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Under moonlight's pallid glow, a giant black dragon soared above a town - his majestic form casting a shadow upon cobblestone streets below. The great black dragon breathed forth searing flame into the night air; each billowing plume illuminated the townscape in flickering orange light.

Dragon descended like a shadow given life - his obsidian scales glinting darkly beneath the moon's light. Each powerful wingbeat stirred air into whirling vortices that sent debris scattering across cobblestones below.

The dragon’s eyes blazed with inner fire - orange flames dancing within depths like embers stoked anew.

As dragon drew nearer, the full majesty of his draconic form became apparent. The were-dragon's wingspan easily spanned buildings' breadths; each membrane stretched taut over bones forged by arcane transformation.

The people below gaped in awe. Unable to tear their gaze from the spectacle unfolding before them.

Dragon's sharp eyes scanned the settlement below. Wooden houses clustered together, their smoky roofs dull under his gaze. He saw movement - a lone figure hurried down an alley. With a turn, he descended toward the shadowed streets.

As he drew nearer, the man looked up suddenly; his face illuminated by the dragon's own fiery breath. Fear widened eyes even as recognition flickered there too.

- Lugaru! - cried out a werewolf, voice cracking with emotion. His master has returned.

As Lugaru's massive form settled upon square stones, an air of anticipation hung heavy in the night's embrace. The townsfolk watched warily from windows and doorways - their eyes reflecting a mixture of awe, trepidation and resignation.

The dragon surveyed the scene before him with a disinterested gaze. His head turned slowly to take measure of the settlement sprawling around like an offering laid at the feet of a divine being.

- My subjects, - Lugaru intoned, his voice booming forth like thunder rumbling across distant hills: - I trust all is well in my absence.

A hush fell over the gathered crowd then, none daring speak lest they draw the ire of the mercurial ruler. It was clear that under Lugaru's rule, life here had become a stagnant thing. Neither progressing nor decaying, but rather existing in a state suspended betwixt hope and despair.

- We... We have done as you commanded, - stammered an elder from among the people, voice quivering slightly despite attempts at bravery: - The tithes are collected and ready for your perusal.

Lugaru regarded the man with a piercing stare, then let out a slow sigh that sent leaves dancing across the cobbled ground.

- Excellent, - the dragon rumbled at last, tail lashing idly behind him in a gesture dismissive yet unmistakably final: - Do continue serving me well.

In the blink of an eye, Lugaru transformed - his draconic form morphing into a man. He stood amidst the square now, clad all in black like a shadow given physical shape. The townsfolk gaped at the sudden metamorphosis; some crossing themselves hastily, others whispering prayers under their breaths.

- Go about your business, - Lugaru commanded.

With that, he set off through winding streets - his stride purposeful yet languid as a cat stalking unsuspecting prey. The weremen watched from doorways and windows, eyes following ruler's progress with a mixture of reverence and trepidation.

As Lugaru moved deeper into Arknore, it was clear how fully the settlement was dominated. Signs with dragon seals covered nearly every surface, reminding everyone who ruled here. The weremen seemed changed too - their posture more hunched, their faces haunted in the pale moonlight. It was as if their life force had been drained over many years of unpredictable and harsh rule.

Yet none dared challenge Lugaru, for all knew what happened to those who crossed the dragon king in past. The streets of Arknore lay silent save for the ruler's footsteps echoing ominously amidst the wooden houses' huddled forms.

Lugaru looked around, remembering the town's history.

Long ago, weremen lived among humans. During full moons' rise, the curse took hold and weremen transformed into beasts who became a plague on the land, tearing flesh from bone with savage abandon. Humans feared them greatly, for in these creatures saw the reflection of the darkest parts of their own nature.

Angels declared weremen plague upon earthly realms - abominations that must be purged lest they corrupt all creation. And so began a hunt relentless and merciless - wood piled high around suspected shifters' homes, as flames licked hungrily at the night sky.

Running was the only way for werebeasts to survive, and so they did. Coming to the lands where no human would dare step. They came to Uninhabited lands with no hope, but yet survived. And thus were seeds planted for what would become Arknore - a town cursed by beasts seeking sanctuary from a world that sought their destruction. They fled into the untamed wilderness, carving out a tenuous existence amidst shadows, fear, and mistrust.

Years passed slowly, like rivers winding through valleys unseen, until finally weremen found refuge in lands uncharted. Here they built new life upon ruins, hope long discarded - a settlement born not just of survival, but also defiance against a cruel and unforgiving fate.

Things changed when half-elf Uleg arrived in Arknore. Years turned slowly like pages in a book of time...and Arknore prospered under Uleg's guidance. The half-elf, half-human lord brought wisdom and strength to Arknore.

The settlement grew from humble beginnings into a town whose people were unafraid to travel beyond its borders. But shadows remain wherever there is light. In Arknore, a child was born - one who would become dark and terrible. Lugaru left innocence behind like a dragon sheds its skin, his heart twisted by wild power.

One day, Lugaru approached the lord.

- Uleg, - called out Lugaru suddenly, voice dripping false warmth: - Might we have word? In private?

The half-elf, half-human leader paused then, a frown creasing his brow as he considered the request. Something in Lugaru's tone set alarm bells ringing deep within the soul. Nonetheless, Uleg agreed - drawn by duty and desire to understand the complexities of the ever-present rule.

In a darkness-cloistered room, tension hung thick as fog on a winter morning. And then, without warning, the moment Uleg turned his back, Lugaru struck.

The dagger flashed silver in moonlight's pallid glow, plunging between shoulder blades with ruthless precision. Blood sprayed upon wooden walls as macabre artwork comes to gruesome life.

- Fool, - Lugaru hissed, eyes blazing with maddened hunger as Uleg collapsed before him: - Now the power will be mine, and you will not keep me back.

After Uleg's death, the were-dragon became the most powerful creature in Arknore. He killed those who dared to challenge him, becoming the merciless ruler of Arknore.

Once, a thriving settlement - home to families united in their struggles against harsh frontier, changed. Under the rule of a merciless king, Arknore slowly transformed into something different.

The wooden houses huddled close together now like frightened children seeking comfort from one another amidst night's embrace. Each bearing signs dragon seal, reminders ever-present of power that held sway here.

And the people themselves - once proud and defiant - seemed diminished. Their eyes lacked vitality; their gaits carried deep weariness.

