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Prologue.


[image: ]


The forest was a tapestry of green and brown, trees forming a whispering canopy overhead. Sunlight filtered through, dappling the floor with shifting shadows. The air was crisp, earthy, and tinged with wildflowers.

A majestic stag stood at the edge of a clearing, his coat a glossy chestnut brown, his antlers branching out like a crown. He raised his head, his ears twitching as he listened to the evening sounds of the forest - the chirping of birds, the scurrying of small creatures in the undergrowth, the distant hoot of an owl. Suddenly, he froze, his nostrils flaring as he caught a whiff of something unfamiliar, something dangerous.

An arrow struck his flank, and the stag bellowed in pain, staggering. Another arrow hit his hind leg. Blood stained his fur crimson.

The stag tried to flee, lurching awkwardly through the underbrush. But the arrows had done their damage, and he could feel his strength draining away with each labored step. With a final, anguished cry, he collapsed onto the forest floor, his breath coming in shallow, rattling gasps. Around him, the forest fell silent, as if holding its breath, waiting to see what would happen next.

A man clad in armor emerged from the forest, his sword raised. He looked down at the fallen deer and spoke up with a satisfied grin: - Become my exp animal.

The last thing the stag saw was the sword descending.

The warrior cleaned his sword on the animal’s skin and turned toward his companions. His muscular frame was encased in gleaming plate armor, a crimson cape billowing behind him. His helmet, shaped like a snarling wolf's head, obscured his face, but his eyes burned with fierce intensity as he surveyed the scene. At his side, the two elven archers nocked their arrows with practiced ease. Their faces were sharp and angular, ears pointed and tipped with gold. They wore fitted leather armor dyed deep hunter's green and carried their bows with confident familiarity.

The other warrior was a burly man, his beard streaked with grey and his arms like tree trunks. He wore a studded leather jerkin and wielded a massive battle axe. Beside him, the priest stood out like a beacon of purity, his white robes spotless and unblemished, his hands clasped in prayer. Last one, who emerged from forest, was a female magician, with a staff in her hand and a short sword on her belt.

- Looks like we're having deer meat tonight, - grinned their leader.

- The gods have smiled on us, - the priest said.

- It took us some time to hunt this one. Their numbers have declined, - one of the elves observed.

- Still, there are plenty more. We'll need to kill much more if we want to raise our levels. And besides, there is still a northern forest for our convenience, - said another

- The gods are generous, - the priest agreed with a measured nod.

One of the elves scanned the tree line, drawing an arrow and notching it to his bow as he faced the forest.

- Someone's coming, - warned the elf.

- Amazons, - their leader grinned: - The usual plan if they're trouble.

His companions nodded and silently spread out through the forest, forming an inverted half-circle. The two elves raised their drawn bows, aiming in the direction of the approaching, while the priest, an evil grin on his face, extended his hands to cast a spell.

Sunlight illuminated the forest, where more blood would be shed this day.
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Chapter 1. Tyco.
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I was lying on my stomach, and a young woman was rubbing oil into my skin. I was enjoying a massage inside the temple of Aphrodite. The temple of Aphrodite was a sanctuary of pleasure and relaxation, a haven from the harsh realities of the outside world. As I lay prone on the plush cushions, I felt the stress and tension melt away, replaced by a warm, tingling sensation that spread through my muscles and bones.

The priestess worked her magic with skilled hands, her fingers kneading and caressing, her touch both firm and gentle. She started at my shoulders, working out the knots and tight spots, before moving down my back, her thumbs digging into the tender flesh along my spine. I groaned softly, surrendering myself to the exquisite sensations, letting the world fade away until nothing existed but the feel of her hands on my skin.

The oil she used seemed to have a magical quality. Its touch was soothing and invigorating at the same time. Wherever the priestess applied it, I could feel the aches and pains of my body melting away, replaced by a pleasant warmth that spread through my limbs. My skin tingled pleasantly, the oil leaving a faint sheen that reflected the flickering candlelight.

She paid particular attention to my shoulders and back, her thumbs digging deep into the knots and tight spots. The oil seemed to seep into my pores, nourishing and revitalizing me from within.

When she reached my scalp, I sighed in contentment. Her fingers worked through my hair, massaging my skull with expert precision. The ointment she used had a cooling effect, a balm for the heat of the temple. It left my hair feeling silky and smooth, smelling of lavender and citrus. It felt nice. My hair always looked healthier, richer, and smelled good after that.

Aphrodite's priestesses provided special services, mostly for the men of the town, in exchange for their generous donations. After providing some services and artifacts for the high-priestess, I enjoyed the temple's benefits for free, and I could receive them in any other temple of the continent.

This temple in the town of Tyco became my favorite place in the town, and the hot springs, which I could use, greatly increased my opinion of the place.

My party members and I have lived in Tyco for the last two years. During my first visit, I bought expensive artifacts and incurred a large debt. I needed many years, but finally earned enough money to repay my debt. Our stay in Tyco also allowed us all to increase our levels, and our mage Nelly even increased her levels by two and reached level thirty-four.

We did not become famous or successful, since, according to my deal with artifact maker Gremlock, we had to sell him our magic gems and monster materials. Because of that, our successes were unnoticed, but I even preferred things to be that way.

I could have repaid him earlier, but I kept all magic gems, the most valuable of magic stones, since I had different plans for them, and I was in no hurry to repay my debt. Right now, I had fifteen magic gems, and selling them would allow me to buy a small village. But I still needed more of them, and was considering continuing my partnership with Gremlock, as long as it benefited both of us.

My thoughts were becoming slower, and I fell asleep on the table. Priestess woke me up, and I smiled at her.

- Did you enjoy your massage, my lady?

