

[image: Cover image of the book Blades and Beams]







Preface


This book is a product of human imagination. The plot, all characters, and the entire storyline were conceived and originally written solely by F. Gschwind without the use of artificial intelligence.


To enhance the reading experience and prepare the work for an international audience, AI technology was utilized during the post-writing and editing stages:


Translation: The initial German manuscript was translated into English using DeepL. Subsequent versions, including the French edition, were developed with the assistance of DeepL and Google Gemini.


Stylistic Refinement: During the editing process, AI tools (ChatGPT and Gemini) were employed as creative assistants to sharpen specific elements. This includes punchier phrasing for "follower comments" and stylistic suggestions to enhance the humor and flow of certain passages.


Every narrative decision and the final editorial oversight remained strictly in the hands of the author.









*


Ajja stood before the altar, one hand resting on her sword hilt, the other holding a torch. Two brittle parchment scrolls lay spread across the stone, and Miron the scholar was trying to slide them into waterproof leather satchels with the utmost care.


Beside her, Prince Garez held the torch in silence, his face gleaming with quiet joy. Recovering the scrolls from the Temple of Omrukra was the final trial of his squireship. If he returned them safely to Castle Edelstein, his father the king would grant him knighthood.


“The relics are now secured,” Miron murmured solemnly. “Yet know this: their delicate fragility must be preserved with the greatest care, lest even a breath should undo them—”


Footsteps.


The group spun around. Six men pushed through the entrance portal. They carried only a small oil lamp, its glow half-hidden beneath a cloak.


“Ha! Thanks for doing the hard work for us,” jeered their leader. “Lord Denkring will be pleased. The scrolls will soon be his.”


Ajja drew her sword at once. Of course—Lord Denkring. They should have known: not mere thieves, but agents sent with purpose. Four men set bolts into their crossbows, while the remaining two hefted heavy axes and began to fan out across the chamber. Everything was practiced, coordinated—each of them knew exactly whom he was meant to kill.


“Easy, men,” the leader growled. “No wild hacking. We stick to the plan. On my signal.”


Ajja glanced toward the side portal. Could she break for it and force them into a narrow choke point? Beside her, Miron and Garez slowly retreated behind the altar. Perhaps the first bolts would shatter against the stone and buy them a few precious moments. But the mercenaries anticipated precisely that maneuver—step by step, they advanced around the altar.


Then, suddenly, a distant voice echoed through the chamber, accompanied by a blue shimmer spilling from a side archway.


“Okaaay, my dear followers! This ruin is absolutely insane! Check out these colorful scribbles—major ancient vibes, right? I’ll have the ship computer decode this later. And… oh, do you see that? There’s light ahead? Hold on, I’ll scan the room first before going in…”


Ajja and the others froze, their gazes snapping toward the side portal. The bluish glow intensified. Were these the dreaded source spirits?


As if in confirmation, two more voices drifted from the flickering light—soft, but unmistakable.


“Turn the camera!! We can’t see anything!”


“Stop scanning all the time, this isn’t an archaeology channel— do something already!”


“Okay, followers, I hear you—probably just a hole in the ceiling anyway… here we go: loot or no loot, that is the question!”


A small figure stepped around the corner. On her head glowed a lamp, casting a white-blue light. In her hand she held a small device, and a shadowy image hovered before her like a ghost.


Ajja glanced sideways at the ruffians—they had turned away and were staring at the figure in disbelief. Good. That meant she wasn’t with them. Miron and Garez were staring at the stranger as well. She was a petite young woman in strangely unfamiliar clothing, with short blond hair—almost like Ajja herself.


The woman leaned slightly toward her floating shadow and whispered, “Followers, I think these are actually grave robbers… let’s see if the translation tool works.” Then she cleared her throat loudly, lifted her head, and spoke into the tense silence:


“Good morning, everyone! I’m Djen, a tourist from Earth—and a travel blogger! Let me guess: you’re archaeologists… or more like grave robbers? …Yeah, definitely grave robbers. Followers, I’m activating my shield now, these guys are all armed!”


Miron was the first to recover. With a trembling voice he spoke up:


“Art thou a temple spirit guarding the bones of the Ancients? Truly, I behold the bright aura of a source spirit surrounding thee… art thou a messenger from the depths of the Stream?”


Djen waved him off, laughing. “Uh, no—that’s just my cheap LED headlamp. But wait, I’ve got something way cooler: the real lamp. Seven hundred lumens, people—brace yourselves!”


The next instant, a blinding white light flooded the hall. Everyone squeezed their eyes shut; the grave robbers screamed in panic and scattered. Even their leader stumbled away, cursing.


Ajja narrowed her eyes, but she felt no fear. Her special gift, honed through many years of training, stirred within her: the unerring sense of when a person was dangerous. This woman was not. She was merely strange, fascinating—and completely insane.


“Hey, wait! Don’t run! I didn’t mean to scare you!” Djen called, waving the lamp wildly. “Oops… I think that was the 2000-lumen turbo. Stay! I can interview you guys!”


The strange voices returned:


“One of them totally peed himself because of 2000 lumens!”


“OMG, she’s summoning magical source-spirit fire!! Run for your lives!”


But Miron and Garez had already turned to flee. “A curse!” Miron cried in despair. “The source spirit seeks to bind us! Run, lest we be ensnared!”


Seconds later, the hall stood empty. The stranger adjusted the staff that had projected the glaring light, and within moments the chamber returned to a pleasantly dim glow.


“Oh—hi! You stayed!” Djen grinned. “I knew it. Women just aren’t as jumpy.”


Ajja slid her sword back into its scabbard. “No… you are no source spirit. But your light spell was impressive. I have never seen such a powerful enchantment.”


“Nope, not magic. Just technology… you’ll invent it in, what, eight hundred years or so. So—are you grave robbers?”


Ajja picked up the leather-wrapped scrolls Miron had left behind. “Miron is a scholar. He seeks artifacts on behalf of the king. Garez and I escort him. My name is Ajja of Vogelweide.”


“Nice to meet you.” Djen winked. “Let’s take a selfie.”


“A… what?”


“A selfie! A picture of the two of us. Hold up the scrolls, smile triumphantly at the drone and—CHEESE! Perfect. That’s a killer thumbnail.”


Ajja glanced uneasily at the hovering shadow above them. This woman was unsettling, with all the strange words she used. And yet—her jacket. Ajja had never seen anything so elegant. Still, time was pressing. “I’m sorry, I must go. The grave robbers may lie in wait for us outside. I have to return to the rendezvous point.”


