming its way through the Dark Goddess’ home, shifted to Surprise, then Joy, then a bunch of different conflicting emotions before settling back down all at once.



“Now what’s happening?” Valeria muttered.



This day was getting stranger and stranger.
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                Scourge Sixty-Four - Confession



“Esme!” I shout.



“Oh? Did I kill your fri--” the jerk-face soon-to-be-dead necromancer starts.



He stalls as Felix rips the air out of his mouth and his eyes bulge. Then he dodges back as Bianca sends a wall of roiling fire straight at him.



His abomination jumps between him and the fire, shielding him from the worst of it before he brings some water around and splashes the flames out.



“Esme!” I scream again as I dart across the floor. Bianca’s over her already, hands pressing down against the bloody wound in her back. She sees me coming, then jumps up and places herself between Esme and the necromancer.



I hear a scream, and recognize Felix. She’s flailing her arms around, sending sharp gusts of wind across the room but... but they’re weak.



Of course. She’s angry, afraid, sad, everything but happy. And that means her magic is going to be so, so much weaker. Her windy blades are barely able to push aside the necromancer’s swirling shield of water.



I drop to my knees next to Esme and reach down for her. “Esme,” I say.



“I’m not dead,” she groans.



“Esme!”



“Hi,” she replies. “I might be dying though, so please put pressure on that.”



I fumble around, find a kerchief, then press it down onto the cut on Esme’s back. It’s deep and long, from between her shoulder and neck on the right all the way down to her left hip. Her clothes might have taken some of the blow’s strength away, but they’re cut just as badly and are now entirely stained red. We’re going to need to buy new clothes for her. That’ll be fun.



I shake my head. It’s far, far from the time to be having that kind of thought. I push down on Esme’s bleeding back and feel her essense gushing out between my fingers. “Esme, what do I do?” I ask.



“Well, first, take care of the necromancer please.”



“Esme!” I say. “You’re bleeding, that’s more important.”



“And he might... attack you. And I can do healing magic, maybe,” she says.



I press down harder, trying to keep everything in. Why do I have dark magic? Why not something actually useful?



“I just need... to focus, and be afraid,” Esme says. She giggles a little. “That’s strange, you know? It should be easier to be afraid right now.”



I’m about to respond when the necromancer’s abomination roars and starts to stomp forwards. My monsters, finally across the room, put that on pause as they ram into the abomination and bring it down with a flurry of teeth and claws.



Monsters!



I summon my little friends and set them across Esme’s back with one hand. “Hold her cut closed,” I order. “Esme, this will hurt.”



“It’s hurting pretty bad already,” she whines.



“I know, I’m sorry,” I say.



Why can’t I help more?



“Is that all you can do?” the necromancer shouts. A quick-moving wave of water batters my monsters off his abomination. “I am Getorix! First servant of Altum! My god will reward me richly once I turn this decrepit world into a grave fit for my lord and king! You feeble-minded idiots will never be able to stop me.”



I need to put this idiot down. He’s still strong, still able to hurt my other friends. “Esme,” I say.



She swallows. “I’ve almost got it,” she says. “I just... I just need a little more fear, a bit more sadness, and a bit more focus, and I’ll have it.”



A spell? Water magic, fear magic, can do healing, though it’s not great. Sadness is much better at it. To combine the two... grief and fear... she’d need something bitter sweet.



I can give her that.



I lean down, bring my face very close to hers, and then turn her a little bit so that she’s on her side. She winces, and so do I. Still, we’re face to face now. Fear and sadness, bittersweet.



“Esme,” I say. “I love you.”



There’s a static shock that travels up my arm and Esme’s eyes go wide.



Then I kiss her.



It’s not a good kiss, I don’t think. The angles are all wrong and there’s just no time and... well, I don’t know what I’m doing, but I do my best anyway. “I can’t stay,” I say as soon as it ends. My head is swimming. “I need to fight. Please, please don’t die.”



There. If that’s not bittersweet, then I’ve just wasted my first kiss.



I ran up next to Felix, who was staring at me very intently. “Did you just kiss Esme?” she asks.



I flush, which is strange because I’m already feeling pretty flush. “Yes,” I say. “Why, you want one too?”



Felix grins from ear to ear. “I wouldn’t say no.”



“Luna! Less flirting, more fighting please, this guy’s actually pretty tough,” Lily shouts. She stomps a foot down and the entire building shakes and shivers, then earthen spikes rip out of the floor beneath the necromancer.



He jumps up and stands atop a swirling mass of water, unharmed. Unharmed, but distracted enough that he almost eats Lily’s follow-up fireball.



Felix laughs and the room fills with a spinning torrent of wind that chips away at the water the necromancer’s controlling. His abomination tries to stand, but the wind keeps pushing it back down so it has no leverage.



I cast my dark tentacles forward and they spear out towards the necromancer. He dismisses them with a wave of his hand, but his water isn’t strong enough to move them and instead they start breaking apart the liquid with a powerful hiss.



“I don’t know who you are,” I say.



That has his chest puffing out. “I am Getorix, first--”



“I don’t care,” I snap. “You’re just the jerk who hurt my Esme! No one hurts my friends! You disgusting, brainless donkey.”



“Yeah!” Felix cheers. She has her forming tornado tighten around Getorix, and I can see the moment his haughtiness starts to turn to panic. I think it’s about the moment where Lily and Bianca, working in tandem, add fire to the tornado so that it’s a burning, spinning vortex with him in its middle.



The earthen spikes continue to climb, and now the ceiling above is very much on fire and falling apart.



My tentacles finally reach him, and one of them wraps around his calf.



He screams, and in that moment his fear empowers his magic. There’s a huge burst and all of the water wrapping around him as a barrier explodes outwards with enough strength that the flaming vortex is ripped apart and everyone is tossed off their feet by the expanding wave.