I nodded and got up. As good as I felt and as much as I wanted to stay longer, it was time for me to leave.

I left the temple and covered my eyes to shield them from the bright light. I yawned and sighed. I felt sleepy and did not want to leave the temple, but I had a meeting to attend to.

I went down the hill, on which the temple was built, and dove into the town. Streets were busy with people, among them gremlins, rare titans, beast-people, and even some dwarves. Tyco was open to anyone, and many merchants, adventurers, and other travelers visited it in hopes of buying cheap artifacts.

Tyco's economy was based on the cheap production of artificial artifacts, which they sold to anyone who was willing to pay for them. The town also attracted many adventurers, who were ready to risk their lives in the dungeons for generous rewards that artifact makers paid them for magic stones and monster materials.

I was no different from those adventurers. Lured here by the promise of powerful artifacts and riches that I could earn.

I noticed a small commotion in front of me. People parted and gave way to adventurer party. They were slowly riding on horses, nodding to people who praised and waved to them.

At their head was a stunning young woman, her blonde hair cascading down her back like a waterfall. She rode a magnificent black stallion, her posture perfect, her chin lifted in pride and confidence.

Nila. Even after all these years, I recognized her instantly, despite the changes time had wrought. Gone was the frightened, defiant girl I had captured all those years ago. In her place was a powerful, self-assured leader, commanding and respected by all who laid eyes upon her.

Our gazes locked for a brief, charged moment, and I saw the flash of recognition in her eyes. But just as quickly, it was gone, replaced by a cool, appraising look. She did not slow her horse, did not acknowledge me in any way, but I knew she had seen me, knew she remembered.
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THE CROWD SURGED FORWARD, reaching out to touch the adventurers, to beg for blessings and favors. Nila dismounted gracefully, her chainmail clinking softly as she moved. She was dressed for battle, armed to the teeth, but there was an undeniable allure to her, a magnetism that drew the eye and held it captive.

I watched as she moved through the throng, greeting her admirers with a smile and a word, accepting their gifts and praise with a regal nod. She was wearing a short chainmail skirt and a breastplate that covered her chest. Sandals, whose straps reached her knees, highlighted her long, slender legs. Her smile was charming and full of confidence.

She had golden bracelets on her arms and several rings. Probably every piece of her equipment and every piece of her clothing was a custom-made artifact.

I encountered her five years ago. Back then, she stole some artifacts from Aphrodite's temple, where she was living. I was hired to find her and bring her back. I did my job, but was not gentle when I brought back the girl. I was the opposite of gentle, and Nila did not forget about that and did not forgive me. She still holds a grudge, but did not show it openly.

I did not know what happened to her, but apparently, she was forgiven for her misdemeanor. I heard that Nila was sent to the neighboring kingdom of Rakshasar. In the town called Opidium, she spent three years in a local gladiator school. After returning, she registered as an adventurer and has been on the rise since then. She formed her own adventurer party, and now people call her the Nila Adventurer Queen. One of the most famous adventurers in Tyco, she was admired and beloved by the citizens of Tyco.

I stepped aside and let her pass. Nila glanced at me, but pretended that she did not see me. I waited till she passed and went to the temple of Hermes.

Temple was filled with the smell of fresh flowers. I went inside, and a priest of Hermes welcomed me.

- Lady Avone, I was expecting you.

One of the signatures of the contract that binds me to artifact maker Gremlock was already there. Adventurers Guild master Kannan smiled and nodded to me. He was tall and handsome. Kannan was a former C rank adventurer who left the dangerous profession and became a guild master. He had a reputation as a heartbreaker, and many women turned around when he passed by. He also tried his charms on me, but I had no interest in that.

We waited for master Gremlock to arrive, and priest nodded to us.

- You are gathered here to fulfill the terms of contract signed before Hermes. Do you wish to complete the contract?

- Yes, - I took out a wallet and handed it to Gremlock.

Meter high, grumpy gremlin took the wallet and counted the coins. He nodded to the priest and pocketed the money. Gremlock was an unfriendly, bad-mannered old geezer, but also one of the best artifact makers in Tyco. Kannan was the one who introduced us and also witnessed and signed the contract, promising to take on my debt, in case I do not pay it or die.

- According to the contract, it was supposed to end once Adventurer Avone would pay master Gremlock two hundred orichalcum coins. Have you received payment in full? - continued the priest.

Gremlock nodded, and the priest took out Temple's copy of the contract.

- Then, may this be witnessed by Hermes. I declare that the contract has been fulfilled and that all parties are free of their obligations.

Priest burned the paper, and it flashed before disappearing.

- It is done. Your contract is no more.

- Thanks, - nodded Kannan, and the priest bowed to him. The priest left us alone, and Kannan sighed in relief: - Stone just fell off my heart. Possible debt of two hundred orichalcum coins left me with several sleepless nights.

- You worry too much, - I shrugged: - You should trust your adventurers more.

- Sure. Easy for you to say. You are not a guild master and do not witness adventurers daily.

- You chose the job yourself. Master Gremlock, I hope to continue our relationship in the future, just possibly not exclusively.

- You know where to find me, - nodded Gremlock: - Wanna sell magic stones, and I will buy them.

- Please sell at least some of them to the guild, - interfered Kannan: - Do not forget who helped you in the past.

- Sure. Maybe half and a half.

- That would make us both happy, - nodded Kannan.

We turned around to leave the temple, and I found myself facing two different people. They were sitting at the table in the meadow and drinking wine from crystal glasses. Tall handsome man in a white tunic raised his glass.

- Welcome to my humble piece of the world, Avone. Please allow me to introduce myself. I am Hermes, patron god of merchants, travelers, and thieves. And this is my friend. Goddess of the hunt, Artemis.