Djen trotted after her. “No stress, I’ll come with you. Wait—I’ve got a laser pistol. I can’t really aim, but the scatter beam is enough to knock those idiots flat. Don’t worry, it’s non-lethal— just hurts.”


Ajja felt relieved. Her torch was almost burned down, but Djen’s “lamp” lit the corridor brighter and clearer than any fire. Together they found their way back and squeezed through an opening in the wall. Djen pulled out another device and glanced at it briefly. “Hm… no danger. The six goons are at least two kilometers north and running for their lives. And there— two dots, one hundred and fifty meters. That must be your buddies.”


Ajja stared at her in disbelief. Light magic, tracking magic—this woman was a bundle of riddles. “Yes. That is our meeting point. I must go on. Thank you for your help. Perhaps we will meet again. My next mission leads me across the Ice Pass. If I can recover a magical crystal there, it would bring me much closer to knighthood… But—better you stay here. Garez has never been so afraid. I fear he might attack you and hurt you.”


Djen waved it off casually. “Sure thing. No danger left from the goons anyway—you’re totally safe now. Best I go after them and make sure they never rob anyone again. See you around, maybe. Nice meeting you, Ajja. Byeee!”


Then she turned to her drone. “Followers, are you still there? Wasn’t that an epic adventure? Chat, drop a heart if you want more of this! Matov, how’s the stream?”


Up in orbit, Matov—the one coordinating the broadcast— grinned. “Djen, you’re incredible. We’ve got two million viewers online right now. This stream is going viral!”


“Best crossover ever!!”


“Djen OP, pls more screen time!”


“Grave robbers rage-quit — lololol!”


*


“That was a day… what a success.”


After Djen—very much in accordance with her followers’ wishes—had pursued the gang of goons a little farther and frightened them thoroughly, she returned to the ship. Together with Matov, she celebrated wildly. They had never dared to dream of hype like this.


Exhausted but elated, they sat down at the kitchen table and prepared their simple meal. Djen looked around at the shabby, far-too-small spacecraft they called home. Her thoughts drifted back to her bumpy start into adulthood. A chain of absurd coincidences had brought her and her buddy Matov here. That two barely grown people owned a spaceship at all—even if it was only a half-functional wreck—was already unbelievable. That they had managed to get three thousands light-years with it was sheer madness. And that they had stumbled upon an inhabited planet along the way—that was winning the lottery five times over.


A few automated scans later, things were clear: conditions here corresponded to the deepest Early Middle Ages. No danger, then, of being immediately shot out of orbit by a highly automated AI civilization.


Djen, who had been running a small streaming channel since her gaming championship days, packed her camera, a few “adventure tools,” an autonomous drone, and a mobile shield generator. She had zipped down through the atmosphere on her scooter and chosen a ruin complex as her starting point. Matov had actually managed to establish a reasonably stable subspace data link—and so the stream went live.


Now, someone broadcasting from an uncharted “medieval planet” was a sensation. Viewer numbers skyrocketed by the minute. By evening, Djen was suddenly internet-famous— millions were waiting for new adventures from the “Fantasy Planet.”


Or from the best simulation ever created. Many simply could not believe that there might really be a planet where humanoid beings lived in an early medieval state. More likely, they argued, it was all an elaborately produced film—albeit a damn good one. And precisely because everyone played along as if it were real, it became even more fun to get invested. While fans created memes and continued to speculate whether any of this was genuine, Djen and Matov went about their usual onboard routines.


Faster-than-light travel remained a true feat even after a century and a half. Although humanity had mastered the technology for nearly two hundred years, every jump was still a challenge. Matov and Djen had managed to bridge three thousands light-years—already something close to a miracle.


It had all begun in the twenty-second century. Humanity celebrated its first FTL flight as the greatest triumph in history —and only a few weeks later, the first aliens came knocking. Fortunately, they were friendly. Their scanners had not missed the emergence of a new spacefaring species, and they made contact with the “newcomers” immediately. Humanity was invited to join the “Galactic Association,” a loose alliance of twenty-one species trading with one another—essentially a Hanseatic League in space. Only instead of cogs, there were hyperspace freighters.


A good two hundred years later, much had changed. Earth possessed four thriving colonies; overpopulation was a thing of the past. A merchant fleet of around fourteen hundred ships crossed the sectors, accompanied by a handful of rather pitiful combat vessels—more a galactic curiosity than a real threat.


“Humans are just paranoid like that,” the others species thought.


In the six thousand years of the Association’s history, no species had ever stood out as aggressive. And then came the humans— who promptly entered the top one percent of the “belligerent and chaotic.”


How they had managed to invent faster-than-light travel in the midst of world wars and climate catastrophes remained a mystery to everyone. But their peculiar blend of brilliance, improvisation, and sheer stubbornness had worked. Today— with colonies, prosperity, and the influence of peaceful species —people jokingly spoke of a “Star Trek civilization”: basic income, healthcare, housing, food—everything secured. Only money still mattered, because work had become a status symbol. Hustle culture as a replacement religion—the other species could only shake their heads.


Travel itself, however, remained tricky. Like Columbus crossing the ocean, only with more explosions in the worst case. Ships demanded constant care: repair, calibrate, fine-tune, check, rewire.


And the technology! Life-support systems were almost a leisure tinkering project by comparison. The real torment was keeping all the generators, compensators, and navigation subsystems running—graviton field stabilizers, quantum phase compensators, asynchronous gyro calibrators, zero-point inertial regulators—devices that sounded as if someone had cheated at Scrabble. On top of that came hundreds of service robots, barely able to keep up with the repairs. One single sensor returning skewed values—and bam, you were stranded somewhere in the interstellar void.


That was still the better outcome. The worse one was spectacular: a loud poof!—and the crew distributed their atoms across a radius of seventeen light-years.


“Becoming one with the universe,” just not the romantic version.


Djen and Matov had learned the trade from early childhood. They belonged to a small guild—simply put, a spaceship towing service. There were only fifty such units in existence. Most were family-run, operating two ships each: one for living, one for towing. The tow ship was a massive platform with a small cockpit. It was maneuvered beneath the disabled vessel— if one could even speak of “beneath” in the boundless three-dimensionality of space—and then secured with tractor beams, like a ship moored in a harbor with thick ropes. Yes, really, ropes—like on old sailing ships… though more modern versions also used clamps and chains. The damaged ship was then hauled piggyback to the nearest repair yard.


Of course, both the merchant marine and the fleet theoretically possessed their own tow vessels. In practice, however, they could not avoid relying on private units as well. And besides merchant ships, there were always a few hundred private adventurers who liked to get stranded along the way. Usually these were ultra-wealthy individuals who could afford a crew of highly trained engineers and navigators—just to keep their ship marginally capable of faster-than-light travel.