I scramble to stand, dress soaked through and hair now plastered across my face.



Getorix is standing as well, an ugly look on his face as he looks at his leg. The tentacle didn’t touch him for long, but it still ate through his pants and his skin beneath. I can see muscles moving, and raw flesh. I can’t imagine that feels good.



“To think that there are still fools who don’t know better than to stand before Altum’s chosen and defy the lord’s will!” he says. “I will rend your flesh and turn you into an abomin--” He squawks as the floor beneath him suddenly turns up forty-five degrees and he’s pitched forwards.



“Shut up, you,” Lily says. “I’ve heard enough sermons to last me a lifetime, I don’t need more from the likes of you.”



Getorix raises a hand towards Lily and a wall of water rushes at her.



Then Bianca, who is a far worse mess than I am in her thicker skirts and dress, punches towards the wall and it breaks in the middle.



Lily sneers and lashes out with a hand, sending a tiny fireball forwards so fast I can hardly follow its trajectory before it ends by slapping Getorix across the face.



He screams.



Then his scream is cut short when Felix robs him of his breath and he’s left clawing at his throat.



He doesn’t look so intimidating now. With a disgusted spit to the side, I summon a dozen dark bolts and fire them at the necromancer. He’s too busy with Felix’s magic to notice or react before the bolts stab into his arms, legs and chest.



“Anyone feel like looting him?” I ask.



No one says anything, so I have my tentacles start eating away at him, just to make sure.



Felix splashes across the room in a hurry, and I spin around. “Esme! Don’t drown Esme, I need to kiss you too,” she says.

I dismiss my tentacles and run over as well. Esme was pushed back against one of the far walls. She’s sitting against it and coughing lightly. I think she might have swallowed some water. “Esme! Are you okay?”



“I’m fine,” she says. “It was just a flesh wound. Might need to eat some meat to make up for the blood loss because... wow, that was a lot of blood. I even hallucinated that you confessed to me.” She giggles. “How wild is that?”
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                Scourge Sixty-Five - No



My cheeks are fire as I laugh. It sounds a bit high-pitched to me, and I can’t meet Esme’s eyes as I giggle. “Yeah, how wild is that,” I say.



Then Felix grabs me by the shoulder and half turns me. She doesn’t look happy. Her eyes are determined and her lips are pursed. “No,” she says.



“No?” I repeat.



She shakes her head, then points to Esme. “No.”



“No what?” Esme asks.



Felix gets up, then takes a deep breath. “Lily, Bianca, can you finish that idiot off and make sure we’re not overwhelmed by zombies or anything?” she asked. “Valeria and Esme and me need to have a talk.”



“Yeah, I’m not getting involved in whatever weirdness you three have going on,” Lily says.



Bianca just nods and discreetly walks over to a struggling zombie and blasts some fire into its face with a dismissive flick of her wrist.



“Um, what are we talking about?” I ask. I really hope it’s not about what I said to Esme.



“It’s about what you just said to Esme,” Felix says.



Shoot.



“V-Valeria must have slipped, and, uh, our lips touched,” Esme says. “Yes, that’s perfectly plausible.”



“No,” Felix says. She sounds like someone telling a dog off for sticking their nose in the toilet. “None of that. That was a kiss. A proper K-I-S-S kiss. On the lips. Right after Valeria confessed. Don’t even try to weasel out of it.”



“I, well, you know,” I start. I don’t know what I’m starting because I don’t know where I’m going.



Felix glares at me, puts her hands on her hips in a rather Esme-like gesture, and leans forwards until her face is very close to mine. “Do you have any idea how long I’ve been waiting for you to confess?”



“You what?” I squeak.



“Well, either you or Esme. Come on! You’re like, perfect! Both of you. And I don’t just mean for each other. Esme brings the book smarts to your leadership smarts, and you have the motivation that Esme lacks to get things that aren’t reading done.”



Esme and I glance at each other, then break eye contact so fast it might never have happened at all.



“Obviously, you love her, she’s like, one of your best, best friends,” Felix goes on, and I just kind of shrink in on myself. Maybe I can manufacture a spell to have the floor swallow me. “And she obviously loves you right back.”



My heart does this weird thing where it flops around wildly for a moment and I hear myself gasp in time with Esme.



“Don’t pretend otherwise, Esme,” Felix says. “I can see around corners, you know.”



“W-w-what does that mean?” Esme stutters.



“You’ve literally smelled Valeria’s pillow before.” My head is spinning, and Felix just keeps going. “Whenever Valeria does something extra Valeria-like, you sigh and go ‘oh, Valeria.’ You have a diary.”



“You read my diary?!” Esme squeaks. I think she might work with me on my floor-swallowing spell idea.



“No,” Felix says as she recoils a bit. “I’d never do that to you, that’s your private thing. But I can hear you muttering while you write, you know?” Felix chuckles. “But don’t worry, Valeria has done much worse.”



I’m dead. I’m so dead. Dead and gone. Not even Mom can bring me back from this. There’s no point. Life is a terrible burden and I don’t want it anymore.



I cover my face with both hands and hope that my friends won’t cry too much at my funeral.



“Anyway,” Felix says. She crosses her arms. “Secret’s out. No more hiding it. You can’t put this back, because I swear on every god I’ve met, if you try to shove this secret back I will rip it out and wave it around until you have no choice but to deal with it.”



Esme is making a high-pitched keening noise.



Through the heavy bass-thump of my heart, I hear a distant thought. Yes, I might, maybe, really love Esme. She’s great. But... well. I start to chew on my lip and focus on the floor. That’s one big secret out, but there’s another, bigger, worse one that makes everything so much more complicated.