Beautiful, slender woman, with a bow placed near her chair, nodded to me.

- I was expecting you sooner, - she said.

- You declined my invitation so rudely, - shook his finger Hermes.

I did receive several messages from Hermes high-priest, but ignored them. I tried to stay away from temples and their gods. They were nothing but trouble, and every time I got involved with gods, my life was hanging in the balance. The reward for their requests was always generous by my standards, but the job was too high-risk. As a high elf, I possessed the gift of eternal youth and could take things slow and steady, without unnecessary risks that requests from the gods brought with them.

- I thought that my answer, by not coming, was obvious.

- Do not be like that, - theatrically sighed Hermes: - Help a goddess out, will you.

- I require your help, - said Artemis: - I need you to deal with some annoying reincarnated people. I was told that your price was blessing to one of your artifacts and enough life force for you to increase a level. I will pay your price, adventurer.

Just who spread those rumors? I would like to refuse, but it was Artemis. The only goddess that I was actually looking forward to working for. As long as she could grant me a small favor.

- What kind of a problem?

- Some adventurers are killing my sacred beasts, moondeer. There were fewer than a thousand of them, and they killed more than a hundred already. If they continue, my moondeer will go extinct. I need you to stop them. I already sent my amazons to deal with them, but they turned out to be a bigger problem than I expected. That is why I need you to deal with them.

I read about moondeer. They were real animals or monsters who lived only in the kingdom of Denbing. They were sacred beasts that belonged to Artemis, but I had no idea why anyone would want to kill them.

- Why are they killing those animals?

Artemis sighed: - They discovered that my deer have a high amount of life force, which is necessary to increase their levels. They are killing them to get stronger.

That made sense. Life force was necessary to increase levels. It allowed adventurers and warriors to acquire skills and get stronger. I was doing the same thing, by killing monsters in the dungeon.

- Can you tell me more about these people?

- They are adventurer party. Three of them were reincarnated, and three are of this world. Their party rank is A, and...

- Thank you, but I refuse, - I interrupted the goddess.

- What?

- Facing three reincarnated people is a suicide. Especially if they are ranked as A rank adventurers. Even a single reincarnated adventurer could kill all my party members and me. Facing three. No, thank you. Find someone else.

- You dare to refuse me. Even after I so generously promised to reward you and acknowledged your strength.

Hermes laughed. He looked very amused.

- She is not refusing you. She is bargaining, - he smiled: - Well, she is not wrong. In the past, she was paid to handle one reincarnated person. So, dealing with three at once does seem to require a higher reward. And do not be so concerned with their rank so much. They became an A-ranked party by completing guild quests, not because of their levels. Their levels are around low-level B rank adventurers.

That annoying god saw right through me. I was bargaining in my own way. I looked at him and noted to myself to be more careful with this god.

- Mortals and their greed. But your bargaining is pointless. Gods can only give mortals life force once, and only to increase one level. Otherwise, all champions who serve us would be level one hundred warriors or mages.

That made sense. That was bad for me, since I would not be able to increase my levels, but it also limited the ways other people could get stronger.

- Fine. I will consider your request for a different reward. As for the level increase, Hermes can cover some of the payment.

- Me, - for the first time Hermes was surprised: - Why should I do anything?

- Because you summoned me here. So you are involved. You can pay me, and for all I care, Artemis can pay you instead of rewarding me directly.

- That is devious and unexpected. But I like it, - laughed Hermes: - Fine. I will consider it, as long as you can entertain me.

- I can give my blessing to your bow and give you life force, - said Artemis. But that is all I can do for you.

- There is one more small thing. I was told that you can easily do it, and I want it as partial payment.

- What is it?

- I have a skill, called Butchery. I was told that you were the one who gave it to humans and that you can also change it into something more useful.

- What are you talking about? That skill is very useful. I blessed the humans with it, so they could honor their prey by using all of it. My hunters consider the skill a direct blessing from me and are proud to have it.

- Yes, that may be so, but skill is worthless in the battle. I want something that will be more useful in a fight against someone like those adventurers.

- That skill is not meant for fighting. Changing it so it would be helpful to you in a fight against other adventurers is impossible. And changing the skill would make it novice level skill. Do you really wish it?

- Yes. And as an all-powerful god, I am sure that you can grant my wish.

Artemis closed her eyes and thought for a while.

- All I can do is create an Arcane Butchery skill. It will have the same abilities, but it will also aid you in fights against the undead. Do not like their kind.

That was better than nothing.

- Agreed. But also, I want great god Hermes to do something besides giving me life force. Also, I need him to give me life force after the job.

- So you can use it to increase two of your skills instead of one, - nodded Hermes: - So what else do you wish from me?

- I read that you were the god who created Magic bags?

- Yes, - nodded Hermes: - I did it to help merchants to transport their goods. But adventurers quickly found a way to also use them.

I used to have a Magic Bag, but it was destroyed, causing me to lose everything inside. I want you to make my magic purse more secure this time so that I won't lose my belongings again if something similar happens.

- I am not even sure that it is possible, - he looked at my magic purse: - Let me think, - he put his hand on his chin and thought for a while: - I cannot make it indestructible. That would go against the laws that govern this world, but I can change the leather from which your magic purse is made. It would be as tough as the skin of the most powerful creatures. Yes, that would not make it indestructible, but very hard to damage.

- That will be enough.

- Then it is settled, - nodded Hermes.

- Not yet. I have a few more questions. And also I might need to kill some of your moondeer, in order stop those adventurers.

- What! I am hiring you to stop the adventurers from killing them, not to kill more of the moondeer! - shouted out Artemis.