Under his reign, werewolves became little more than toys for the ruler's amusement - their lives suspended in a perpetual state of fear and resignation. The streets of Arknore echoed with silence now, laughter and music having long since faded away under the weight of oppression which hung heavy over all like a shroud woven from dreams shattered irreparably.

Lugaru grinned, remembering Uleg's death. He underestimated the were-dragon. But Lugaru did have an advantage. After all, he was not what he seemed.

Lugaru remembered his past life. He used to live on a different planet - called Earth. But after his death, he was reincarnated in this world, which reminded him of a game that he used to play in his previous life.

When offered a choice by god itself to be born in this world in the form of his choosing, Lugaru's mind raced. He could be a hero, saving damsels, slaying dragons, earning glory undying. Or perhaps he would choose wisdom of elves, living life measured, contemplative, and peaceful.

But deep within the soul, dark hunger stirred - primal desire, power untamed. In that moment, a fateful decision became clear.

- I wish to be born as someone who can become a dragon, - Lugaru declared, voice ringing with certainty absolute.

And so was set in motion a chain of events that would lead him here, to Arknore's shadowed streets.

Lugaru entered Uleg's former house like a shadow given physical form. His eyes swept over rooms once filled with life, now a silent tomb to dreams long dead.

- The sword, - he murmured, voice carrying note almost reverent: - It calls me still.

The wereman approached a stone in front of him with careful steps; each movement measured as if afraid sudden motion would shatter fragile balance. Within the heart of the monument lay a blade, gleaming with soft light all its own. Lugaru extended hand, then hesitated, fingertips mere hairs' breadth from the hilt, beckoning.

Lugaru stood before the stone monument, his hand hovering just above the sword's hilt. The blade seemed to pulse with an otherworldly energy - beckoning, tempting him closer. But even as greed flared hot within the dragon's breast, something held Lugaru back.

- No, - he growled at last, forcing his hand away despite the blade's siren call: - I have chosen a path different from heroes and sages alike. What a shame. But maybe one day still...

With effort palpable, the were-dragon turned from a monument. As Lugaru moved deeper into the heart of the town's shadowed streets, a new thought took root within his mind - insidious and dangerous.

- If I cannot be a hero, - he mused darkly: - Then perhaps it is time to become something far more fearsome indeed.

After all, there was one more artifact, more suited for him.
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Chapter 1. The saint.
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After enjoying a warm bath and a massage, I exited the temple of Aphrodite and stretched. The sun was shining, and the day was warm, with a pleasant breeze blowing from the ocean. It had been ten days since my battle with the King of the Iron Mountains. My body and mind still did not recover from the battle, but I was slowly healing, getting better with each day.

I was under strict instructions not to use magic for at least three more weeks and needed to find a way to pass the time. I was considering leaving Mina, but had not decided where to go next. Visiting Grimsburg and getting coffee beans was the most appealing idea I had, but I needed to find a reason to convince my party members to undertake such a journey.

But staying here was not something that I wanted to do. Summer was ending, and I still remembered how cold winter was in Mina. Located on the continent's northern border, Mina was close to the snow-covered lands, and winters were cold and uncomfortable.

A small fox ran towards me. It was a nine-tailed fox. Also known as kitsune or kumiho, it was a mythical animal that lived on this earth for more than a thousand years. I kicked it, and the fox flew away and broke a nearby rose bush. Fox cried out in pain when thorns scratched its body and jumped out of the bush. It licked its scratches and looked at me.

I placed my hand on my sword's hilt and tried to calm down. I really wanted to kill it, but it was neither the time nor the place for it. Besides, my friend Nelly asked me not to kill the kitsune, and I hated it because it nearly killed Nelly. Girl forgave the fox, but I could not forget the battle and the fox's role in it.

- I wish to talk to you, human, - said the fox and looked at me with its intelligent eyes.

- I am not a human, - I turned my back on it and left the temple grounds. My good mood was gone, and now I felt uncontrollable anger.

Kitsune followed me and started talking. I pretended that I did not hear it, but that did not stop the fox.

- I am sorry for attacking you, but I was bound to the dungeon because of the contract that I made with the King of the Iron Mountains. But let me tell you some of his story.

"Long ago, King of the Iron Mountains was betrayed by two brothers who served him. They were powerful magicians who stole his most powerful book of magic. That book contained Primordial Magic spells. My master received a magic book from an ancient dragon and used its knowledge to build his home, which he later called Blacksmith Cave.

But two brothers wanted to become more powerful and stole the book to learn its ancient spells. My master followed them and chased brothers across Uninhabited lands. After one of the battles, the brothers separated. Older brother Ordas distracted the king's forces, while younger brother Finneas escaped with the spellbook. For some unknown reason, Finneas hid the book in Uninhabited lands before reuniting with his brother. My master was on their trail, and both brothers escaped to the Dark Continent. There, they became powerful necromancers, and after my master died, my brothers returned, leading a huge army of undead creatures. People loyal to the king fought them, and the brothers suffered defeat again. They again retreated to Uninhabited lands.

But, during the invasion, Finneas imprisoned my family. He took them to Uninhabited lands and sealed them inside the dungeon.

Finneas told his brother that he hid the Primordial Magic book in the Town of The Dead. Believing his brother's words, Ordas killed his brother. He went to the Town of The Dead and, after searching the town, which had been transformed into a dungeon, realized his brother had lied. Ordas was furious, but my master's forces were approaching him, and Ordas again had to flee this continent and hide in the necromancer's kingdom.

Seems that Finneas did not completely trust his brother and never revealed to him the true hiding place, which he used to hide Primordial Magic book. But thanks to my connection to my family, I know exactly where it is. If you promise to save my family, I will tell you where you can find the magic book. You can use Primordial Magic and already possess my master Book of Light. But as powerful as Light spells are, they are still less powerful than Primordial Magic spells.

I can tell you where to find that book."

I turned around and glared at kitsune:

- And why would you do that? And also, how do you know where the book is hidden? Were you not bound to the dungeon, alongside your master?

- I was. But the reason how I know that is the same one that I am telling you. When Finneas stole the Primordial Magic book, he also took my family as prisoners. He locked them up with the book. I was able to talk to them, when you freed me from the dungeon, and they told me that story. My family is in the same place where the book is.

- Your family is not my concern. What keeps me from taking Primordial Magic book and leaving your family?

- Nothing, - sighed Fox: - But as you know, I am quite powerful. Free my family, and I promise to repay you however I can.