Felix sighs, and I glance up to see her smiling ruefully. She’s looking between me and Esme. “Okay, wow, you’re both the same kind of dumb sometimes because you’re having the same dumb thoughts at the same time. It’s like... like the bits of your brains that handle romance were both too small and broken, so you’re sharing the same one between the two of you.”



Felix looks right at Esme, reaches over to her, and pulls my best friend close. And then their lips touch. There’s a smooch sound, Esme’s keening switches pitch a few times and her hair poofs out with an electric sizzle.



“Esme,” Felix says. “I love you.”



Oh. Felix loves Esme too.



That’s nice.



I hope they invite me to their wedding.



My heart stops beating. Life sucks. It’s awful. Birth was a curse.



Then, while Esme’s still processing that, Felix scooches over to me and... wait, when did we all end up kneeling on the floor? Felix is suddenly really close. Her eyes are sparkling with joy, and not just the magic. I catch her scent in the air. Campfires and a million spices and just... Felix.



Then her eyes close and her lips touch mine.



I am confused.



Good confused.



Very nice confused. Very warm-in-my-tummy and please-don’t-stop confused.



Felix pulls back and I just stare. I’m putting one and one together in my head and hitting three. “Valeria,” she says. “I love you too. Also, I forgive you for taking Esme’s first kiss, but I’ll be wanting some other firsts for myself, alright?”



“Huh?” I say intelligently.



Maybe life’s not so bad.



Esme raises a hand, like a student in class. “Question,” she says.



“Yes?” Felix asks.



“What?”



Felix nods. It’s a perfectly reasonable question to ask, I think we all agree. “It’s simple. You love Valeria, and you probably... I hope, also love me. Right? Val’s pillows aren’t the only ones you were smelling.”



Esme makes a strange choking noise. “But girls can’t love more than one girl!” she says.



“Says who?” Felix asks.



“Uh,” Esme says.



“I asked Semper for permission to date you, she said it was okay,” Felix says.



Esme is on her feet. I don’t actually see her standing, she just goes from being on the ground, legs bunched under her, to standing. “You did what?”



“She’s the closest thing to a parent you have, and I wanted to do things right,” Felix says. “I asked Luciana about dating Valeria too.”



Mom knows?



“When?!” Esme asks.



Felix pauses and glances up and to the side, as if looking through her own memories. “Uh... that was when Semper first showed up at the castle. You remember, when you met her and fainted?”



I don’t recall Esme having such good lungs, but the volume she screams at is proof of that. “That was two years ago!”



“I know!” Felix says right back. “Do you have any idea how long I’ve been waiting?” She makes a vague gesture that means a lot and nothing at the same time. Mostly I translate it to a heap of frustration and impatience and maybe a desire to hug someone. “You’re both so... dense!”



I don’t actually want to know when she asked mom.



“So,” I interject. “Um. What now?”



Felix grins. “Don’t worry, I’ve had years to prepare for this. I didn’t expect to do it while surrounded by undead who want to eat us, but I was also totally prepared to have this discussion while the three of us were dying of old age, so this is actually pretty great.”



“I’m listening,” Esme says.



“First... we do nothing for like, a few hours,” Felix says.



“Why?” I ask.



Felix nods, as if she’s expecting the question. “Because you, Valeria, need to pretend that this didn’t happen while secretly stewing on it for the next bit, and you do that best while distracted. And you, Esme, need some time to think of every possible reason this is a good or bad thing and maybe you’ll want to look at some references or something. Oh!” Felix reaches into a pocket and pulls out a small tin case. She pops it open, revealing a page that’s all folded up. “Here.”



“What’s this?” Esme says as she takes it.



“A list of books about romance, relationships, dealing with polycules, uh, and stuff like that.”



Esme blinks a few times, works her mouth open and close, then locks eyes with Felix. “And you have this inside a tin case?”



“In case it gets wet.”



“That’s... really sweet.”



Felix grins. “Yeah, just you wait. I’ve got so many ideas and plans and it’s gonna be great. But I think we can take it slow at first. Or... well, we don’t have a choice. I need to get the two of you used to kissing before we get anywhere.”



I can suddenly recall the sensation of soft lips on mine and my thumping heart starts beating hard again. Maybe that wouldn’t be too bad.



You know what, I’ve decided that life’s pretty great after all.
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                Scourge Sixty-Six - Goof



I meet Commander Nunez with a big, kinda goofy grin, and I really couldn’t care any less if he thinks I’m a bit weird for it. My heart’s still beating at a million thumps a minute, even though I haven’t moved all that much, and I feel extra floaty.



The commander has come around with a good number of his Templars. Some on horseback, a few others on foot. It’s clear from the undead gore staining their armour that they’ve been busy guys lately.



“Hello,” I say.



He nods to me from the top of his horse. “Hello, Princess Malvada,” he says. “I’m glad to see you well. Are your companions all in good health?” He looks past me and to the mansion. The front lawn is a mess of turned up dirt and re-dead bodies. A few of my monsters are laying on the ground too, their skin turning into black ash as they melt away.



“Yeah, we’re all fine,” I say. “I didn’t think you’d be coming around this end of the city?” From what I recall, he was planning on hitting up the noble quarter.



“You’re correct. It seems that my predictions were erroneous. While we did find some of Altum’s necromancers in the noble quarter, they were no better than beginners. From the looks of it, they were using the mansions there as schools to educate a new cadre of cultists.”



“So, lots of undead, then?” I ask.



He nods. “Yes, but none which were strong enough to contest us. A few were certainly powerful, enough to place a lone Templar on the back foot, but we were far from alone, and the necromancers themselves posed little threat. For all that their creations might overwhelm in large quantities, they themselves aren’t well-trained cultivators when it comes to straight combat.”



“Yeah, I think we noticed the same thing. So, you came around here to help us?” I ask.



“No. One of the necromancers we put to the question let us know where their leader resides.” He looks at me, then pointedly at the mansion behind me.