- And by the end of it, you will still have eight hundred of them. Or do you prefer to have none?

- She probably has a plan, and killing your pets is part of it, - said Hermes, who again easily read my intentions.

- Fine, - Artemis gritted her teeth: - I will allow it, but just this once.

- Also, I will need to find out everything you know about these adventurers.

- Soon, some of my amazons will arrive in town. They will answer your questions and take you to Denbing, to the part of the southern forest, where you will find those people.

- That will be helpful, as long as they do not get in my way and follow my orders.

- They will, - nodded Artemis: - That will be their punishment for failure.

- Then it is settled. Now put your magic purse on the ground. So I can recreate it, - ordered Hermes.

- Wait. What do you mean by recreate? What will happen to the items inside it?

- Oh. I did not think about that. Everything inside your magic purse will disappear. You need to take out everything from it, if you want to keep your things, - smiled Hermes.

I sighed. Geesh, those gods can be so careless. I did as he told and emptied my magic purse. I needed several minutes to do that, since I had a lot of stuff inside it.

Hermes took a look at my magic purse.

- What an exquisite work. A piece of art, if I might say so myself. Let us see what we can do to make it even more beautiful.

He touched the purse, and it glowed for a long moment.

- Good, - Hermes nodded: - That should do it. I also changed purse's abilities. Now, everything you put inside it will be frozen in time. I will name it Female Purse. And also, anyone who tries to appraise it will only see its name - Female Purse. Consider it an advance payment for the future job. Now, you may put your trinkets back in it. Be grateful mortal.

- I am, a lot. Thank you.

That was way more than I expected. I was glad about every improvement, but did not like his words about future jobs. Cannot say that I liked to owe anyone.

Artemis approached my bow and also touched it. Bow glowed, and Artemis nodded in satisfaction.

- I turned your bow into an artifact. It will not break as easily as your first one and will improve the range of your arrows. You may call it Blessed Elven Bow.

- Thank you, goddess.

- You will also receive your payment from me. So do not fail and complete your task as soon as possible.

- As for my part, - added Hermes: - After your success, come to my temple and pray at my altar, and you will receive the remainder of your reward.

- I will not fail you, - I bowed. I placed my stuff back into my magic purse or Female Purse. When I looked up, I realized that I was inside the Hermes temple.

I shook my head and cleared my thoughts. Again, I got involved with gods, and again I got a great reward and put my life on the line. I used my blood to personalize my improved Female Purse. Now, no one except me will be able to use it, and I will also be able to pretend that it was just an ordinary purse.

I went to the Adventurers Guild and asked permission to use a Leveling Crystal.

I looked at my new level and stats:

High elf, LV 20 - 21

Name - Avone;

Job: Ranger;

Status:

Health: 133;

Mana: 490 - 500;

Strength: 12;

Defense: 7 - 8 (+2=10);

Spell Power: 17;

Luck: 1 (+1=2);

Speed: 7 (+3=10);

Morale: Neutral

Skills:

Archery (Advanced);

Night Vision (Advanced);

Mana Rapid Recovery (Novice);

Magic Resistance (Advanced);

Wisdom (Basic);

Earth Magic (Advanced);

Arcane Butchery (Novice);

Water Magic (Advanced);

Air Magic (Advanced);

Intelligence (Advanced);

Fire Magic (Novice);

Life Magic (Basic);

Swordsmanship (Advanced);

Increased Speed (Basic);

Throwing (Basic);

Hunting (Basic);

Weapons Master (Advanced);

Primordial Magic (Basic);

Dual Wielding (Advanced);

Demon Style Martial Arts (Basic);

Double Skill Slots;

Light Magic (Basic)

Possible skill acquirement:

- Throwing (Advanced);

- Light Magic (Advanced);

Please choose one skill!

Just as Artemis said, my useless Butchery skill was now novice Arcane Butchery. Finally, I got rid of my unwanted skill. I was also able to level up my Light Magic skill, which meant that I will be able to learn more powerful spells.

My level went up to twenty-one, which meant that my total level was fifty-one. Another nine levels would qualify me as an A rank adventurer. Not that I was interested in becoming one. I was satisfied with my current rank. It made me an upper-level adventurer, but not one of the legendary A or S rank adventurers.

Now I had to convince my party members to take the job and also pay them.

- I need to talk to guild master, - I told the receptionist.

She was surprised, but nodded.

- I will let him know. Please follow me, - she took me to one of the rooms that the guild used for private conversations and told me to wait.

I sat down and took out a sword from my Female Purse. It changed a little. Had a darker shade of red and looked more feminine. Something that women, even in my original world, would like to have. It felt a little embarrassing to carry it around, but there was nothing I could do about it.

I looked at the sword. Its name was the Avengers Sword. Several years ago, my party killed powerful goblin warlord Hugo. I sold most of his artifacts and used the money to pay for our travel expenses to the Northern goblin kingdom, but kept the sword. It had the ability to increase all four primary stats by four. The sword was one of the most powerful artifacts that I ever seen. It was on the level of kingdoms' national treasures. I was considering keeping it to myself, but now I had to sell it, so I could use the money as payment to my party members.

Kannan came inside the room and took a seat in front of me.

- Did not expect to see you so soon?

- Something came up. I want to sell you this sword. As long as you can offer me a proper reward. It can increase its users' Health, Strength, Defense, and Spell Power by four.

Kannan almost fell out of the chair.

- You are not kidding?

- No. Sword was upraised by sage from Ashgrin.

- Sure that you do not want to keep it to yourself?

- Depends on the money that you can offer me?

- I see, - Kannan thought for a while.