- I have no need of your services, - I shook my head. Besides, I had a contract with King Simurgh, and without a summoner job or skill, I could not make any other contracts: - But if I free your family, then you and your family will return to Blacksmith Cave and serve the creatures who live there.

- If that is your price, then I agree, - kitsune lowered his head: - But you should know that we can make a contract only with someone who has blood of the gods running through his veins.

- What about a titan?

- Yes, that is possible. After all, the titans of Rakshasar are descendants of the original titans, or the ancient gods, as you humans call them.

- Fine, - I grinned at kitsune, and the fox shivered. My grin was the same one the most devious villainess would have. As far as I knew, divine creatures like kitsune hated demons with all their heart. Serving a succubus would be a worse punishment for them than I could come up with right now. Not to mention that the same would apply to all his family: - So, where can I find the Primordial Magic book?

- In the Darkness Dungeon, deep inside Uninhabited lands. In the dungeon's tenth floor, - with dignity said the fox: - I cannot tell you their precise...

I kicked the fox, and he slammed into the wall.

'Stupid, useless kitsune.' Darkness Dungeon - the dungeon that was located as far away as possible. I remembered its location on one of the maps, and it was very, very far away. I would need more than a year, or possibly several, to reach it, since there were no roads in Uninhabited lands. Primordial Magic book was as inaccessible to me as the moon right now. That fox was as useless to me as I thought.

I wanted to level up, but decided to postpone my leveling until I was completely recovered. I was not sure that killing monsters and the undead king or former King of Iron Mountains would increase my level, but I still had one leveling potion and a dungeon core, which I could use to increase my level. Unlike me, all my other party members already visited Adventurers Guild and were able to increase their levels. Luara even reached level twenty as a panther-girl and increased her adventurer rank to B.

She also gathered all four ancient king's artifacts and can now use their full benefits. The last artifact was called Unbreakable Will. According to the appraisal results, it was an indestructible sword capable of killing even immortal creatures and monsters. Also, using all four artifacts increased her strength, defense, spell power by four and speed by one, and her morale changed to good. That was very impressive, considering that even by themselves, those artifacts gave her great benefits.

I went back to the tavern and was greeted by Nelly, who ran towards me as soon as she saw me.

- Good, you are back. We are supposed to go to Adventurers Guild. There is an urgent summons to all adventurers in Mina.

- Sounds troublesome. Do you know what that is about?

- It is probably connected to northmen attack.

- What northmen attack?

- Oh! That's right, you do not know that. It happened while we were in the dungeon. The northmen fleet attacked a ship, which was transporting a saint. I heard rumors that the northmen sent a message; they probably demanded a ransom for her.

- What's a saint?

- How can you not know? A girl was born less than a generation ago. She had a Saint job and also received a blessing from the god of healing Asclepius. She is worshipped across the continent. Saint was traveling around the continent; it was like a holy pilgrimage or something. She conducted many miracles during her pilgrimage and helped many people.

So, in translation. Some reincarnated person made a deal with that Asclepius god. She got a high-ranking job, grew bored, decided to travel around the world, but was kidnapped and now needs rescuing. Not that I minded, but northmen. They lived in the northern islands. And those islands were famous for being cold year-round. Most of the northern part of the Human Continent had bad weather. Something to do with cold currents. Even in Mina, the weather was cold. There was even snow during winter. Luckily for me, we spent most of winter in the dungeon, where weather had its own rules, which had nothing to do with weather outside the dungeon. But going farther north would mean going to even colder islands. That sounded like something that I did not want to do.

- Sounds troublesome. Tell the messenger that I am still weak and sick and need a lot of bed rest, so we cannot participate. Send the guild a note from a healer or something.

- What? We can do that?

- What, you wish to drag me to some cold... I mean, I am still sick, you know. Cough, cough, - I coughed and fell on the chair: - Hey, can a sick person get some warm tea! - I called the waitress.

Nelly sighed and slouched away. She seemed disappointed, but, at least for now, I could play a sick card and get away with everything, for a while.

I was drinking my hot tea, which I secretly added sugar to, when my party members joined my table. Nelly took my cup and drank my tea.

- Hey, - I objected: - That's mine.

- How come your tea always tastes sweet? - she looked at me with suspicion.

- Well, if you want it so much, then please enjoy, - I turned away and looked outside.

- So what are we going to do now? - Trevor asked the question that I was wondering as well.

- Ye, we should ask our party leader that, I guess.

- You are our party leader, - objected merciless Luara.

- Well, you forced me to accept you, so I do not want to hear any complaining.

- I did enjoy the peaceful days, but why did you not go to the adventurer meeting? - asked Luara.

- Because northmen isles are cold. Don't cats hate the cold? Don't you love sleeping next to a fireplace?

- I am not a cat.

- Well, panther. What's the difference?

- So, the only reason you decided not to participate was that you hate cold weather?

- I am still sick, you know. Caugh, caugh. I still drink that horrible concoction, which your healer left me.

Luara looked at Nelly, and she nodded.

- She does. But she always adds sugar to it.

- Can you blame me? It tastes horrible and bitter.

- So, if we do not take jobs here, then where are we going? - again asked Luara.

Kitsune ran inside the tavern and jumped into Nelly's lap.

- Takiko! I was wondering where you disappeared? - Nelly caressed the fox and gave it some dried meat, which she prepared for the kitsune.

Wasn't his name different, or whatever?

- We could go and save Tikiko's family?

- It's Takazuchi. Takiko is a nickname that I gave him. And what do you mean - his family?

- Legends say that Taki or whatever used to serve the King of the Iron Mountains. Well, we all saw that when he almost killed you. His family is supposed to be imprisoned in the Darkness Dungeon.

- Why would you want to save Takiko's family? - Nelly glanced at me suspiciously: - I thought that you did not like him?

- I do not. Fine. If you do not want to go, then we are not going.

- I do want to help Takazuchi. But how do you know about his family?

- Stupid fox told me.

- Takiko isn't stupid. Right Takiko? You are very smart, - Nelly picked up the fox and kissed its nose.

I grimaced, but, luckily for me, Nelly did not notice that.

- Foxes cannot talk, - interjected Trevor.

- Fine. Then someone else told me.

- What's a Darkness Dungeon? - asked Trevor: - And I thought that we were done with dungeons?

- So did I, - I sighed: - But I ran out of ideas, and almost dying makes me feel depressed. So, does anyone else have any other ideas?

They exchanged glances, but no one had any ideas.