That was what a typical day in Djen’s teenage life looked like:


At six o’clock standard time, the alarm went off. With a cup of tea, coffee, or hot chocolate, the six-member crew gathered on the bridge—known to everyone simply as the “office”: father, mother, Djen, her brother, and two apprentices learning the trade from her parents. One of them was Matov, who was completing his final year of apprenticeship with them.


Her mother ran the operation. As usual, the large projection board on the left displayed the “Preventive Maintenance Plan,” while the right showed the “Urgent Maintenance To-Do” list. On the left were the regularly recurring tasks; on the right, the items flagged by sensors as anomalous and requiring immediate inspection.


Djen and her brother each checked off the tasks they wanted to take on. Both, naturally, intended to follow in their parents’ profession and were eager to learn everything—and to improve whatever they had not yet mastered. Since the PMP tasks were planned down to the minute, everyone knew exactly how long each job would take.


That was how the workday began.


For example, Djen would spend half an hour removing all sensors from the navigation rack, checking them in the calibration tool, and fine-tuning them together with the ship’s computer. After that came a one-hour welding scan on one of the compensators—why weld seams failed so frequently during faster-than-light travel was something none of the twenty-one species had managed to explain to this day. That meant X-ray scanning, marking every irregularity, and rewelding it. By the age of twelve, Djen was already capable of laying micro-welds on the complex telemetry assemblies.


Later, she worked with her brother on adjusting the damping panels of the left plasma reactor. Alternating, they braced themselves against the modules, checked the readings, and tightened bolts here and there.


By eight o’clock, everyone was hungry. Between eight and nine, they had a substantial breakfast—usually made up of preserved rations designed to last for years. Djen had grown up that way and possessed the gift of finding something tasty in just about anything she ate. Meanwhile, their parents maintained radio contact with other towing services and scanned the surroundings—always ready to launch at a distress call.


After breakfast, Djen and her brother had school. In VR environments, they sat in simulated classrooms while a learning AI explained the material. Afterward came paper and pen: repetition, memorization—so everything would transfer into long-term memory.


At noon, the general fitness session followed. Life in space, despite artificial gravity, was far from ideal, but thanks to physical labor and daily exercise, most people remained healthy well into old age. A small dehydrated soup served as a light lunch afterward.


Then came two more hours of school, mainly devoted to spaced repetition: reviewing and deepening what had been learned. With this extremely efficient learning method, four hours of instruction per day were sufficient, so that by the age of sixteen, children already reached near-university level in general education.


From three to five p.m. came “spaceship training.” Together with parents or apprentices, the children carried out complex maintenance and repair tasks, partly hands-on, partly in simulations. This was voluntary—had Djen wanted to become a pastry chef, her parents would have acquired the appropriate simulation software for her.


From five to six, there was a shared evening meal—this time everyone could freely choose from the supplies. Djen often went for lasagna; her brother preferred a kimchi dish.


From six p.m. onward was free time. A full four hours during which Djen and her brother could do whatever they liked. The apprentices and parents used this time for a final “organizer and administration round” before ending their own workday. Of course, someone always remained on watch in the office, ready to respond immediately if a new issue appeared on the “Very Urgent Maintenance” list—or if a distress call came in.


Djen’s brother had an odd combination of hobbies: knitting and VR ping-pong. He loved both passionately—yes, even in the twenty-fifth century, knitting needles still existed. Djen, on the other hand, was a gamer. She spent her precious hours of free time in her favorite game, BurgerTheKing, a restaurant simulation. There she also maintained friendships and exchanged ideas with peers from across the galaxy.


By the 25th century, E-sports had become the undisputed pinnacle of human entertainment. While traditional sports still maintained a loyal following, they were largely seen as venerable niche hobbies for nostalgics. Even the Olympic Games had adapted to the times, placing digital competition at the heart of the event. While 'physical' disciplines remained on the program, the mass excitement and major sponsorship deals had long since migrated to the virtual arenas. For most people, a football match on real grass was now what an equestrian tournament is to us today: respected, but somehow from another time.


Djen did well. At sixteen, she won a championship, and her small streaming channel earned her a respectable allowance.


Two years later, at eighteen, she sat for her apprenticeship exam on the colony of New Earth—after countless hours of repair work aboard her parents’ tow ship. The examiners exchanged knowing glances and whispered: “Another one of those ship-born kids. They see more of the galaxy on a random Tuesday than our graduates see in their entire careers. Djen has more practical skill in one finger than an engineer has in their entire degree. Full marks, top grade—there’s no need for further discussion.”


“Djen, congratulations on this flawless exam. With a perfect score, we hereby appoint you as a Certified Salvage Master. This grants you an unrestricted flight license for all civilian FTL classes and the authority to independently repair and maintain hyperdrive systems. You are now eligible to serve as a Senior Officer on any ship within the Union—or to establish your own salvage operation.”


The examiners were not wrong. By eighteen, Djen had independently towed sixty-two ships, performed thousands of hours of maintenance, disassembled every assembly, every compensator, and every reactor at least a dozen times—and survived five near-death experiences along the way. She later commented dryly, “Really, in our line of work, the diploma ought to be awarded retroactively at fourteen.”


Nevertheless, she decided to take a break and enrolled at university. She wanted to try a classic student life for once— parties, campus, books, everything she had only ever heard about. Fortunately, she did not suffer from “planet sickness” like her parents and could enjoy life on a fixed colony without trouble. She deliberately chose something completely different: Historical Internet Studies.


After six weeks, it was clear: university life was not for her. Traditional lectures—sleep-inducing. Endless books and texts— torture.


“Sorry, but I’m not a druid copying parchment scrolls,” she wrote in her notes before panic-submitting her exmatriculation request.


As usual, she tried other forms of training. In the twenty-fifth century, it was normal to sample four or five professions before settling on one.


– Kindergarten teacher? Quit after a week. (“Kids? No thanks. I’ll take engine oil.”)


– Sports massage? They did not even let her try. “With those calluses? Come back when your hands are baby-soft.”


– Firefighter? A solid six months—and she liked it. But in the end, she missed space too much: the kick of faster-than-light travel, the playful tingling when entering hyperspace, and above all the gentle floating in the bedroom when gravity was briefly switched off at night.


She was already considering signing back on with her parents when Matov called.


“Hey Djen, how are you? Your father said I should ask you. I’ve got something. The Astronomical Institute of the Kyberian Planets is looking for crews to investigate strange phenomena. Usually just shadows or clouds in the data, but they need ships that can go there. The institute provides an old bucket of a spacecraft; I’m still looking for two teammates. Mission profile: zero comfort, ship a wreck, food strictly rations… BUT: free internet and a six-figure salary—if we survive and make it back. Interested?”