He wanted that sword. He considered the amount of coins that he could pay. He knew that I had no more debts, so I did not need money that much. So he could not use my desperation to lower the cost. He probably was thinking that I decided to sell the sword, after paying my debt, so I could get more for it.

- You probably already know that your sword would be among the dozen most powerful artifacts in Tyco. But guild's funds are not unlimited. I can offer you thirty orichalcum coins.

- That is not nearly enough. I want a hundred.

Kannan fidgeted uncomfortably: - I will need to confirm the sword's abilities. If they are as you say, I may be able to pay you forty coins?

- It is worth more than that, and you know it. At least ninety coins.

- It is powerful, but a set of artifacts in Tyco, could be just as powerful. Sadly, it lowers the value of such powerful artifacts. How about sixty?

- It is still probably the most powerful sword that you have ever seen. Eighty and stop wasting my time.

- I do like you, Avone, - he sighed: - As a personal favor, I will offer you seventy coins.

- Fine. Seventy five it is.

Kannan smiled: - Looks like we came to an agreement. I will need to confirm its abilities and gather the money. Can you come back the day after tomorrow?

- That will be fine.

Kannan nodded and took the sword. He was stroking it and looked at the sword as at his lover.
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Chapter 2. Amazons.
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I met with my party members and announced that our debt to Gremlock has been paid and that we had a new job.

- Do we have to stop working for Gremlock? - asked Luara: - I was talking to him about artifacts that I would like him to make.

- No, but we will have to sell at least half of our loot to the Adventurers Guild. Kannan was nagging about it for a while. And it will improve our relationship with the guild.

- Sounds reasonable, - nodded Trevor: - So what about the job, you were telling us?

- I was contacted by the representatives of amazons. It was a personal request for our party. It will be dangerous, but the reward was too good to pass up.

- What did they offer? - Nelly looked at me suspiciously.

- Some improvements to my bow, and money for you. We are supposed to meet with the amazons in a few days, and they will explain to us the details. But we will have to go to the neighboring kingdom of Denbing.

- Cannot say that I like the idea of working for amazons,- sighed Trevor.

Like all men, he heard a lot of prejudices about amazons.

- They will just accompany us, and they will follow our orders. Or at least mine.

- What exactly are we supposed to do? - eyed me Nelly, who still looked suspicious. Not that she had no reasons, but they should trust their leader more, right?

- Have you heard about moondeer?

- Holy animals of the amazons, - nodded Nelly: - I have read about them. They are native to Denbing and have never been seen outside that kingdom. I also read that killing them is forbidden, for some religious reasons.

- Yes. But some adventurers broke Denbing's law and began killing those animals. Our job will be to stop them. Well, amazons already tried talking to them. So, unless we can find another solution, we might be forced to kill them.

- What adventurers? - asked Luara. She probably was not comfortable with the idea of killing other adventurers.

- Do not know exactly. Amazons that we are supposed to meet will tell us more and also take us to their location.

- Sounds suspicious, - said Nelly.

- Like I said, it will not be easy, but the reward should be worth it. Now, get prepared, and for now, we will suspend our dungeon visits. So rest and get ready.

* * *
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I RECEIVED MY REWARD from the Adventurers Guild and was rich again. At least until I use the money to pay to my party.

I was sitting in my room and sharpening my adamantium dagger when someone knocked at my door.

- Come in.

Luara came inside the room and looked around:

- You're alone?

- Yes.

- Good. I wanted to talk to you.

- Sure. What's on your mind?

- I wanted to talk to you about my position in the party. When we fought Hugo, you ordered me not to fight him under any circumstances.

- Yes, and you know why. He was strong. Stronger than me, and you would not stand a chance against him.

- But you let Trevor fight him. When we started adventuring together, I was the strongest warrior among us. I am a member of the Beastmen. Proud warriors who are stronger than humans. But now, every time we fight strong monsters, I am just a distraction. I should be fighting on the front line, not to be bait!

I sighed: - You are strong. Much stronger than when we first met. But not strong enough. Trevor has surpassed you, and you know that. Even Nelly, without her magic, could fight you as an equal. The difference is in your stats and skills. Even your weapons. They are excellent weapons for a C rank adventurer, and you even had Ashurga to use his rune-crafting skills on them. But what can those runes do? Make them sharper, more resilient to fire and magic, and that is all. That is not enough, far from it. But do not misunderstand. You are a scout, a valued member of our party, and I want you to stay with us.

- I am strong. I want to prove myself in battle, and I am tired of taking the second line.

- Then prove it. Our next job will require us to go against adventurers, who will probably be stronger than we are. If you want to fight on the front line, as you said, then prove that you can win no matter the odds. We will not win if we fight. We will only win if we kill them. The same way that I killed most floor guardians. Not by fighting them, but killing them. No honor, no speeches, no facing your enemy. If you do not have it inside you, I will never put you face-to-face with a strong enemy.

- Is that what you want for our party?

- No, but that is what is necessary if you wish to prove your skill and ability to win and survive. But I did think about the way for you to become stronger. Have you ever heard about the King of Iron Mountains?

- No, - Luara shook her head.

- He was the ancient king who ruled the Iron Mountains. According to our maps, Ashgrin is a neighboring kingdom to the Holy Griffin Empire, just like Rakshasar. But between those kingdoms are the Iron Mountains. Because of them, it is impossible to go to the Holy Griffin Empire from Ashgrin or Rakshasar. There are no human settlements, but many centuries or even thousands of years ago, things were different. There was a king who ruled those mountains. He was a powerful warrior, but also an alchemist and artifact creator. He created many artifacts and used his power to conquer lands that currently surround the Iron Mountains. Ashgrin, Rakshasar, Denbing, Holy Griffin Empire, and even the Beast people kingdom lost part of their lands, which were conquered by the King of Iron Mountains. But when the king grew old, he realized that he had a flaw. He did not have a heir.