I nod. “Yeah, that sounds about right. A guy called... Gerry?” The name’s a bit fuzzy.



“Getorix,” he says.



“That’s the guy!” I chime in.



He eyes me for a moment. “And you encountered him?”



“Oh, yeah, he’s kind of splattered across the entrance hall right now,” I say distractedly. I want to get back to my friends. My... girlfriends?



Are we even there yet? Maybe I need to ask formally. Or do they need to ask me? How does that even work out? I mean, sure, we’ve kissed, which was very nice, but I’m not sure if that makes it official or anything.



Is there documentation to be filled? I should ask Esme. Or Felix. No, both. Yeah, both makes a lot more sense.



There’s a shake, and I blink, realising that the commander’s dismounted his horse at some point and is poking me in the shoulder. “Are you well?” he asks.



“Huh? Oh, yeah, I’m just fine,” I say.



“You seem feverish,” he comments. “Perhaps over-cultivation. Have you used anger or fear magics? They both tend to have adverse effects on the body’s ability to regulate heat. Especially if you’re not trained in their use.”



“No, no, it’s nothing like that,” I say with a dismissive wave.



“Are you certain?” he asks. He half-turns and gestures to one of the Templars. “We have a few members here versed in the healing arts. Even a Templar or two who can cultivate grief to a small extent to heal.”



“Uh, no, it’s... a girl problem,” I say, entirely accurately if not completely truthfully.



Commander Nunez straightens up, his own cheeks turning a little reddish. “Ah, I see. Well then,” he says as if immediately dismissing the entire issue as something he wants nothing to do with.



Poor Lily, her adopted dad’s such a boy.



“Anyway, sorry, what were you saying?” I ask.



He smiles and gestures some of his Templars towards the mansion. “I was saying that I’m impressed. You found the heart of this local evil and excised it. Hopefully, this will be the end of this entire fiasco.”



“Oh, I doubt that,” I say. “There’s going to be a lot of rebuilding, and a lot of people have died. It’s going to take a while before this city’s back to being the way it was before. Not to mention all the cultists of Altum who were running around. Once they find out their leader’s dead, they might do something stupid.”



“That’s true. I’ll send letters out as soon as I can to every leader in the country. Hopefully the rest of this mad cult can be squashed before their madness spreads. One city lost to their like is one too many.”



“I don’t think it’s all lost,” I say. “There were servants working here, and they said that a bunch of people are still alive near the docks. I guess they’ll have to sort things out and start rebuilding.”



The commander nods. “That sounds plausible. We’ll scour the city for more pockets of undead, then perhaps we can assist what remains of the guard in taking back control of the environs. There are still thousands of undead beyond the wall that we will have to cull. Though I fear they might begin to roam without guidance.”



“It shouldn’t be a problem. With the amount of people that have died, there’ll be a lot more monsters appearing soon. They’ll attack the undead on sight, so soon everything will be just fine.”



“Yes, I’m sure,” he says. “Changing the topic... how is Lily?”



“Hmm? Oh, she’s okay, I think. She’s a pretty good fighter, you know? Really good with that earth-fire combo stuff. She might be a bit too lenient with the collateral, but otherwise, she’s pretty handy to have around!”



Commander Nunez grins. “I’m happy to hear it. That child has been no end of trouble for me, but she’s got the heart of a true hero in her. I... imagine it might help for her to make some friends. Even if they’re rather unconventional.”



“Uh-huh,” I say.



We both turn as a Templar runs out of the mansion and comes to a stop next to us. “Commander,” he says. “We looked over the body. It’s Getorix. Or at least, it fits his description.”



“He was pretty strong,” I say. “Good with water magic, and he had a lot of abominations with him. But, uh, well, he was probably a match for any one of us, but we were five. Plus he wasn’t the only fear cultivator. ”



“Numbers do tend to make a difference in these kinds of engagements,” Commander Nunez says. He pats me on the shoulder. “I need to see to these matters, then to clearing out the city of the remaining undead and reassuring the surviving population.”



“Does that mean our alliance is over?” I ask.



“I suppose it does. But I’m no fool to only obey the letter of an agreement and not its spirit. Take your time in departing.”



I nod. “Yeah, we still need to find Semper’s books and I should get my monsters to regroup.”



“Ah, yes, about that. The many-headed goose. It left our temporary base at some point and was last seen chasing undead across the streets. Is there anything you can do to rein it in?”



I consider it for a moment, then shake my head. “No, there really isn’t.”



“That’s concerning,” he mutters. “Well, we’ll deal with that in due time.”



Commander Nunez continues on towards the mansion, and I wave behind his back. Now I can go and rejoin my friends.



For some reason, I almost don’t want to.



Things have changed. Probably for the better, but still... it’s going to take a lot to figure things out, a lot of talking, and working through things, maybe a bit of arguing. I take a deep breath. Yeah, I can handle it.



Plus, the kissing’s nice.



Grinning like a loon again, I rush back into the mansion, squeezing past a Templar who folds away from me as if I’ve got a sickness or something. Maybe I do? I’m certainly feeling pretty weird.



I find my friends in one of the antechambers to the main entrance. Bianca and Lily are off to one side, talking to each other while Felix and Esme are on a couch.



Esme’s face is as red as when I left, hands on her thighs and attention fixed ahead while Felix has a grin so big it must be straining her ears.



“H-hey,” I say, then I promptly pretend my voice didn’t crack. “So, Esme, want to find those books? After that... well, after that, I think we’re nearly done here.”



“That sounds perfectly doable,” Esme says as she bounces to her feet. That brings her face-to-face with me, and we stare at each other for a moment, some unidentifiable something between us before we both break eye contact.



Felix sighs. “Man, I have so much work ahead of me.”
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                Bane Twenty-Two - Milkrun



“I have a lot of work for you,” Luciana said.