As Djen flipped through the presentation, she liked it more and more. Adventure, spaceflight, exploring the unknown—and a paycheck roughly equivalent to fifteen years of towing work.


“Okay. I’m in.”


The Kyberian Institute turned out to be genuinely generous. After six weeks of thorough overhaul on the ship—her parents had even flown in to help—they launched. Supplies for three years, a subspace data link for constant communication—and one of the Alliance’s finest portable supercomputers aboard, capable of crunching absurdly complex measurement data… and, incidentally, powerful enough to run even the most demanding games. Everything was perfect.


Only no one else could be found willing to join them. It would be a two-person mission.


In practice, Djen barely saw Matov. They worked in staggered twelve-hour shifts, sharing only a few hours of overlap. (Very convenient, if you preferred your roommate mostly in passing.)


The work itself was monotonous. Most of the “mysterious clouds” turned out to be micrometeorite clusters or harmless gas formations. For the researchers at the institute, this was still “groundbreaking,” and every scan came with bonus payments.


Fourteen months in, the next item on the list was a dust ring— gray, cold, uninteresting. Matov dubbed it “the cosmic sandbox for the frustrated.” But no sooner had they passed through it than something appeared beyond that no one had expected: a world. Not a dead ball of rock—but one that looked as if it had stepped straight out of a fantasy novel.


Naturally, they had to take a closer look. They requested “vacation time” from the institute. The scientists agreed immediately—they had plenty of data to digest. And so Djen and Matov settled comfortably into orbit.


*


During the last few days, sometimes Djen, sometimes Matov, took short trips down to the planet—each run taking a full four minutes, because both of them accelerated the scooter like maniacs. After all, they were children of towing-service families: their lives consisted of thousands of FTL accelerations and brutal decelerations. Seatbelts? Please. Among all towing families, there was only one rule: full throttle or full brake. Time was money.


The scouting runs mainly served to get an overview of the different regions, fine-tune the language software, and pick locations for exciting streams. By the end of the first day, they had already given up on trying to understand the political systems. Kingdoms, counter-kings, principalities, knightly orders and queens empresses with expansionist ambitions—it was chaos.


“Honestly,” Djen laughed into the camera, “the historical hero epic Game of Thrones was downright tidy by comparison.”


Most people they questioned only had a vague idea of who ruled over them anyway: their local lord, maybe their king, and somewhere out there three hostile neighboring realms. What everyone did have, however, were myths—supposed locations of magical artifacts, just waiting to be found.


The language software struggled especially with the native fauna. So it began wildly borrowing from familiar fantasy creatures to name the animals—based on local descriptions. Before long, Djen had half a “fantasy zoo” in her database: dragons, wyverns, ogres, demons, gryphons, trolls, manticores, shadow wolves, and crystal phoenixes—a colorful mix that eventually overwhelmed even the chat. The viewers loved it:


[“Lol, Pokémon update confirmed?”]


[“Gryphon or manticore?? Pls decide!!”]


Geography proved just as frustrating. Cartography existed only in rudimentary form, and a real road system was practically nonexistent—probably because the Romans had never marched through here and, for once, built proper roads.


What unsettled Matov and Djen the most, however, was “magic.” All inhabitants insisted it was real and spoke of it as casually as of air or bread. Matov even bought a ticket to a magic show—after the ship’s 3D printer had minted suitable coins.


He sat in the audience while a “mage” on stage flailed his arms wildly and chanted incantations. The crowd gasped and cried “Ooooh!” and “Aaaah!” in alarm. Only Matov saw nothing— absolutely nothing.


Later, Djen attended a performance herself, this time with several thousand followers watching the stream. Same result: no effect, no flash of light, nothing at all—just a man gesticulating wildly. The chat stared right along with her:


[“Is this like… pantomime?”]


[“Interactive show? Maybe the audience has to react?”]


[“Fake magic PogChamp!!”]


Otherwise, the stream stayed calm. Djen had clearly announced that the next few days were just preparation—no real adventure yet. Still, viewers stayed loyal, filling the chat with hearts, emojis, and kind words. The revenue was modest—laughable compared to her research fee—but every friendly message motivated her.


And so, after three and a half days of preparation, she decided: she would travel to the Ice Pass Ajja had mentioned. Several locals had confirmed that a mountain monster—a yeti— guarded a magical crystal there.


“Finally,” she grinned at the drone, “a boss fight.”


The first four hours of the stream were spent simply finding the right path to the pass. “Ice Pass” turned out to be a small settlement just before the actual mountains, and Djen intended —in proper adventure fashion—to stop at an inn first and question everyone.


As she approached, snow began to fall. She set the scooter to stealth mode and pulled her fleece cap deeper over her face. Although it was shortly after noon, a dim, twilight-like light lay over the valley. A stiff wind lashed against her, but her pink high-tech softshell jacket kept her pleasantly warm—just like her thermoregulating safety shoes and sturdy trousers. The trousers, however, were sky-blue and faintly metallic, because Matov had sewn them from the inner lining of a damaged spacesuit. Sewing was, after all, his spaceship hobby. Color-wise, the outfit was a crime—but functionally, it worked.


“Sky-blue pants, pink jacket… I look like a renegade Power Ranger,” Djen muttered dryly into the stream.


[“Pink Ranger best Ranger!”]


She had no intention of wasting 3D-printer resources on fashion. As long as the clothes held together, they would do. Her “backpack” was actually a tool satchel with countless compartments: inside were a filterwater bottle, rain gear, snacks, a drone beacon, and three backup cameras. From her belt hung a multitool, an ancient laser pistol that could only manage a shock scatter beam, and a plasma-explosion mode— in essence, a pocket-sized atomic bomb.


“Perfectly normal—just standard medieval cosplay with a tactical nuclear option,” she commented wryly.


[“Bro, what kind of Middle Ages is that?!”]


[“Where’s Excalibur???“]


As an improvised substitute for a dagger, she had strapped a large electro wrench to her belt—after all, everyone here carried a knife. The item taking up the most space, however, was the first-aid kit. Matov had stocked it generously; on this world, one could safely assume that conflicts were settled with weapons. Djen felt prepared—her firefighter training had given her solid first-aid skills, and in a towing family, regular emergency drills were simply part of everyday life.


For the mountains, she had also packed a buff, a cap, and warm gloves into her fanny pack. And, obligatorily, a belt worn beneath her clothes that could project a protective shield—she only had to tap a button on her wrist to activate it. She was ready.