- Then it is decided. We are going to save Takiko's family, - happily smiled Nelly and kissed the fox's nose again.

* * *
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I WANTED TO LEAVE AS soon as possible, but before that, we needed supplies, maps, and more supplies to cross Uninhabited lands. I was studying a map in the Adventurers Guild's library and did not like what I saw.

They did have a map that showed the location of the Darkness Dungeon, but it was the only good news. According to the map, the Darkness Dungeon was located in the middle of nowhere. The closest town to it was Garya, where we spent several years conquering the local ancient dungeon. We could get there using the Guild Portal spell, but then, in order to reach the Darkness Dungeon, we would need at least a year. We could cover the distance in three months on horseback, but there were no roads. So riding fast would not be possible. Then there were local monsters, a lack of villages or towns, which meant we would need to hunt to resupply, feed the horses, and do many other things I could not imagine. Also, getting lost was a possibility. So, at best, a year of travel. And since the entrance to the dungeon was small, we would definitely get lost and spend hell knows how much time looking for the entrance.

Getting back was the easy part. Nelly's Guild Portal spell could take us to any town where we registered. Too bad that spell did not work inside the dungeon, but as long as we reached the dungeon's tenth floor, getting back would be easy. Hmm. There was that word - dungeon's tenth floor. Who knows how long it would take us to reach it? A lot, at best. This meant that we would need even more supplies, and my Female Purse was not bottomless.

Looks like we will need to postpone our traveling until we can gather some artifact like my Magic Tablecloth, which could create food.

Someone knocked at the door and interrupted my thoughts. Why would anyone knock on the public library door? I turned around and had to control myself so I would not grimace.

- Miss Avone. I was told that I could find you here.

- Hero Theodoric. What an unexpected, but pleasant surprise.

"Great hero," smiled and took a seat in front of me.

- I heard that you are in town, but I was told that you are feeling unwell, and, because of it, your party is not participating in the saint's rescue.

- Yes. Our last dungeon expedition did not go as planned, and I was assigned bed rest. And then more rest, and I am not allowed to use any magic for a long time. So...

- I see. But I am glad to see that you are doing better. I hate to do that, but I would like to ask for your help once more. If you are worried about the time that you need to recover, then you will have plenty of it.

- Did you come here on griffins? - I asked, idea forming in my mind.

- Yes. We were supposed to escort Saint Adelaide during her travels across the towns of Rakshasar and then take her to Holy Griffin Empire.

- So your griffins can carry more than one person?

- Yes. Two or even three would not be a problem, depending on the distance.

- And how many did you bring?

- As you know, I have four loyal friends, who usually travel with me. We all were gifted a griffin, but...

- So why not take griffins and save this saint?

- I am afraid that is not possible, - Theodoric shook his head: - Griffins do not like to fly over water. Crossing a lake would not be a problem, but even if we try to cross the sea from the closest part of Rakshasar to the northmen isles, we would need several days to do so. And griffins cannot fly so long without rest. The only way to reach the island is by ship.

- I see. How long do you think it would take you to cross this area on griffins? - I showed him the map, which I was studying.

- At least a month. Twenty days if we fly as fast as possible, with only necessary stops on the way.

A month ha. Not so bad. Even good, I would say. So one month there. A month or two in a dungeon. With supplies in magic bags and those that griffins could carry...

- I am glad that you show interest in griffins, but can we talk about the saint? - interrupted my thoughts Theodoric.

- A? Yes, of course. So, what were you saying?

- We received a ransom note from northmen chieftain. He demands three hundred orichalcum coins, but wants our strongest adventurers to bring them.

- That's unusual.

- Yes. I thought so as well. And also, the strongest adventurer party in Mina is yours.

- That's usually a thing in Rakshasar. Not a single A rank adventurer. But you are an adventurer as well. Have you not reached A rank by now?

- No, my level is still lacking. Even your party members, who recently reached B ranks, are at a higher level than I am.

- That does not mean much. Not since you have a hero job.

- Even so. My own men could not be enough. For that reason, I need your help. Of course, you will be compensated for your time and efforts.

- Hmm, when do you plan to leave?

- In four days' time. Even with the fastest ship, which the town lord will give us, we will need at least a month to reach the closest northmen island, where we are supposed to bring the ransom.

Dammit. That would take us two months to go there and back.

- That's a lot of time. And we are lacking time right now. But considering our good relationship, I think that we can help each other.

- What do you mean?

- How about in exchange for my help, you help us with our travels. That's the reward that I would want from you.

- I would gladly help you. But once we bring back the Saint, my job is to escort her during her pilgrimage.

- But you are not responsible for her safety during her stay in a town. Are you not? Once you deliver her to town, can you leave her for the local town lord to babysit?

- Well, yes, but...

- Good. Then it's settled. My friend Nelly can use Guild Portal spell, and we are registered in all five biggest towns in Rakshasar. Once we return, she can deliver her wherever you want. Then she can stay there while you take us where we need to go, and return after her then. Is that acceptable? Otherwise, I am afraid, we will not be able to help you. Not to mention that travel by sea could worsen my health, but I am willing to take that risk to help you.

- I think, I can agree to that, - nodded Theodoric, after thinking for a while: - Does your friend Nelly already reached master level in Wisdom skill?

- Yes. Not long ago. And registering in all the towns that we visited turned out to be a wise decision.

- I see. Thank you, Miss Avone. I will be counting on you then.

- And I on you, - we bowed to each other, and Theodoric left the room.

That was lucky, and just in time. But now I needed to prepare. I asked the local receptionist for permission to use the Leveling Crystal, but just as I suspected, my level did not increase. I had to destroy the dungeon core and use a Leveling Crystal again. Familiar words appeared in front of me, with surprising results.

High elf, LV 35 - 36

Name - Avone;

Job: Ranger;

Status:

Health: 157 - 917;

Mana: 640 - 650 (-100=550);

Strength: 15 - 16;

Defense: 11 (+2=13);

Spell Power: 21;

Luck: 1 (+1=2);

Speed: 7 (+4=11);

Morale: Neutral

Skills:

Archery (Advanced);

Night Vision (Advanced);

Mana Rapid Recovery (Advanced);

Magic Resistance (Advanced);

Wisdom (Advanced);

Earth Magic (Advanced);

Arcane Butchery (Advanced);

Water Magic (Advanced);

Air Magic (Advanced);

Intelligence (Advanced);

Fire Magic (Advanced);

Life Magic (Advanced);

Master Swordsman (Novice); 

Increased Speed (Advanced);

Throwing (Advanced);

Hunting (Advanced);

Weapons Master (Advanced);

Primordial Magic (Advanced);

Dual Wielding (Advanced);

Demon Style Martial Arts (Advanced);

Double Skill Slots;

Light Magic (Advanced)

Possible skill acquirement:

- Master Swordsman (Basic);

- Light Magic (Master);

Please choose one skill!