The Dark goddess was talking to her daughter and her daughter’s two best friends. The girls were standing... somewhat at attention--though really, they didn’t have the bearing or decorum to really call their postures ‘at attention’--across from Luciana’s throne.



Semper, meanwhile, was lounging on a seat set to the side, close enough to Luciana’s throne that someone well-versed in historical monarchy etiquette might have drawn the conclusion that her seat was that of a royal companion’s, once reserved for a king’s unmarried but very close friend.



It was, once, the kind of gesture that would have told the court that a member of the royalty was courting someone and they wanted to present that person to the court in an official manner.



The court, today, included only three girls who were all entirely clueless about any of the symbolism before them.



Semper, however, was not clueless.



Semper was fighting very hard not to blush like a farm girl who’d just met the handsome knight of her dreams.



Semper was having a hard time listening to what was being said because she couldn’t help but think back to the night before when she and Luciana had kissed for the first time. And the second time. And then for the very long third time which turned her mind hazy enough that she lost count.



“What kind of work, exactly?” Valeria asked.



Luciana nodded. “Very important work. Isn’t that right, Semper?”



Semper jumped, then took a split second to bottle up all of her emotions. She was a cultivator and a goddess, she could push aside her desire to sigh and giggle to herself for a few moments. “Yes, yes that’s right,” she said.



What were they talking about?



“Yes,” Luciana agreed. “Now, Semper and I were talking to each other, and we discovered something that needs our attention.”



Semper nodded along while fighting a blush. Oh yes, they’d discovered all sorts of things that needed their attention.



“Now, because we are going to be very busy, we’ve decided to send the three of you off on a very important quest,” Luciana continued. “Isn’t that right, Semper?”



“Yes!” Semper said. Was Luciana trying to get the kids out of the castle?



Semper squirmed in her seat. There was only one plausible reason for that. She tried to make it look as though she was merely repositioning herself, but a quick glance to Luciana’s knowing smile suggested that the Dark Goddess knew otherwise.



“So, we’re going on a mission?” Valeria asked.



“Where are we going to?” Esme asked right after. “What are the parameters of the mission?”



“Semper, can you enlighten them, please?” Luciana asked.



Semper resisted the urge to glower. When she’d told Luciana that she’d do anything she wasn’t thinking the goddess would put her on the spot like this. She could take it out on Luciana later. Maybe with some spanking.



She was getting distracted again. This was worse than the last century of pinning after Luciana. At least when her best friend and now... whatever they were, was just an unrequited crush, she was able to keep her cool most of the time.



With a quick bit of scrambling, she recalled all of the issues her Archivists had brought up. There were a number of them. Now, how far did they want to send the kids? Not too far. They wanted some space, but sending them on a year-long trip would disappoint Luciana.



The woman was rather uptight at times, so she wouldn’t admit to needing to keep Valeria close, but she absolutely loved her daughter and would be upset if Valeria was gone for too long.



Semper, were she a lesser woman, might have been somewhat envious of their relationship, but Valeria had opened up Luciana to all sorts of things, and the current results spoke for themselves.



Without Valeria around, Semper feared that it would be another century before Luciana finally got a clue.



The part of her mind scanning back to all the reports she’d gone over found something suitable. “My Archivists in the Caselfella Republic report some issues in the region,” she said.



Esme perked up appropriately at that. “What kind of issues?” she asked.



Semper tried to recall all the details. Something about a cult in the region causing a kerfuffle? Ah, yes, one of her vaults had people poking around it. “One of my secret vaults hasn’t reported back as well as I would like. It’s quite near the capital. I’ll, of course, be providing you with a map.”



Luciana nodded. “Yes, the Caselfella Republic. It’s a great opportunity for you, Esme.”



“Wait, Esme?” Valeria asked. “What about Felix and I?”



“Hmm. I do have a few tasks I suppose need seeing to in the region,” Luciana said. “But I don’t know if you’re quite ready for that.”



“What? Of course I am!” Valeria protested.



Luciana really did know her daughter well. Now any suspicion the girl had would be buried under indignity.



“I'll be writing to Lord Malicieux then, he’s one of my worshippers in the region, they’ll be able to assist you.”



“Um, assist me with what, exactly?” Valeria asked.



Luciana blinked slowly. It was only centuries of studying her face that allowed Semper to know that she was thinking quickly about what to say. “Why, I haven’t heard back from one of my temples in the area in some time. It might be in some sort of trouble. I’m certain my intrepid daughter might be able to find out what’s wrong and fix it.”



“How are we going to get there?” Felix asked. She glanced at Semper who gave her a quick wink. The girl grinned back. She was probably thinking that this was Semper giving her a hand, which... sure, she wouldn’t deny it if it came up.



“By ocean,” Luciana said.



Semper took a deep breath. Ocean travel would add entire days to the voyage compared to flying directly there.



How long did Luciana intend to make this vacation?



“You can stop by Vizeda,” Semper said. “And travel on foot from there,” she added.



Luciana gave her a look, and Semper returned it with a slow bat of her eyelashes. There was a very, very faint flush to Luciana’s cheeks which Semper took to be a victory.



“Okay,” Valeria said. “So we’re going to need a bunch of things, aren’t we?”



“Yes, but I’m certain you can pack things on your own, can’t you?” Luciana asked.



“Yeah! No problem,” Valeria said.



“Wonderful,” Semper said. “Esme, I’ll be handing you several reports from other Archivists to look over. From there, I expect you to draw up your own plan.”



Esme nodded. “I can do it,” she said. “I’m sure that’s a normal challenge for new Archivists, right?”



“Hmm? Oh, yes, certainly,” Semper said. It wasn’t. She just didn’t want to spend any time doing the work herself. “Work hard on it, you never know now what you might need to know in the future.”