Then, through the swirling snow, the inn emerged. A tin sign hung above it, depicting a grinning pig that squeaked as it swung back and forth in the wind.


“Matov, is the stream quality okay?”


“Yes, all good. Sharp and stable.”


“Great. Dear followers—welcome to the start of our mission: Find the magical crystal at the Ice Pass! We’re entering the tavern now… ‘The Grinning Sow’… or whatever it’s called here. Plan: blend in with the locals and ask where exactly I can find the crystal. Oh—and quick reminder: anyone donating via Superchat can become a ‘Top Follower’ for the next two hours, and I’ll see your comments directly. All clear?!”


The chat practically exploded.


[“HYPE!! First quest!!”]


[“Don’t let the innkeeper notice you’re OP!”]


[“2h Top Follower? TAKE MY MONEY!”]


“Matov, make sure the chat isn’t routed to the speakers—smart lense only,” Djen murmured as she stood before the tavern door. “Otherwise people here might think I’m hauling demons or invisible elves around with me… or we keep the speaker-chat as a secret weapon, in case we ever need to scare someone.”


“Hehehe, this is going to be fun,” Matov laughed in her ear. “If it gets boring, I’ll put the Top Followers on loudspeaker. Oh— wait—if you want that, folks, it’ll cost you a hundred bucks per comment!”


Djen grinned and glanced at the smart lens, where her chat was overlaid in miniature. Naturally, the fans immediately loved the idea of trolling villagers with ‘ghost voices.’


She opened the door. “A very good morning to everyone!” she called out, shut the door behind her, and shook snow from her jacket and hair. She stuffed her cap into her pocket.


About twenty people were seated in the common room— travelers who had intended to cross the pass but were now stranded by an approaching snowstorm. All of them stared at her as if a demon with pink horns had entered the room… or, alternatively, a tourist in a pink jacket and sky-blue, faintly metallic trousers.


A comment flashed large across her smart contact lens:


[“OMG pink demoness detected!!”]


“So much enthusiasm,” Djen muttered dryly into the stream and walked toward the counter. The other guests had prudently moved closer to the fireplace.


“Good sir innkeeper, what’s on the menu?” she asked kindly.


The innkeeper stared at her, pale. “Where on earth do you come from? The snowstorm—”


“A snowstorm on the way? Then I was lucky to drift in just ahead of it. So—what’s there to eat today?”


“But… there has been a dreadful storm for days! The wind god Windy himself is blowing down from the mountains!” The man was on the verge of panic.


Djen was just about to calm him when a comment popped up in her lens:


“Wind god Windy sounds like a divine-level fart.”


She had to exert extreme self-control not to burst out laughing and forced herself to look soothingly at the pale man. “Oh no, good sir. Where I come from, we call that a gentle breeze. Truly. So—stew, perhaps?”


At that moment, a round-faced cook emerged from the kitchen. “Oh dear, Arni, you’re white as a sheet. Sit down—I’ll take care of our guest.” She turned to Djen, who bowed politely. “A worthy lady! Today we have soup with dark bread. And warm beer.”


“Lovely, thank you. But water instead of beer, please—I’m not much of a fan of alcohol. And… is the innkeeper all right? I have medication in my first-aid kit, if needed.”


The cook shook her head, helped the innkeeper onto a chair, and gestured toward a table with three men. “Scoot over a bit, so the lady can enjoy her meal.”


Djen sat down, set her pack on the floor beside her, and greeted them. “Morning, folks. Where’s the journey headed? Traders?”


The three men shifted aside without a word, until one cleared his throat. “Fur traders. As soon as the pass opens, we’re heading to Zurk for the spring market. And you?”


The cook placed soup, bread, and a jug of water in front of Djen. “Thank you very much.” Then Djen turned back to the men. “I’m Djen—tourist and adventure streamer. I’m looking for exciting stories for my followers. Tell me—have you ever heard of the magical crystal at the Ice Pass?”


The men exchanged a troubled glance. “Of course everyone knows the crystal. But it’s cursed. A mountain monster guards it. Dozens of adventurers have died there. Truly not recommended.”


“And… where exactly can one find it?” Djen asked calmly.


By now, other guests had edged closer. Apparently, no one had ever seen a pink jacket before. A man called out, “I know where it is—but may I touch that garment? I am a master tailor.”


Djen laughed and tossed him the jacket. “Go ahead. And— where’s the crystal?”


The tailor reverently buried his hands in the fabric, traced the seams, and breathed, “Such perfect stitching… such weatherproof material… and this color! By all the gods—never have I seen such a wondrous red.”


“The crystal?” Djen prompted.


The tailor swallowed hard. “My son… he tried. He did not survive.”


He sniffed, and the others murmured words of condolence. Finally, he said, “By the pass road, at the Stone of Offense. Turn left, about an hour. Then there is a narrow crack in the rock you can climb. Up there lies the monster’s cave.”


Djen nodded solemnly as she stirred her soup. A comment flashed past in her lens:


[“Quest accepted!!”]


She quickly repeated the directions. “Understood. Stone of Offense. Left. One hour. Chimney climb. Monster cave. Thank you, Master Tailor.” She pulled out a packet of tissues. “Here— perhaps this helps.”


The tailor blew his nose gingerly. “So soft… we’ve never seen anything like this. And… you wash these?”


“No. They’re single-use.”


A murmur rippled through the room. Soon the guests were passing the tissues and the jacket around with reverence, as if they were holy relics. Djen bent back over her soup and murmured into the camera:


“So, dear followers—food blog time! I’m sitting at a venerable wooden table, before me a steaming soup that tastes so fantastic Michelin would instantly hand out three stars. This bone broth —deep, aromatic, pure poetry! And the dark bread—crispy like a space station’s outer hull, soft inside like a zero-G cloud. And this water—people, this water! Clear, refreshing, a direct gift from the gods. I could cry with joy. Verdict: eleven out of ten. Best meal of my life. Again.”


*


Ajja had ended up at the same tavern. Together with Miron, she had booked two small rooms directly above the warm common hall. Garez had returned to the royal castle with the parchment scrolls to prepare for his knighting. Weeks of fasting, the triple washing ritual in blood-moon water, the seven-day vigil by the ancestral swords, and finally the solemn vows—the whole rigid ceremonial routine a prince was required to endure.


In the meantime, it was up to her to challenge the mountain creature.


Miron had laid out the plan and explained everything to her.


“The beast,” he said, “as the chronicles instruct us, enters a deep winter sleep like many creatures of the high altitudes. Once the snow recedes, you may climb up, force your way through the rock, and take the crystal—without being torn apart by teeth or shredded by claws.”