My Health points increased a lot. That did sometimes happen, when I killed monsters with a high amount of Health points, but not by so much. I was angry at King of Iron Mountains for giving me Master Swordsman skill, but now reconsidered my opinion. As far as I knew, after reaching master level with this skill, I will be able to use dimensional slash with my sword. But in order to activate that skill, I had to pay ten of my Health points, which I would not get back. At first I thought that I will never use that skill, but with more than nine hundred Health points, I could afford lose some of them.

Also, I had four more days, so I used my last leveling potion. It will allow me three days later to increase my level once more and get my Master Swordsman skill to the basic level. Things were going well, and this day turned out to be a lucky one for me. Now all I needed to do was tell my party that I dragged them to another dangerous adventure.
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Chapter 2. Northmen.
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We sailed by ship, and the further we got, the colder it became. I wrapped myself in the warmest cloak that I could get and looked at the shore. We were sailing near the half-island of Raksasar, towards the Northmen Isles. The Isles consisted of five islands. Three medium-sized, one large, and one small among them. At least we needed to reach the closest one to us. It was a mid-sized eastern island, and according to a map that Theodoric received from the kidnappers, we were supposed to deliver the ransom to one of the northmen's settlements.

But even on the fastest ship we could get, the journey will take us weeks. And this journey was boring as hell.

Three of us lived in a room barely big enough for us. There was nothing to do. The weather was cold, and the food was dried fish, dried fish, and dried fish again.

Someone approached me, and Theodoric stopped by my side.

- Are you enjoying the view? - he asked.

- Not really. It was good during the first days, but now there is only shore and forest, shore and forest. How long until we arrive?

- Should be at least one week sailing near Rakshasar borders, and then ten or so days until we reach the settlement.

- That's a long way, - I sighed.

- Yes. But to be honest, I do enjoy the view and peaceful days. I do not know how you were able to spend several months in a dungeon at a time. I think I would have gone mad there, and I definitely would not have survived. Not in the ancient dungeon's lower floors.

I could understand that. I still remember how scary and traumatizing my first visits to the dungeon were. The scariest thing was not the monsters, but complete darkness. Without my night vision, I would have stopped visiting dungeons long ago. All my party members could see in the dark, and that was a blessing, which allowed us to conquer so many dungeons. Apart from our skills and magic, that is.

- You know, - I began, my voice soft and contemplative: - I can understand your perspective. But I'm not sure I could live like that - peacefully.

Theodoric turned to her, his expression serious yet understanding:

- Many people share that sentiment. Queen Elizabeth often reminds me that a hero's duty is to ensure peace and safety for all her subjects.

- It sounds like an immense burden for one person to bear. The weight of the world on their shoulders.

Theodoric's jaw tightened, a flicker of pain crossing his features.

- I was born with Hero job. That... Well, let's just say that it was my choice to become a hero, and, at least for now, I want to see this road till the end.

- Good for you. At least you are living your dream.

- Yes. Just not the way I imagined, - Theodoric's gaze drifted back to the horizon, his voice heavy with regret: - Too many times, I failed and put the world's future in danger.

- Even if you are a hero. You are just a man. We all make mistakes. Some more, some less, but we all do.

- Maybe you are right about that.

For a while, we just stayed and watched the shoreline. Once in a while, we sailed past a fishing village, and some fishermen waved at us from their boats. Unlike us, they knew nothing of unending war and dark dungeons, with never-ending monsters.

* * *
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THREE WEEKS LATER, we arrived at the settlement. I imagined that the northmen were barbarians, who knew nothing but pillaging, but actually, they were also traders who sailed across many lands, trading honey, mead, fish, and other sea products. They also attacked villages and towns and were known pirates, but that was more a part of their culture and a way to get rich and famous quickly.

During our travels, we sailed past several settlements, but to my surprise, they allowed us to pass without attacking. Partially, I regretted that. I did not have any battles at sea until now, but I also had to remember that people actually died in such battles, and I could be one of those victims.

When we reached the shore, we were met by two dozen armed men, covered in animal hides. Northmen were pale-skinned, bearded, big men. They would scare any ordinary villagers, and they looked dangerous and ready to fight. Their settlement was surrounded by a wooden fence and had about a dozen houses. I noticed four ships. They were all dragged onto shore and placed under a roof.

We stepped on the land, and I staggered. I think that I read about it in my previous life, that people who spend a long time on a ship need time to adjust to walking on solid ground. At least I did not suffer from seasickness. Apparently, high Health stats helped adventurers to overcome that ordeal.

Theodoric stepped in front of us and looked around. One of the northmen with a gray beard also stepped forward and lowered his head slightly.

- Are you the men who brought the ransom for the saint? - asked the northman.

- Yes. Are you the chieftain who sent the message?

- My name is Orlaf. Your men can stay here. They will not be harmed. Follow me. Let us talk.

Theodoric looked back and nodded to his companions: - Stay here, I will be fine.

They all nodded, and Theodoric followed Orlaf. I joined him as well. Theodoric glanced at me, but did not object. Maybe he thought that it was normal for an adventurer party leader. Around us were hostile-looking villagers. Some dogs were running around the settlement and barking at us.

We went inside the largest house, and Orlaf waved at a long table. At the end of the room was a burning fireplace, and the room was warm. I took off my heavy sheepskin cloak and placed it on a chair behind me.

Two women, an old one and a young girl, brought three cups and placed them in front of us. I smelled the drink. It smelled sweet, like honey. It probably was mead - an alcoholic drink made from honey, and one of the main export products from the Northmen's Isles.

Orlaf drank the whole thing in one gulp. He used his hand to clean his moustache and loudly belched.

I tasted it a little, while Theodoric also emptied his cup.

- Are you the strongest adventurers in Mina? - asked Orlaf: - You look more like royal boot lickers to me.

- I am a warrior from the Empire. This is Avone. She is the leader of an adventurer party.

- A girl?

I rolled my eyes and placed my hair behind my ears. Orlaf squinted his eyes and nodded.