Esme nodded as if that was some great wisdom which she’d just been given.



“On that note, I think all three of you have some preparations to draw up,” Luciana said. “The ship will be departing... tomorrow morning. So, off you go now. Don’t forget to pack in extra underthings and at least one more change of clothes than you think you’ll need.”



“Mom!” Valeria complained with a face which was starting to turn red. “Come on, girls, I have some bags in my room. Oh, what kind of monster do you think I should bring?”



With that, the three of them left the throne room, their echoing chatter fading away almost as soon as the room’s great doors shut with a loud thump.



Now they were alone once more.



“So,” Semper began. “You have me all alone now.”



“Indeed,” Luciana said.



“And that was all planned, of course.”



“Of course.”



“And the children will be leaving for... oh, at least an entire week.”



“More, perhaps. I can ask the ship to move slowly.”



“Even more then,” Semper said. “So I’ll be at your mercy for quite some time, then.”



Luciana nodded gravely. “Yes.”



Semper eyed the woman, a small smile creeping onto her lips. “You have no idea what to do with me that entire time, do you?”



Again, that tiny red tint on Luciana’s cheeks. “I’m certain I can think of a thing or two,” she replied.



“Oh? I would much rather do many things that don’t involve much thinking at all,” Semper said.



This time there was no hiding Luciana’s blush. “You’re quite forward.”



“I’ve been forward for a long, long time. It’s only now that you’re actually catching on,” Semper corrected. It was a little unfair, but she enjoyed teasing Luciana about it and would continue to enjoy it for a very, very long time. Semper stood up, slowly and regally. “Now, I believe yesterday we had gotten as far as kissing... shall we resume?”
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                Scourge Epilogue



Two days pass while my friends and the Templars try to fix up the city a little. Well, no, we mostly spend that time chasing after the undead and a few necromancers that have hidden away. The actual cleaning mostly comes from the civilians we’ve found in the docks who seem... well, one part downtrodden because of everything that happened, but one part hopeful now that they’re free once more.



On the same night that we took out Getorix, I made a point to stand on the walls near the docks and used a few small friends to call out for our ride back home. It would take a bit for my monsters to reach our ship, and longer for it to get back to us, so we basically had a bit of time to faff around and help.



Helping was great, because as long as we all kept busy we could pretend that there wasn’t a whole heap of new tensions between my friends and I.



But, eventually, the day arrived when we saw rolling fog on the horizon and a few little monsters zipped by to warn me that our ship was going to arrive by mid-afternoon.



We still had some time for a few last bits of help. With all of us working together and the Templars laying a trap, we were able to open one of the main gates leading out of the city, then attract a lot of the undead wandering outside into a prepared killing ground.



I didn’t envy the city people who’d need to fix the courtyard once we were done. So much unrestrained cultivation used in one place really isn’t great for the local architecture.



Once that’s done though, there’s really not much for us to do but stand by the docks with whatever we want to bring back with us, and wait. Esme has the most stuff, though to be fair to her, it’s mostly books.



Felix and I have some supplies for the trip back, because while there’s some food on our ship, it’s mostly stuff that’ll keep for a long time.



Bianca’s with us, and Lily too.



“So, this is goodbye, huh?” Lily asks.



“Yeah,” I say. “But just for now. I’m sure we’ll run into each other again. Besides, if you really want to see me, you can always stop by my place!”



“You mean the evil dark castle of the evil dark goddess?” Lily asks.



“Mom’s not nearly that bad,” I say. “I mean, sure, she’s evil, but she’s not evil-evil, you know?”



Lily grins. “Only Luna could convince someone like that to chill out a little just by being weird.” She hesitates, then raises her arms a little as if asking for a hug.



I, obviously, hug her for all she’s worth.



“You know,” she says while our heads are still close and no one else can overhear. “Being in this world was really hard at first. And the entire time I kept thinking back to all the fun I had with Luna. It helped. I’m glad you’re alive, even if you’re even weirder than I remember.”



I squeeze her even tighter. “Thanks,” I say. “I’m happy that I was a good friend, and... maybe we can keep being friends?”



Lily ends the hug with a big smile. “Yeah, of course. But I’m not joining your weird harem thing. I’m good with being friends and that’s it, you know? Besides, I think Heroe would have kittens if I ended up with the Dark Goddess as a mother-in-law.”



I laugh, then pull her into another, shorter hug. “Thanks! And it’s okay. I think I’ve got my hands full as it is.”



Felix and Esme say their goodbyes to Lily while I turn to Bianca.



“It was really nice meeting you,” I say to the reserved young woman. “I’m glad we were able to become friends.”



Bianca smiles back. “I’m glad as well. I think the last week has been... quite the education. If you ever need anything in Caselfella, please don’t hesitate to contact me.”



“Of course,” I say. “And if you’re ever in a spot of trouble, don’t even hesitate to write or bug some monsters to let me know. I know a dragon or two; they’re great for solving problems.”



Bianca laughs. “I can imagine. Thank you, Valeria.”



There’s a lot more hugging, and maybe we’re all a little teary-eyed as we start telling hugely exaggerated stories and poking fun at each other.



Before long, though, a slight fog rolls over the ocean’s choppy waters and the sun is masked by a thin layer of steam. A glance below the docks reveals long, slithering limbs that reach out and grab hold of the wooden beams plunging into the depths.



“I guess it’s time to go,” I say.



There’s a last round of hugs, and more promises to write and keep in touch as the ship comes to a gentle stop right next to the dock.



A gangplank is lowered from above, and with a few final waves, my friends and I board the ship with all of our stuff.



Back on the city's walls, the pentagoose honks a final chorus of goodbyes.



Once we pack everything away (the ship is quite large for just three girls, so there’s a multitude of empty spaces we can tuck things away in) we regroup below deck.