He sighed softly, almost wistfully, and added,


“Otherwise… well… in such a case, I nevertheless place my trust in your swordsmanship, brave Ajja. And it would be a great pity if I were forced to train yet another squire—truly a tedious and time-consuming affair.”


Ajja lowered her gaze to her freshly polished sword and took out a whetstone. She had known Miron since the beginning of her training—and she knew he had already gone through three assistants. Both at the castle and in the training city he was infamous: the scholar who, on the king’s behalf, sought out the most absurd artifacts imaginable. The fallen at least received a service and a gravestone in the holy temple itself.


She knew his tone all too well: scholarship mixed with a casual indifference toward the fate of his helpers. Not hatred—rather a sober calculation. For the king, she was a resource assigned to Miron. For Miron, she was a tool—one that could be replaced.


And yet… better here. Better here, with sword and assignment, than starving somewhere in the north. Better than being the ninth child on a farm, condemned to servant’s work and inheriting nothing. She knew her lifespan was limited— whether by accident, by a hunger winter, or by the fever plagues that regularly carried off children and the weak by the dozen. Today, however, the danger was of a different kind: an attack on the prince. And her task, then, was to intercept sword, arrow, dagger—if necessary with her own body.


She had been handed over to the king as a child maid, as tradition demanded. It was a polite word for bondage. The ninth child, sacrificed to God Erbarm, the Merciful, was given to the king as personal property. A token of gratitude for the king and his protecting hand. Ajja had been seven years old when she was brought to the great palace. And she knew: she would probably never leave its walls. Perhaps one day she would be sent on an errand to the surrounding estates—no more than that.


She had been afraid of the things the other children spoke of during the journey. Of how they would be humiliated, or even raped. Of being fed only crumbs scattered on the floor so they would not starve, of maids and servants sleeping in pigsties. The adults accompanying them contradicted those stories and spoke of a just and benevolent king. Still, it did not ease her nervousness, and the thought that her life might be short and agonizing never left her.


And yet, the journey alone—from the harsh north to the sunlit south—had been worth it. Along the way she had seen landscapes that felt like miracles to her: snow-covered passes, golden fields, glittering rivers, cities whose towers rose into the sky.


At the palace, they brought her to a warm room filled with other child maids. A warm room. If she were to die here, then at least in a real bed—not on a moldy sack of straw. It smelled good; the entire palace smelled good.


The older maids gave the children small tasks: sewing (Ajja tried her best but tore the fabric), cleaning (she accidentally shredded the rags), chopping wood (that went better), and finally a trial in the stables.


There, she flourished.


Bondage had pushed her to the very bottom of society—but it also granted her an almost magical protection. The other pages, squires, and noble youths ignored her. The fear of being raped faded quickly; as property of the king, she was untouchable. No one would think of playing with the king’s sword. Who would risk fingers or toes for that? And so, she was simply ignored.


Ajja was stronger than most girls her age. She shoveled out the stables, tended the animals, and felt content. The stable master noticed.


“You do your work well. From now on, you will care only for Prince Garez’s three horses.”


Garez was a few years older, freshly released from his time as a page and now a squire himself. He was the superstar among the young warriors being trained at the castle. For three weeks, Ajja devoted herself to the animals—until one day the prince himself stood before her. She had just given the black stallion an apple and whispered softly into its ear.


“So you are the new one who tends my horses?”


Ajja turned in alarm. But the horse nudged her gently, lending her courage. Uncertainly, she attempted a curtsey, as she had seen the ladies do.


“Yes, my prince.”


The prince stepped closer and studied her.


“Before, my horses were restless and skittish. Since you came, they are calm, strong, and gleam as if forged from bronze. You have talent. I wonder… might you be capable of more? They say a woman who serves the king as a page brings good fortune.”


Ajja knew the saying, of course. Everyone knew the legend of King Orlog, who had united the realm with a lady-knight at his side. But women were rarely strong enough to be trained as fighters—and even more rarely did they wish to be.


Yet Ajja was not thinking of legends in that moment. With the black horse at her side, lending her strength, she heard herself say:


“My prince, I would gladly be your page—if that is your wish.”


The prince smiled faintly. He brought the matter before the king, who summoned Ajja to him. For the first time, she stood face to face with the ruler—and she trembled with awe. The king studied her for a long time, then slowly nodded.


“So it shall be. The child maid Ajja of Vogelweide shall be your page.”


Thus began her time as a page.


From then on, she carried Garez’s sword, handed him his waterskin, and cleaned his weapons. This was her foremost duty—and she fulfilled it diligently. During the first year, she followed the prince like a shadow: to his reading and writing exercises, to lessons in history and political instruction. She always had to ensure that ink and quill were ready, that the parchment lay in order, and that the teachers could conduct their lessons without interruption.


Garez was not a particularly gifted student. Learning came hard to him, though he made the effort—which meant the teachers had to repeat everything several times. Ajja, who had never attended a school, listened attentively, absorbed every word, and practiced in secret. She soon learned to read and write; at first she merely dabbed fresh ink from the pages while the prince struggled with his scrawling. But when he broke two fingers during a training bout, Ajja simply took up the quill and wrote down what he whispered to her.


The teachers accepted this as a matter of course—and by the time Garez’s fingers had healed, Ajja had already made considerable progress. Unlike the prince, she loved the feel of the quill gliding over parchment, and Garez let her do the writing more and more often. In her spare moments, she traced letters in the dust with a stick or scribbled with her finger in the kitchen’s flour.


Alongside her role as personal attendant, she also bore the usual duties of a page: kitchen service, gathering firewood, carrying water, clearing the tables. A future knight, after all, was meant to learn humility and to perform menial labor as well.


The real problem, however, emerged during instruction in weapons and the art of war. Ajja wore the royal page’s uniform, but the instructors scarcely treated her as a student. To them, she was merely the crown prince’s personal aide. While the other boys fought with wooden swords, Ajja tended almost exclusively to Garez: she handed him his shield, kept his padded helmet ready, made sure he always had water. She massaged his shoulder when needed and patiently served as his “practice opponent.” And all the thousand small things that made his life easier.


Thus, after two years, Ajja had become a master of parrying— yet had never fought a proper training bout. Her role was always the same: whenever Garez needed someone to practice with, he chose her. She yielded patiently, executed the movements precisely—always in the role of the one who was meant to lose. While the other squires battered one another with impatience, set traps, and exploited every mistake without mercy, Ajja remained steady, calm, and even.


“Should I give more resistance?” she asked softly, again and again, and Garez nodded or shook his head, depending on the exercise. In this way, she helped him grow more confident step by step. Where others only frustrated each other, the prince found in her a partner who truly moved him forward.


Then, one day, everything changed.