- An elf, I see. Well, you should be good enough then.

- We wish to see the saint, - reminded Theodoric: - To make sure that she is unharmed.

- We will take your priest to her, once we are done talking.

- There is nothing to talk about. We brought you your ransom. Now bring us the girl and let's be done with all of this.

- I do not want the ransom. Not just the ransom. That is why I took the girl in the first place.

- What do you want then? - asked Theodoric.

- I want you to save my son. He went to the dungeon and did not return. I want you to bring him back.

- If your son did not return from the dungeon, then he is already dead, - I shook my head.

- No. My son had an artifact with him. If he received a mortal wound, the artifact would activate and encase him in ice, preserving his life. That is why I also need the saint, so she could heal him, once you bring him back.

- That's not what we agreed upon, - I interjected: - If we need to save your son, then you will not get the ransom.

- No. My son is important to me, but I need to pay my men.

- Fine, - I acknowledged: - Then you get ten gold coins. That is more than generous.

- Don't make me laugh. Saint is important to you. But very well, I will take two hundred orichalcum coins.

- Don't even dream about it, - I almost laughed: - We were not planning to pay you that much in the beginning. Twenty.

- Twenty for a saint with her powers. She is worth several thousand. One hundred and eighty.

- All she can do is use some healing spells and bless someone. Any high-ranking mage can do that much. Girl can be easily replaced, - I got caught in a moment and continued haggling: - Forty is most that you get for someone like her.

- You would not be here if that were the truth. One hundred and fifty.

- We only came here to pretend that we care. To appease the villagers, you might say. Fifty.

- No, - he shook his head: - Besides, if you return without her, your reputation will suffer. Hundred and forty.

- Our reputation will be fine if we tell everyone that you killed her before we arrived, - I disagreed: - Eighty.

- You are a ruthless one, aren't you? Not like I imagined an elf to be. Hundred to pay my men, and we have an agreement.

- Agreed, - I nodded.

We shook our forearms and returned to the previous talk.

- Where is that dungeon located? - I asked: - And what can you tell us about it?

- There are only two dungeons on our islands. Both ancient ones. One of them is located on this island. Our men go there to prove their manhood or to increase their levels, as you call it. My son went there three months ago, but did not return.

Ancient dungeon, which sounded bad.

- How deep would he go?

- Usually, our people go only as far as the first floor. But my son is reckless. He could have gone as far as the second floor.

- Second floor? - I asked him in surprise.

- Young can be foolish, - shook his head Orlaf.

- So-o, can you tell us more about the dungeon? Do you have any maps? Any ideas where he would go?

- No. The first floor is bigger than my settlement. You could walk there for days without stepping on the same ground twice. There is no sunlight, but plenty of monsters, who resemble animals from nightmares. They attack from every corner.

- Sounds... Bad. How far is this dungeon?

- Two dozen days walking.

- As I saw, you have some horses. We will need all of them. How many do you have?

- Nine, that can be ridden.

- So four for my party members. Four for Theodoric's, and one for the guide. What about other northmen? Will they let us pass?

- I will send my cousin with you. I will give him my mark, so you should have a safe passage.

- Good. Then we will leave in the morning. You will have to supply us with enough food to last us on our way there and back, and do not forget that we will need to spend two or three days in the dungeon. Anything else? - I turned to Theodoric, who kept quiet after we started haggling.

- Take my friend to Saint. Also, our ship and the ship's crew will need to stay here. You will need to ensure their safety.

- As you wish. I will make sure that no one touches them.

- How will we recognize your son? - I asked.

- My cousin will recognize him.

- No, - I disagreed: - Your cousin will take us as far as a dungeon, but then he will wait outside.

- You do not want his help?

- I do not want him to hold us back.

- He is a skilled warrior, but as you wish. My son is wearing an amulet, shaped as Thor's hammer. The amulet is made from pure silver.

- That should be good enough, - I nodded. I got up and stretched: - Do not know about you, but I want to stretch my legs, and bring us some food that is not fish. I ate enough fish to last me a lifetime.

- I will order women to prepare a feast for you. After all, it could be your last, - grinned Orlaf.

* * *
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THE NIGHT WAS CLEAR, and the air smelled of spruce trees. There were many trees, like spruces and pines. But the earth seemed rocky and likely unsuitable for farming. I saw some pigs and sheep in the settlement, but I did not see any farmland around. Probably northmen relied heavily on fishing for their food supply. No wonder they regularly attacked nearby kingdoms and stole their riches, food, and farm animals.

Orlaf kept his word, and the woman brought us plenty of food and even two barrels of mead. For the first time in weeks, my belly was full, and I could not eat another piece of tasty, juicy meat in front of me.

Others were either sleeping or standing watch. Theodoric did not trust Orlaf, and I did agree with that. Hero came to me, holding a cup with what smelled like mead.

- You bargained like a southern merchant, - he smiled.

U-ups. I was not planning to do that, but was caught in a moment.

- He would not have respected you otherwise, - I came up with an excuse.

- Probably.

- Also, do not think that I haggled just for fun. I will need part of the ransom money. We did not agree that my men or women or whatever, will need to go to ancient dungeon. Those places are dangerous. Way more dangerous than northmen. I will need one hundred and fifty of those coins. You can keep the rest for yourself and your party members.

- That's... Well, you are right. But I should return the rest to Mina town lord.

- Well, if you think that you and your friends do not deserve the reward? Besides that, the town lord should have handled this matter himself. Saint was your responsibility, but only after her arrival in Mina.

- You may be right. Queen Elizabeth is generous, but mostly we receive equipment and supplies for our journeys. I will think about it. What about the northmen? Do you think he is telling the truth?

- Do not know. Maybe. Not like we have a choice. Is Saint alive?

- Yes. Markus saw her. They are treating her well. And she was not harmed.

- Good. What's her name anyway?

- Are you really asking only now? - Theodoric sighed and lowered his head.

- Well. Everybody just called her saint, so it did not come up. Not that I remember.

- Her name is Adelaide. She is from the noble house of Usher.

- That's too much information right now. Saint Adi, as Nelly would say, will be enough.

- Please make sure that no one else hears you saying that. And it would be better if your conversation with Orlaf never saw the light of day. Saint is an important figure in all the kingdoms. She is respected, and, as messenger of god Asclepius, she cannot be replaced.

- I did not know that. Have you tried the pork ribs? I ate two plates. Licked my fingers after that.