When his death was not far behind, the King of Iron Mountains went to one of the lands that he conquered and hid four of his most powerful artifacts in four of the oldest and most difficult to conquer dungeons of a kingdom, which we now call Rakshasar. There are only four dungeons in Rakshasar now, and they are all known as the ancient unconquered dungeons.

Then the king died. People in his kingdom began fighting among themselves to seize the throne. Conquered kingdoms revolted, further weakening the empire of the Iron Mountains. And so, the empire was destroyed. People who fought for the throne used powerful magic, and when the fighting ended, there was nothing left of the old kingdom. No one victor was left, and the only lands in which humans could flourish were burned and destroyed. A few survivors ran and migrated to other lands, and the Iron Mountains became infested with monsters that were used in battle for the throne. But the legacy of the King of Iron Mountains, his most powerful artifacts, survived, just as the king envisioned. He left those artifacts for his successor, someone worthy of them.

If you want to become strong. If Trevor is stronger than you currently are, then you will need those artifacts. I was thinking about our party's future. Conquering those dungeons was one of our possible goals. But we are not ready for them, not as we are now. For us to even try to go to those ancient dungeons, we need to get stronger. We should be at least strong enough to deal with the likes of shadow walkers, and now we are not ready for it. Maybe two or three level-ups could change that, but not now. So what do you think about that possibility?

- How do you know about all that?

- From the Magic Academy. I spend a lot of time in its library. And then I used our second visit to Alven to get more information about the dungeons that are still active in Rakshasar, and their age. Four of those dungeons were known as ancient ones, and another two were less than two centuries old.

- But you cautioned us many times about buying the artifacts in Tyco?

- Yes. Because those artifacts would make you only slightly stronger. And many have limited time of use. Better to have none of them than have something unreliable. At least that is my opinion.

- I see. Those artifacts of the dead king, what are they?

- I do not know. No records, which would have had their descriptions survive. But I do believe that they exist. Buried in the deepest floor of the dungeons, and waiting for someone worthy.

- Why do you think that I am worthy? You just said that I am not strong enough?

- I do not. But if you want to become powerful, then become worthy. Such power cannot be granted; you must take it. Want to be strong. Stop saying that you want to be, and just be.

- I will. I definitely will become stronger and worthy of those artifacts.

* * *
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KANNAN SENT US A MESSAGE that someone is looking for us and that I should arrive at the Adventurers Guild as soon as possible. I gathered my party members, and we went to the guild.

In front of the guild were several women. They were sitting on horseback, and anyone would recognize the amazons from the kingdom of Denbing. They were dressed in skirts that reached their hips. All beautiful and armed with bows and swords, they stand out even among Tyco citizens.

I stepped forward.

- My name is Avone. May I ask if you are the amazons, whom I was supposed to meet?

One of the amazons stepped forward and bowed her head.

- My name is Heraldia. If you are adventurer Avone, then yes. I was told to meet you here.

I looked around: - Would you mind if we go inside and talk in the Adventurers Guild?

- That is acceptable.

We went inside the guild, and one of the receptionists ran towards me.

- Miss Avone. We were expecting you.

- Yes, I received a message from the guild master. May we use one of the guild rooms for private conversation?

- Of course, please follow me.

She led us to one of the back rooms and opened the door for us.

- Please use this room for as long as you want. I will inform the guild master about it.

- Thank you.

After she left, we all took seats, and amazon again introduced herself.

- Like I said, my name is Heraldia. I am the leader of one of the Amazon tribes. Our holy woman came to me and told me to go to this town and find you. She told me that you would help us to stop intruders, who are killing our sacred animals.

- We will. But first, could you tell us more about what happened?

- I will, - she sighed: - Around a year ago, a group of adventurers arrived in our land. There were two elves among them, and we trusted their good intentions. After all, elves always valued nature and were our allies for hundreds of years. They told us that they are adventurers who came to our lands to train and kill monsters. We allowed them that, but a few months later, we discovered corpses of our sacred animals. Sometimes monsters kill the moondeer, but wounds were inflicted by weapons. No one on our land would harm them, not without our goddess' permission. We send our representatives to the adventurers, hoping that it was an accident, but they just laughed at them. The nearest tribe sent their warriors to stop them, but they were defeated. Survivors returned and told us about the great strength and magic that these adventurers wielded. We would have asked druids for help, but our holy woman told us that goddess Artemis talked to her in a dream. We were told to come here and ask for your help.

- I see. Can you tell us more about these adventurers?

- Like I said, two among them were elves. Archers, but they also had swords and used magic. The other four were humans. Female mage, two warriors, and a male priest.

- What magic did they use?

- I am sorry, but I do not know that.

- I see. Their party, did they have a name? And where did they come from?

- They called themselves Swords of Destiny. They told us that they came from the Holy Griffin Empire and had golden adventurer tags.

My friends almost jumped from their seats, but I waved my hand, telling them to stay quiet.

- Do you know their current location?

- They are still hunting moondeer in the southern forest. Our people are tracking them, so when we arrive at the forest, we will know exactly where they are.

That sounded good. As far as I knew, in Denbing there were too large forests. One in the north west, and another in the south west part of the kingdom. There was a single town near the southern forest, also called Denbing. The rulers of Denbing were druids. Amazons inhabited most of the kingdom, but were rare in town. The forests were inhabited by another intelligent race - sentient trees. Sentient trees, amazons, and druids established the kingdom of Denbing, but the rulers of the kingdom were druids, who inhabited the town of Denbing.

- How long will it take us to reach them?