Originally, this ship’s middle deck was for the people who’d row the ship out into the ocean, but since it’s now monster-powered we don’t really have any use for that. Our propulsions comes from the huge tentacled squid-monsters.



“That was... fun,” I say at least.



Felix nods. “Yeah, it really was,” she says. I can practically feel the happiness wafting off her, like a delicate perfume. “I especially liked the end there.”



Esme sniffs. “Because you got everything you ever wanted?” she asks.



“Yeah, exactly,” Felix returns.



I can feel a bit of a blush touching my cheeks. We’ve been dancing around the subject for the last couple of days. Well, Esme and I have. Felix, I think, is just happy for the progress we’ve made.



I think she’s more than willing to be a bit patient with Esme and I though, at least for now, while we get used to the idea that we're maybe more than just best friends.



“I hope Bianca manages okay,” Esme says.



“Why wouldn’t she?” I ask.



“Oh, well, she’s in a bit of a precarious position. But I think spending time with us might have helped a little. She certainly knows how to make a statement now,” Esme says.



“I think if anyone tries to mess with her, she’ll burn them,” I say. “That girl’s got a lot of anger stowed away for a rainy day.” A sort of opposite to Lily, who wears her anger on her sleeve for the whole world to see.



I don’t know which method of cultivation is better, having your emotions rule you, or repressing them until they’re needed, but in either case, my two... friends are pretty well-equipped to make a mess of things if they really want.



“She’ll be fine,” I say. “And if she’s not, well, Caselfella’s only a day or two’s ride away. We can pop in to make sure things are alright.”



Esme grins. “Yeah. That would be nice. Plus it could be like a mini-vacation. Just the three of us, heading out to see what kind of trouble we can save a friend from.”



“Like a date!” Felix says.



Esme and I both light up and suddenly we can’t look at each other in the eyes anymore.



“You know, you both need to get used to the idea that we’re all dating. Might as well start practising now,” Felix says.



“We don’t need to do that,” I say.



“We only have two days until we meet your mom again, and I bet Semper will be there,” Felix replies.



“Oh... oh Mom, I’m going to have to tell her,” I say with my heart sinking. “What will she say? Do you think she’ll approve? Does she even like the idea of me dating at all?”



Felix gives me a look then rolls her eyes. “Valeria, you are the smartest idiot I know. You’re lucky I love you so much or else I’d want to smack you upside the head.”



Esme giggles, then shakes her head. “Don’t worry, Val, we can fix this. What if we wrote a formal declaration of intent so that there’s no ambiguity?”



Felix groans. “You want to do paperwork? Really? I was hoping I could use the fact that the three of us were stuck on this boat for a few days with nothing to do to convince you to practice kissing. Not letter-writing.”



“K-k-what?” Esme stutters.



I’m starting to realise that maybe this trip back home is going to be longer than I first thought.



And maybe a bit more fun too.



***
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One more chapter to go! The Bane Epilogue!
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                Bane Epilogue



The waters to the north of the Castillo de’la Sombra were impassable. While the Land of Monsters around the Dark Goddess’s domain had been invaded frequently through its long history, none had ever honestly tried to invade from the ocean.



The reasons were as plain as they were numerous. The land didn’t end on smooth beaches and gentle coasts. Instead, the ground was cracked and ripped apart, ending at a shear wall that rose dozens of metres up and above the choppy waters of the cold northern oceans.



These waters were frequently made more turbulent by protruding pillars of stone which tore out from between the waves like the teeth of some enormous, hungry predator. For every visible tooth, there were a hundred more hidden just beneath the waves which only appeared at the lowest tide and when the waves swelled away.



The ocean here was littered with signs of ancient battles and the failings of brave adventurers. Rings of mouths, the corpses of the servants of dead gods. The skeletal remains of vessels which tried to risk the northern pass and who missed the dark pillars in the lightless night.



My ship sailed past these obstacles without any real difficulty. The waters weren’t an issue to the tentacled monster that made up the bottom half of the vessel. The creatures hiding in the dark waters, ready to come screaming out of their abyssal pits didn’t blink at our passage, and the house-sized sharks, swimming in tight formations across the shores, merely diverted their patrol path to let the us return to our rightful home.



Above, flights of great, skeletal birds cawed, excited to see something other than the dark expanse. Those calls alerted the multitudes on land who, in turn, alerted the castle as their excitement spread.



I stood on the deck of the ship as it came to a slow and gentle stop at one of the enclosed docks beneath a section of the castle which stretched out all the way to the edge of the land.



“We’re home!” I called back.



My friends exited the ship, Felix carrying some things over one shoulder and Esme grunting with effort as she dragged a bag behind her.



“Oh, leave that,” I said. “I’ll get a monster to take our stuff upstairs later.”



“Oh, that would be appreciated,” Esme said. She wiped her brow, then looked up and up to the castle towering above. “No sign of your mom?”



“Or of Semper,” Felix said.



I shrugged. It was nearing evening, so it was possible that mom hadn’t gotten the news that we were back yet. I huffed. In my imaginings, mom would be waiting for me by the edge of the dock, looking appropriately imposing and scary, maybe with a few extra spooky monsters around and with her shadow doing that weird wriggly thing it did when she was excited.



“Well, whatever, we can surprise them!” I decided. It was almost as good. And besides, a welcome-home hug was a welcome-home hug.



“Hopefully not too much,” Esme said. “I don’t know how your mom’s going to react to the story of what we got up to.”



“I keep telling you, it wasn’t that bad,” I said. “We went over, travelled a bit, then fought some necromancers. None of us got too hurt, and then we saved Semper’s books. Easy-peasy.”



“I think you’re going to have to un-exaggerate a bunch of things in the retelling,” Felix said with a grin.