- Please take things more seriously, - sighed Theodoric.
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Chapter 3. Saving the northman.
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We left the next morning, just after sunrise. One of Theodoric's men, the knight Christopher, stayed behind to protect our ship's crew. I would say he stayed because we lacked horses, but Theodoric phrased it differently.

The Northmen Isles were barren and cold most of the days, but approaching winter did not make them more comfortable. In places, the ground was covered with the first snow, and my nose was red from the cold. Without my increased health, I would have definitely caught a cold.

A few times, I considered casting the Sun God spell, which covered my body with armor of burning light, but when I first learned and cast it, I ended up with many nasty burns, and it would have been worse if I had not cast Protection From Sun on myself. That spell required casting both the protection and Sun God spell, but I did not want to think what would happen if my protection spell would expire first.

Once, we encountered a horned bear monster, but mostly we did not see any monsters roaming the lands. According to our guide Erik, whenever monsters escaped the dungeon, local people would gather and hunt them down. That was more effective than begging a local lord for help or hiring adventurers, which in Ashgrin could take weeks.

A few times, we encountered local people, but Eric showed them his necklace with Orlaf's seal and spoke with them to ensure they would not attack us.

According to him, he already visited the dungeon twice, and then he visited the island's holy place and used their Leveling Crystal, both times successfully. He was in his early twenties and liked to talk and flirt, which I found annoying.

I also used appraisal skill on him, and his level turned out to be only eight. This was quite small for my taste, but probably would have been quite high for an ordinary soldier. Judging from him, the rest of the northmen were probably not much stronger, so wiping out a settlement or two would have been easy for us. I regretted not checking northmen levels earlier. Killing Orlaf and all his men would save us a lot of time. Of course, Theodoric and his followers could object to such a plan, and it could put the saint in danger. Still, I did not like the cold.

We reached the dungeon eight days later. It was a black hole in one of the hills, with a black barrier covering the entrance. Eric, Theodoric, and his three men got goose bumps, but the sense of fear leaking out of the dungeon stopped affecting my party members long ago.

- Good. Theodoric! You, Eric, and your men will stay here and wait till we return. It should not take us more than a week. Hopefully faster.

- What are you talking about! - almost screamed Ethan: - Why do you think we came here for?

- To stay here and guard the horses, of course, - I looked at him, surprised: - Just imagine what would happen if some monster came outside and ate them and Eric. We would need almost a month to get back.

Theodoric coughed and turned away, covering his mouth. I got a feeling that he was laughing.

- Who do you think I am?! A shepherd! I am one of the royal knights. I did not come here to stay and guard horses! - shouted out Ethan.

Oh-h. So that was his problem.

- Then how about this? My party will go first. If we do not find that boy, what was his name again? - I looked at Luara, but she shrugged: - Well, Orlaf's son. So, if we do not find him, we rest, and you enter the dungeon and search for him. Then we switch again. Is that fine with you? - I looked at Theodoric.

- That seems reasonable. We could all go to cover more ground, but without a map to separate search areas, that may not work. Make sure you bring us a map so we can continue searching areas you didn't have time to explore. Liam, Markus, start preparing the camp. Ethan, you're on guard. Eric, take care of the horses. When will you go inside?

- As soon as we eat something. No need to waste time.

Ethan was still red in face, but obeyed Theodoric's orders.

After lunch, we checked our equipment, and I took out my bow and prepared an arrow. Nelly was talking with her nine-tailed fox, which I found annoying. But I did not object. During the evening, Nelly talked to the fox, saying she would definitely rescue his family, but the fox did not speak again and pretended to be mute.

- Let's go.

The dungeon was not anything unusual. Familiar dark caverns and animal-like monsters. Monsters on the first floor were not too strong, and we easily dealt with them. Nelly was our map maker, and, after countless dungeons, she got very good at map-making. If she had not had all skill slots occupied, she probably would have gotten a map-making skill by now. We searched the dungeon for two days, but did not find any human tracks.

- Are we searching for the entrance to the second floor? - asked Luara, when we stopped to rest and eat.

- No. Northmen might be stubborn, but I did not see any magic bags. This means they have to carry supplies with them, and without a map, finding the entrance to the second floor would take too long. Besides, without the ability to see in the dark, map-making is very difficult. No surprise that they don't have any maps. The worst case would be if no one even came here and, for some reason, we were searching for a non-existent boy.

- Sounds reasonable, - agreed Luara: - So, how long are we searching?

- Let us take a week. We have enough supplies to search longer, but others might start to worry and do something stupid. So, no more than a week.

Luara nodded, and we continued our rescue search. My worst guesses did not come true, and on a fourth day, we found what looked like a huge icicle.

The figure within the ice was a haunting sight, a macabre tableau frozen in time. The man's features were obscured by a layer of frosty condensation, but as I wiped it away with a gloved hand, the true extent of the horror became apparent. His skin was an unnatural pallor, almost translucent, veins of ice visible just beneath the surface. His eyes were closed, lashes dusted with frost, as if he slept beneath a winter's spell.

I leaned in closer, studying the man's face, searching for any sign of life, any flicker of consciousness trapped within the icy prison. His hair was a mass of frozen curls, his beard a wild tangle of ice crystals. And there, just beneath the surface of the ice, I could swear I saw the faintest hint of movement, the barest suggestion of breath clouding the air around him.

- Does anyone see any amulets? - I asked.

- I do, - Luara pointed at something: - Looks like a mushroom or something.

- That's probably it, - I considered breaking the icicle and healing the boy, to ask him who he was, but decided against it. Let the saint play the healer, no need to attract more attention to us: - Trevor, can you pick it up?

I was stronger than our knight, maybe Nelly too, but he was a man in our party. So, we usually allowed Trevor to do the heavy lifting. Trevor bent down and then picked up the icicle.

- It's cold, but I can carry it.

- Try wrapping it inside your cloak, - suggested Luara.

Trevor nodded and put the icicle down. He used his cloak to create a barrier between himself and the icicle and lifted it again.

- Much better.

Nelly checked her maps and led us outside. Going straight out took us only half a day, even when we took more rest pauses, to let Trevor get some rest along the way. When we exited the dungeon, the sun was still shining, and from its position, it looked like it was still midday. My internal clock told me that it was night, which was very disappointing. Luara could always correctly guess the time of day inside the dungeon.

- You found him! - screamed Eric.

- It was not easy, - I informed him: - We almost died several times. But we got lucky.