A new master-at-arms had been appointed from the royal court. He was said to be renowned, and he inspected all the pages— and Ajja as well—with undisguised severity as she once again stood silently in line. He seemed to be looking for someone.


As the squires formed up for training and Ajja hurried to change Prince Garez’s sweat-soaked linen shirt for a dry one, helping him into his practice armor, the master-at-arms snorted disdainfully.


“Ajja. I have watched you these past days—and yet I have never seen you fight. Why?”


It was the first time any instructor had ever addressed her directly. Ajja blushed as if she had been caught stealing and stammered,


“I… I attend to Prince Garez during the exercises. As his aide.”


While the other squires were already panting, laying down their weapons and pressing toward the meal, the new master-at-arms remained standing, arms crossed.


For two days now he had observed Ajja in silence—and nothing he had seen had escaped him. How she whispered to Garez that his strike had gone too low, that he should instead aim here, at the weak point of the blade. How she spoke entire sequences to him before an exercise—squinting cut, wrath cut, parry, lever throw—exactly as they were preserved in the old fencing manuals as mnemonic verses. And how she, though barely winding up herself, understood every movement: when an opponent lost balance, when a blade was carried too high, when an opening appeared.


The prince practiced one final parry with her, one that always ended the same way: Ajja flew over his hip, rolled, and was back on her feet. She could parry, fall, rise again—as if made for it. The master-at-arms snorted.


“Enough. Your page can take blows and hit the ground admirably,” he said curtly. “Now let her strike.”


Garez blinked in confusion. “But Master… she doesn’t really fight. She’s only my aide.”


“Do as I say. Ajja—strike from the guard of the day, then parry. Go.”


Hesitantly, she raised the sword. She set her feet correctly and delivered the cuts. Not heavy, not brutal—but precise, almost elegant. The prince stepped back in surprise, and the master-at-arms nodded.


“So that’s it. No brawler, no brute force. But eye, ear, mind. Precision and elegance. She grasps the essence.”


He studied Ajja’s compact frame, stronger than her slender appearance suggested, then turned to Garez.


“Listen carefully, Prince. In battle, you stand at the front. And the one who stands beside you—that is her. Your page. If she cannot fight, she dies first. And then you fall as well. Is that what you want?”


The words struck Garez like a blow. For the first time, it seemed to dawn on him that knighthood meant more than glory and shining tales.


“By all the gods… I never…” He fell silent.


The master-at-arms pressed on. “You release her from all page duties. No kitchen work, no errands. Instead, she comes to me. Every day. At mealtimes—when the others idle—she trains. With me. Your shield. Your second sword. And when it comes to it, the one who throws herself into the charging lance so that you live.”


Prince Garez went pale, then nodded slowly. “You are right, Master. I will speak to the castellan. Ajja shall be freed from all page duties. Instead, she will train—and only with you.”


“Exactly.” The master-at-arms nodded in satisfaction. “And she takes her meals with me. Instruct the head cook to prepare a well-filled basket for the two of us for every lesson.”


Then he gripped Ajja firmly by the upper arm and examined her. “Yes. Stronger than most girls. But we’ll draw out much more yet.”


Ajja lowered her gaze—but inside her, a new fire burned. For the first time, she was not merely a servant in the prince’s shadow. She was someone meant to wield a blade herself. Someone whose fate was now inseparably bound to that of the king’s son.


And she rejoiced.


The master-at-arms was hard, but fair. He quickly recognized what Ajja could do—and where her limits lay. Unlike the other squires, who mostly battered each other aimlessly with padded swords, she received nearly four hours of individual training every day—from one of the finest warriors in the realm. No courtly parades, no tournament poses. Instead, drills meant to harden her body and sharpen her mind. Exercises no one else practiced. The old warrior seemed to know all the secrets of the martial arts—and he did not withhold them from her.


She trained with sword, shield, and staff, learned stance, endurance, and precision. But more than that: he forced her to keep her surroundings constantly in view, to recognize danger at its inception, never to rely solely on what lay directly in front of her. Situational awareness, it would have been called centuries later. To him, it was simply the duty of a bodyguard.


On Earth, one would have said: Ajja received the training of a close-protection operative. The master-at-arms did not teach her elegant dueling, but the dirty arts that made the difference between life and death. Nasty ambush attacks. Disfavored weapons such as the crossbow. The use of knives—fast drawing and throwing.


“We must be honest,” he growled. “There are men who weigh twice as much as you. They will knock you down with a single blow, like a fly. So you learn never to give them that chance.”


Thus Ajja became more a shadow than a knight. A ninja—had such a word existed in her realm. Fast, agile, skilled at evasion and parrying. Her specialty: binding opponents with precise sword movements—and then, in a flash, sending a knife home with her left hand. Not honorable, not tournament-worthy— but lethally effective.


She loved it.


The physical training gave her joy; it was the first time she was not merely serving in the shadows, but growing. Each time she tried to be faster, more precise, more unpredictable. And even when no one was watching—she kept training. Invisible, as always. But stronger than ever before.


Although few of the other pages or young warriors spoke with her, Ajja had a good life. When she was not running after the prince or fulfilling his wishes, she sought the company of the other unfree servants. Almost all who served in the royal castle were bound—and for that very reason, they accepted her without hesitation.


At times, they pitied her.


“You poor thing,” the laundresses said. “Had you started with us, you would have had a quiet life. But no—you were chosen to become a knight. A painful death on the battlefield awaits you.”


Yet there was pride in their eyes. For dangerous as her path was, it was also an honor.


And Ajja felt accepted.


The cooks always kept a piece of cake aside for her—leftovers from the tables of the nobles. The seamstresses tailored the oversized page uniforms, secretly sewing breast bands as her body grew more feminine. The personal attendants of the court ladies shamelessly explained how to tuck linen bindings into one’s undergarments when the bleeding began. And the healers gave her herbs, salves, and small, practical secrets—not only for women’s care, but also for the day she might have to tend wounds herself.


It was a close-knit community. The noble knights scarcely looked down at her, but the servants saw her as one of their own—and Ajja repaid them by telling stories. With shining eyes, she spoke of the training yard, of the whispered gossip among the squires, of the quirks of the young knights. What she heard while standing silently at Garez’s side, she passed on laughing in the kitchen courtyard. A spark of gossip that brightened their world.


So the years passed. Eventually, she was raised to squire. And because Prince Garez was assigned to the scholar Miron to recover artifacts, Ajja, too, was assigned to that task.


She was not unhappy about it. Quite the opposite. Better a squire—better with sword and purpose out in the world—than to disappear nameless among the many maids in the palace. Her life might be short—but at least it would be her own.