- If we ride fast, we can reach the southern forest in five weeks.

- Fine. We will need to buy horses before we depart.

- We should leave as soon as possible.

- We will. We will buy horses and meet you here after sunrise. You should use the time to rest before our journey.

- Very well. We will meet tomorrow then, - amazon got up and bowed.

After she left, my party members bombarded me with questions.

- Did she say orichalcum tags?

- We will need to travel for fifty days?

- My horse riding is not that good.

- Enough! - I raised my voice. When everyone went silent, I continued: - We will need to travel for a while. Yes. And they have an A rank adventurer party, but their levels are just the ones that B rank adventurers have. Besides, we will have an element of surprise. I doubt that they will expect that another adventurer party will attack them. And I have a plan. So trust me. Nelly, you already had some lessons on how to ride a horse, so consider this an opportunity to improve your horse riding. And more importantly, I took out my wallet: Our reward. Each of you will receive twenty orichalcum coins.

I counted the money and placed the coins in front of my party members. They silently stared at coins. That was a small fortune. We could earn such an amount hunting in the dungeon, but we would need around a year to do that.

- I know that risks are high, but I think that you will agree, that the reward is worth it. Now we will need to buy horses, and we do not have too much time, so no complaints, and let us get ready.

On our way out, receptionist stopped me and asked to visit guild master.

- Wait for me outside, - I told the others and followed receptionist.

- My hair almost went gray, - complained Kannan, as soon as he saw me: - Amazons from Denbing, are not the guests that I would want to see.

- You do not think that they are beautiful?

- They are. But too much trouble, if you wish to know my opinion. What did they want? Do I need to worry?

- No. They wanted to hire us for a small job. We will leave Tyco for a few months, but we will all be leaving tomorrow, so you do not have to worry.

- I see. Just when I was expecting a steady supply of magic stones from your party, you are leaving the town. That makes me sad to hear. But you will be back?

- Yes. Just not very soon. But we still plan to stay in Tyco for several years, so you do not need to worry.

- Glad to hear that. I will not ask what amazons want from you, but keep in mind, since you took the job not from the guild, we will not be able to help you if something goes wrong.

- I know that.

- Well then, good luck with your job.

* * *
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NEXT DAY, WE LEFT TYCO and went east for the kingdom of Denbing. We all traveled on horses. Amazons were born riders, and among my party, only Nelly had little experience with horse riding. But she was not a complete novice and could keep up with the rest of us.

Heraldia and her five amazons were familiar with the road, and we traveled quickly. Amazons rode with haste, and, after a week, Nelly was complaining that most of her lower body hurt, and she needed to use her Cure spell daily. We all felt tired and fell asleep almost immediately in the evenings. We passed Golden Town, the capital of the Northern Gremlin Kingdom. I wanted to make a stop there, but amazons insisted that we needed to hurry, and we passed the town without entering it.

During our journey amazons felt free among other women, but avoided Trevor. As far as I knew, they saw all men as inferior creatures. I did not know much about their culture, but apparently, they avoided men, and only looked for a company of strong men when they wanted to get pregnant. I did not understand their culture, but our travel did not leave us much time for conversations. On our way, we were attacked a few times by monsters, but quickly disposed of them. Amazons proved themselves to be experienced warriors and archers.

I used my Appraisal spell on them and discovered that all of them had levels between ten and sixteen, which would make them as strong as D rank adventurers. A month later, we crossed the border between the Northern Gremlin kingdom and Denbing and needed another week to reach the Amazon settlement near the southern Denbing forest.
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Chapter 3. Swords of Destiny.
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Amazons lived in simple tents, and their settlement looked like a temporary camp. They had small flocks of sheep and goats. Here, life was stripped down to its essentials, a constant cycle of survival and subsistence. The tents were modest, little more than patches of canvas stretched over wooden frames, arranged haphazardly around the camp's perimeter. Smoke curled lazily from the fires, carrying with it the scent of cooking meat and burning wood.

As we approached, I could see the Amazon women going about their daily tasks - tending to the livestock, mending garments, and practicing their archery. They moved with a purposeful grace, their bodies lean and toned from a lifetime of hardship and training. The men, on the other hand, looked haggard and defeated, their spirits broken by years of servitude and abuse.

As we walked, I glanced back at Trevor, silently warning him to keep his opinions to himself. This was a delicate situation, and one misstep could spell disaster for us all.

Trevor shifted uncomfortably beside me, his gaze lingering on the downtrodden men. I could see the pity in his eyes, the urge to intervene, to right the wrongs that had been perpetuated for so long. But I knew better than to meddle in the affairs of the Amazons. We had a mission to accomplish, and getting entangled in their politics would only serve to hinder our progress. We were not here to put an end to slavery, and I was ready to punish Trevor harshly if he did something stupid.

As if on cue, an elderly woman emerged from one of the larger tents, her gray hair pulled back in a severe bun, her eyes sharp and assessing. She was draped in a long, flowing robe, the fabric faded and patched in places, but clean and well-maintained. She regarded us coolly, her expression giving nothing away. As we found out on the road, amazons did not have permanent villages. Instead, they had temporary places where they stayed for a few months at a time. They also kept men as slaves, who took care of domestic animals. Amazons relied on their sheep and goats mostly for the milk and fleeces, while meat mostly came from hunting. This settlement stayed in one place for almost a year, because they were charged with keeping an eye on adventurers, and were waiting for our return.

- Heraldia, you have finally returned and brought with you adventurers who are supposed to help us?

Heraldia jumped off her horse and kneeled before the woman.

- Yes, holy mother. It was just as you said. These adventurers were expecting us and agreed to stop those sinners.