I sniffed. “Well, we have enough to retell that we can bring up the more exciting parts bit by bit over a long while. That way Mom won’t ever be too stressed.” I marched to the edge of the deck just as a large tentacle came over the edge and pulled the gangplank down for me.



We stepped down, and I paused to pat one of the tentacles protruding from the water. “Thanks for carrying us over,” I said.



The tentacle gave me an abashed little wave.



“Huh, no one’s here,” Esme said as they reached the castle itself and entered it. To be entirely fair, they were in a section of the castle that wasn’t often visited by its less-than-a-dozen non-monstrous inhabitants.



I frowned, then I cornered a cleaning monster and asked it where I could find mom. “Oh. they’re both upstairs. I guess they’re busy?”



“Probably reading,” Esme said with a knowing nod.



“Sure,” I said. “So, what do we start with? I’m thinking chronological order, but we skip past the dangerous bits.”



Felix laughed. “Are you nervous about telling your mom?” she asked.



“No,” I lied.



“Hey, don’t be,” Felix said. She wrapped an arm around my shoulder and pulled me in for a walking side-hug. “Look, the moment you need to distract your mom, just tell her that we’re all dating. That’ll confuse her so much she’ll forget about all the rest.”



“Felix!” I whined.



“I guarantee it’ll work.”



Felix continued to tease me--which was quite mean and also nice--as they entered the castle and started to make our way up the stairs towards the living quarters above. I was feeling my share of trepidation, but some of it went away when Esme bumped shoulders with me and shared a smile.



I’d be fine, I knew.



We passed through the library without finding mom, so they continued on up. Most of the time, when mom had guests over (which really just meant Semper) she’d hang out in the living space upstairs. It was a big sitting room, with a few sofas, some coffee tables, and plenty of books, as well as access to a balcony overlooking the castle.



We arrived at the door and found it closed, which I had never seen. I heard something on the other side though, breathing that was surprisingly hard. “Huh,” I said as she reached for the door.



“Um, wait,” Felix said.



The door was locked, but it still rattled in place as I tugged the handle. “Wait for what?” I asked.



Felix, who’s cheeks had gone red, shook her head. “Nevermind.”



“Okay?”



“Who is it?” mom asked.



“Mom! We’re back!” I called, all the worries fading away like memories after waking up. “The door’s locked though.”



“Give me a moment, dear.”



I frowned and shared a confused look with Esme who just shrugged. Something was weird.



It took nearly a minute before the door was thrown open.



There stood mom, in one of her typical gowns, hands pressing down the front to smooth out a few wrinkles before she reached up and untangled her hair with a sweep of her hand. She eyed me up and down, then let out a long, happy sigh. “You’re back,” she said.



I didn’t wait another moment before catapulting myself forwards and crashing into mom with the best hug I could manage.



“I’m glad to see you safe and sound,” the Dark Goddess said. “And your friends as well... you did only bring two back this time, yes?”



I laughed. “Yup! Though we did make some new friends. And an old one too.”



“Oh?” Luciana asked. “And the mission went well?”



“Yeah! A ton happened, I’ll have to tell you about it later.”



“That’s wonderful,” Luciana said.



“You seem like you’re in a good mood, mom,” I said. I gave mom another squeeze, then pulled back. “You feel relaxed.”



“Yes, I imagine she would,” Semper said. The goddess stepped up to the entrance, tugging her skirt on straight. She was wearing a blouse which was only partially tucked in. I didn’t comment though, sometimes I sat strange while reading too.



For some reason, Felix chuckled and gave the goddess a thumb’s up.



“So, should we sit?” Luciana asked.



“Sure!” I said. I started to step up, but mom grabbed her by the shoulders and spun me around.



“In another, more appropriate room, dear.”



“What’s wrong with that one?” I asked.



“Nothing.”



“Oh, okay,” I said. We were led across the hall to one of the other sitting rooms. It was a perfectly acceptable room, though the view from its balcony wasn’t quite as majestic.



“So, how did the mission go?” Luciana asked.



I grinned. “It went great! We defeated Altum’s cult, found Semper’s books, and now Felix, Esme and I are dating.”



I got to watch as mom froze, taking a full three seconds to parse all of that.



Maybe the shock would help mom forget about the earlier parts? I prayed it would.



For some reasons I couldn’t figure out though, Semper gave Felix a thumb’s up in return. I’d have to ask what that was about later.



“Why, it seems your time away was even more entertaining than I’d ever imagined. I think I have some news of my own to tell you...”



***
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Afterword


                Hello Monsters Young and Ancient,



I’m glad you’ve made it to the end of Heart of Dorkness! Hopefully, Valeria’s adventures have been fun to read so far. It’s interesting to write about a character as they age up this way, going from a strange child to... an equally strange young woman. Hopefully, the next volume will have her exploring what it means to be a strange adult!



Now, to head off a few questions:


	Yes, there will probably be a volume three

	No, it’s not starting yet. I want some time to start and finish other projects before I do that. Expect at minimum three months of downtime between volumes.

	I do plan on editing this story quite heavily in preparation for an Ebook, Audiobook, and print release! I think HoD is some of my best writing, and I’d love to share it with a wider audience!





The next volume should cover a slightly older Valeria’s life with her (girl)friends and mom(s)! It should be fun!



If you enjoyed Heart of Dorkness, then consider leaving a rating and review, it helps a lot with discovery, especially once a story isn’t updating for a while.



And if you really enjoyed it, then check out some of my other stories! Fluff and Love Crafted are about as cute, my new story Magical Girl Crystal Genocide is about magical girls, so it’s chock full of useless romantics, and if you want some explosive action, check out Stray Cat Strut!



On that note, I hope you enjoyed Heart of Dorkness so far, and I hope the future brings more dorky goodness for us all!



Keep warm,

-RavensDagger
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