Luara rolled her eyes, but did not object.

Theodoric congratulated us and asked Markus to prepare some food.

We all cooked, but Markus was the best cook among us. He even used spices and salt.

- So, how are we supposed to bring that back? - I pointed at the icicle, after a warm meal.

Theodoric examined the icicle and looked at Ethan.

- We will have to make a makeshift cart and use two horses to drag it, - said the knight.

- Sounds good, - agreed Theodoric. They worked fast and, with Eric's help, soon put together a wheelless cart that could be dragged by horses.

Nelly and I had to ride on one horse, while Eric and Marcus took another, to free two animals. We could have left more men from Theodoric's party in the settlement, but it was too late to think about it now. I looked back at the dungeon with regret. If no one went deep inside, there were probably many untouched artifacts. It was such a shame to leave that dungeon behind.

Winter was coming, and the air was getting colder and colder, which did not improve my mood. Transporting the icicle took us more time than getting to the dungeon, but we managed to return in one piece.

- You found him? - greeted us Orlaf, when we showed him the icicle.

- Is that your son? - asked Theodoric. Eric already confirmed it, so the question was useless in my opinion. Besides, I hoped that this was the only one human-filled icicle inside the dungeon.

- That is him. Bring the saint, - he ordered his men.

Soon they returned with a young girl. She looked around twelve years old. Never could say exactly what the children's age is. She was cute, I would even say beautiful, with long, curly black hair and full lips.
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- THIS IS MY SON, - showed her the icicle Orlaf: - Heal him.

- I cannot, - shook her head the girl: - First, you need to take him out of that, - she pointed at the icicle.

- Can't you do that?

- No.

Orlaf helplessly looked around. He probably did not expect that answer.

- I could try to dispel that ice prison, - offered a mage from Theodoric's party.

Orlaf nodded, and mage used Dispel. It did not work, and Orlaf was growing impatient.

That could be a problem - I thought to myself.

- Try using Anti-magic, - I suggested. Mage nodded and concentrated on a spell. Do not know why he thought that it would work. Secretly, I cast the Scatter Artifact Power spell around the same time as the mage used his spell. The ice melted, and a man fell to the ground. Nelly glanced at me, but did not comment. Her All Seeing Eyes probably allowed her to see my spell and its results.

Orlaf's son was badly wounded, and blood came out rushing from his wound. Adelaide approached him and placed her hands on his body. Light enveloped northman's body, and his wounds healed. He blinked and opened his eyes.

The northman boy stared at Adelaide in awe, his youthful features etched with disbelief and reverence.

- You're... You're a goddess, - he stammered, his voice a hushed murmur: - Sent from the heavens to save me.

Adelaide smiled gently, her heart swelling with compassion for the frightened young man before her. She knew that kindness could often bridge the widest of divides, and she sensed that this boy held a purity of spirit that transcended his circumstances.

- No, child, - she said softly, her voice like honey: - I am merely a servant of the divine, tasked with bringing light to the darkest of places.

The boy shook his head, his gaze never leaving hers.

- But you saved my life. 

He reached out tentatively, his roughened fingers brushing against her cheek.

- I am yours, now and forever. Let me be your shield, your sword, your eyes, and your ears in this cruel world.

Adelaide felt a flutter in her chest at his words, a spark of connection ignited by his devotion. She knew that she should be wary, that a bond forged in such tumultuous circumstances could easily shatter. Yet, she could not deny the pull she felt towards this boy, this lost lamb seeking guidance and purpose.

I clapped and put my hand on girl's shoulder, taking her away from the boy.

- We are done now, - I looked at Orlaf: - Theodoric, pay him the rest and let us leave immediately. We wasted enough time.

Theodoric looked at me, surprised, but nodded. There was tension among all men. We all kept our hands close to our weapons. I was shielding surprised girl and slowly moved towards the ship. Theodoric handed over the small bag, and Orlaf opened it. He nodded, not counting the coins.

Orlaf's son tried to say something, but Orlaf's men took him away. We slowly went to the ship, with cautious eyes following us. I exhaled in relief, when we sailed away from the shore.

Orlaf followed us with his eyes, but said nothing.

Marcus took the saint to girl's room, while the rest of us stayed on deck.

- So, who do you think that boy was? - I asked Theodoric.

- Probably northmen king's son. No ordinary chieftain would have such a powerful artifact.

- Sounds right to me, - I agreed: - Other northmen's faces were strange, every time Eric demonstrated his seal. And he was very careful, talking to them far away from our ears. We could have spared those hundred coins.

- All that matters is the saint, - shrugged Theodoric.

- You are right, I guess. Captain, can you bring the ship back without us?

Ship's captain looked at me, surprised, but nodded.

- I can, but what about you?

- We are leaving. Nelly, how about it? Can you use Guild Portal spell to take us, Saint and Theodoric's men to Mina?

- I should be able to do that, - nodded Nelly: - I think I have enough mana.

- Just make sure to take us, Saint and Theodoric. If one or two of his men stay behind, I won't care.

Ethan glared at me angrily, but Theodoric just laughed.

* * *
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WE WERE INVITED TO celebrate the saint's safe return, but I made an excuse that my health worsened after the journey and stayed in the tavern. Messenger did not insist. Probably, local aristocrats would not miss an adventurer, not when they had a saint and hero from the empire to look at.

We spent two days cleaning local shops of potions and buying supplies, when Theodoric finally showed up. He looked tired. Even more tired than he was after spending a day on horseback.

- So, when can we leave already? - I looked at him condemningly.

- Please accept my apologies. I had to do a lot of explaining about our agreement. Local aristocrats insisted that I refuse you, but thanks to the saint, we are allowed to take you to Uninhabited lands.

- Good. When are you leaving?

- Don't you mean we? - he smiled.

- No, I mean you. I have Nelly. We will wait for you in Garya, no need to take us there. Nelly can get us there faster.

- That's right, - he laughed, - I did not think about that. Markus, Ethan, and Liam will stay with the Saint. While Christopher and I will take you where you need to go. We will depart tomorrow, but you will need to take Saint Adelaide to Alven in a week.

- Good. Tell them to come to Mages Guild week from now. Nelly will be waiting for them. We will be waiting for you in Garya then.

- We will fly as fast as we can, - bowed Theodoric.

I gathered my party members and informed them that we would be leaving the next day, as our preparations were finished and Theodoric's departure was set.

- Are we going to Garya? - asked Nelly when
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