- Good, - old woman snapped her fingers, and several skinny men ran to us and took the reins of our horses: - Our slaves will take care of your animals. In the meantime, we can eat and talk.

We left our horses with slaves and followed the holy woman, to one of the largest tents.

- My name is Alke. I am a priestess of Artemis and the adviser of this tribe. Our clan leader is absent, so I will tell you everything that you need to know and answer your questions.

Other slaves brought us food, and Alke waited until we could eat and get some rest. She glanced at Trevor, but did not object to his presence. Our meal was not exotic, but there was plenty of meat, cheese, and for a drink, we were served milk and water. Alke waited until we finished the meal and slaves took away empty plates, before continuing with the conversation.

- Thank you for coming all this way to stop those adventurers.

- Do you know what they are doing right now and where they are?

- They are continuing with their sacrilege and hunting down sacred beasts of Artemis. They also run into some of the sentient trees. Our allies tried to stop them from killing the moondeer, but adventurers killed all sentient trees, who tried to stop them. Our spies are tracking them. They are several days' walking distance from here. Our tribe is ready to assist you. We must stop them as soon as possible, before they kill more of our sacred animals.

- That will not be necessary, - I shook my head: - We will go alone. Also, why did you mention walking distance? How long will it take us on horses?

- Northern and Southern forests are difficult to cross on horses. There are no roads, and for that reason, merchants who come to Denbing prefer to go around the forest. I would advise you to leave your horses here. We will take care of them and make sure they are safe and well fed. But why do you refuse our help? I was planning to call sentient trees as well. Those adventurers are strong, and you will need all possible help to stop them.

- It will be easier for us to deal with them if we work alone. If we fail, I will need your help, but first, we will try to deal with them ourselves. Perhaps we will be able to convince them to leave and avoid bloodshed.

- They must pay for killing our sacred animals. Only our brightest hunters are allowed to kill them, and only with the permission given by our goddess herself.

That was interesting. So amazons did hunt those moondeer, when Artemis allowed. She probably used them as a source of life force for her strongest warriors. That made sense, since just like in Rakshasar, dungeons in Denbing were destroyed as soon as they were discovered, and without dungeons, it was more difficult for amazons to increase their levels.

- I was told to stop them. And I will choose myself how I do that. Most likely, we will need to fight them, but first, I will try to avoid unnecessary bloodshed. Besides, they are A rank adventurers. It does not mean much to your people, but killing them without talking to them first could cause trouble for us with the Adventurers Guild and the Holy Griffin Empire.

- Do you think that killing Artemis's holy animals is not reason enough?!

- For you, yes. But for people, who do not worship your goddess, it may not be a good enough reason. Like you know, for other countries it is a crime to kill sentient creatures, but not animals, not even holy animals.

Alke sighed:

- I do not agree, but I do understand. Fine, do as you please. I will trust the words of my goddess, who ordered us to summon you and follow your orders. When do you plan to leave?

- We will rest for today and leave tomorrow after sunrise. Please prepare a map for us, so we can find those adventurers.

- I can send one of my warriors to guide you.

- No. And also call your spies. We will go alone, and I need you to make sure that there are no other amazons nearby.

- But why?

- Because your goddess trusted me and ordered you to follow my orders. Just think of it as part of my plan.

- Very well. I will do as you ask.

Amazons freed for us one of the tents, and, after spending a night in it, we left the settlement in the morning. Forest was thick, and Alke was right about horses. It was possible to ride horses through the forest, but we would need to be careful and make many detours. In the end, our speed would be similar.

- So what is our plan? - asked Luara, when we were deeper in the forest.

- We find those adventurers. Until we do, we kill any moondeer that we come across. We should kill at least two, or better, four or eight, before we meet them.

- What? Were we not supposed to stop Swords of Destiny from killing those animals, instead of killing them ourselves? - asked surprised Luara.

- I got permission to kill some of them. That will be the best way to convince Swords of Destiny party that we are friends.

- Why do you want to do that? - asked Nelly: - Did you not say that you will talk to them and try to convince them to leave?

- That is useless. Amazons and those sentient trees already tried to do that. They will not listen to us. They are here to level up, and will only return to Holy Griffin Empire, once they can find no more moondeer.

- Why do you think that? - looked at me, surprised Nelly.

- That should be obvious. Denbing, Rakshasar, and Holy Griffin Empire are kingdoms where dungeons are destroyed. That makes it more difficult for adventurers to level up. The only other way is war, but that could be even more dangerous than hunting monsters in the dungeon. And there are no large-scale wars happening right now. Those adventurers probably find out about the moondeer, animals with a great amount of life force, and came here to kill them and increase their levels. They are animals. The Holy Griffin Empire might not approve of their actions, but they will not punish an A rank adventurer party too harshly. After all, A rank adventurers are too valuable. Also, adventurers do not belong to any kingdom, and amazons will not be able to blame the empire. So, Swords of Destiny will be warned not to do that again. Maybe they will be forced to pay some money for breaking the Denbing law and killing some amazons and sentient trees, but they will not be punished too harshly, since they were protecting themselves. And they can always say that they did not know that killing those animals is forbidden. For that reason, they will not listen to us. So instead, we will join them and gather more information, before fighting them.

- That does not sound honorable, - objected Trevor.

- Just think of it as us attacking your enemy from an ambush. You will not say that it is forbidden, will you?

- No. But that is still dishonorable.

- Well, you are not a royal knight anymore. And when you joined my party, you all agreed to follow my orders. I will not fight an A rank adventurer party in a fair fight that we will lose. What do you think is more honorable - attacking them together with amazons and sentient trees and allowing them to kill dozens of our allies and possibly some of us, or attacking them using a surprise attack
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