Ajja thought back to her elevation.


She had witnessed the grand celebrations—how her fellow student Alban had been struck a squire. Weeks of preparation, fanfares, a knight’s feast with half the court in attendance. The king himself spoke the oath, while Alban’s parents nearly burst with pride and the banquet table groaned beneath roasted chickens, wine, and honey cakes. She herself had stood at the edge as a simple page, refilling cups and admiring the splendor from afar.


A few weeks later, it was her turn—and the contrast could not have been greater. No fanfares, no feast. Instead, the king’s bailiff reciting the formalities, a priest murmuring the oath in a monotone, and the master-at-arms standing silently in the background. Miron read the official confirmation as if it were a grain delivery or the registration of a new stable hand.


Only one moment remained in her heart: when Prince Garez girded her with the sword. He himself was still only a squire, yet he did it with a smile that held no envy. To him, she had long been more than a servant—more like a younger sister he was proud of.


Then she received the new uniform, was dismissed by the bailiff with curt words, and ushered straight out the door. No feast, no applause. Just a sober, “Duty fulfilled. Move along.”


And yet—for Ajja, it was one of the greatest days of her life. At last, she was permitted to carry her own sword. At last, she officially stood not merely as a shadow behind the prince, but as a squire at his side.


Ajja tore herself from her thoughts, her gaze falling on the climbing gear. From below came Miron’s voice, engaged in scholarly debate with a group of Ehryanic priests. Then, suddenly, a loud, familiar voice cut through the noise of the common room:


“Good morning, everyone!”


Ajja couldn’t suppress a grin. Of course. The strange foreign woman. So their paths would cross again after all. As befitted a squire, she buckled on her sword and hurried down the stairs.


And indeed—there she was. Small, slender, a head shorter than most of the people of the kingdom, yet drawing every gaze. A bowl of soup steamed before her, but the entire room stared as if a spring spirit itself had appeared. High above, unnoticed near the ceiling, hovered the flying shadow—Djen’s drone— and no one suspected a thing.


Ajja paused in the doorway, overwhelmed by the scene. Her admiration for this woman grew with every breath she took. And not only for her—for the jacket as well. Pink, gleaming, shamelessly conspicuous, utterly practical and yet possessed of an elegance unattainable in Ajja’s world.


By comparison, Ajja felt like nothing. Invisible, small, scarcely worth mentioning. Her whole life she had been “the prince’s page”—a shadow beside Garez, the king’s son. His hidden bodyguard, or, as everyone else saw it, a simple servant.


But Djen… this stranger was different. She radiated a freedom Ajja had never known. Magical light, locating spells, “technology” that worked like miracles. If only she could learn even a fraction of it… it would open a gate—out of the narrow world, into a future that truly belonged to her.


Before she consciously decided anything, Ajja stepped up to the table.


“Hey, Djen. Good to see you again.”


The stranger looked up, beamed broadly, and jumped to her feet.


“Ajja! What a coincidence—come here, hug time, sis!”


Sis? Ajja thought in confusion, but it sounded friendly, almost sisterly. Before she knew what was happening, the woman pulled her into a firm embrace and laughed, clapping her on the shoulder.


“So,” Djen grinned, “did those parchment thingies make it safely to your king? Sit down, let’s catch up.”


Ajja obeyed—and for the first time in many weeks, she didn’t feel like the prince’s squire. She felt like someone who was actually wanted.


“Followers, look who I found—our brave warrior from the temple ruins! Send her some hearts!”


Ajja had not forgotten their first encounter. This stranger, who kept addressing her invisible follower-gods and narrating everything she did—it had to be some special ritual of her order. The Order of Technology, hadn’t she mentioned that once?


They didn’t get far in conversation. Miron approached the table in astonishment, the venerable Ehryanic priests in tow. The fur traders saw them coming and quickly melted away as Miron asked,


“Ajja, you know this foreign lady?”


Ajja very much did not want Miron to connect the stranger with the “spring-spirit apparition” from the temple ruins. So she shot Djen a conspiratorial wink. Djen immediately grinned.


“Miron, remember two moons ago at the tavern in Broadriver? This is Djen of Earth, a traveler in the name of the Order of Technology.”


The chat exploded. Djen read the comments through her lens and giggled.


[“Ajja lore-master confirmed!!”]


[“Order of Technology sounds like Jedi 2.0.”]


She couldn’t help herself.


“Followers, our Ajja is a gem! A perfect introduction!”


The priests stared at her in disbelief.


“Who are these ‘followers’?”


“Uh… my audience. Connected via… data link, so they can see everything and comment.”


The priests looked utterly confused, but Ajja instinctively saved the situation.


“It seems to be a ritual of her home order. She regularly addresses the follower-gods, proclaiming her deeds aloud.”


Out of the corner of her eye, Djen saw the chat completely losing it.


[“And I’m eating popcorn while Djen casually founds a new religion.”]


[“All hail the Follower Gods”]


[“Next DLC: The Follower Testament.”]


The priests’ astonishment turned into enthusiasm.


“How marvelous! A most exalted idea: instead of silent contemplation, loud vocalization, so the gods may hear everything. Esteemed Lady Djen, we would be delighted to dispute this religion with you.”


“Oh, that’s going to be a long conversation,” Djen replied. “It’s called social media. Livestreaming. And you are… monks or something?”


The priests bowed.


“We are the honor guard of the Ehryanic Moon Pilgrims, servants of the great god Salarie, the one and only true god of the world and of infinity.”


Djen glanced at the chat—and immediately had to turn a laugh into a coughing fit. Her eyes watered as she struggled to clear her throat.


[“Praise the Holy Pizza Salami!”]


[“Honor guard of the Moon Pilgrims sounds like a metal band”]


[“Guys, stop it—Djen’s going to choke live on stream!”]


She pressed a fist to her mouth, forcing herself to look serious, and mumbled,


“Sorry, I… swallowed the soup the wrong way…”


Miron cleared his throat.


“Esteemed Lady Djen, what brings you to the Ice Pass in such weather?”


Djen discreetly wiped the tears of laughter from her eyes.


“…I’m just going to grab that ice crystal. Or mountain crystal, or whatever you call it.”


The priests suddenly laughed heartily.


“Hundreds have sought it already, and all their skeletons pave the forecourt of the dwelling of the mountain monster Ulchrichen, which is protected by the gods.”


One of them began, his voice solemn and ringing:


“Wind-God Windy will shatter you with a storm!


Cold-God Coldy will freeze your bones to ice!


Mountain-God Mounty will bury you beneath avalanches!


And the God of the mountain peaks—”


“Piggy?” Djen cut in.


“…Alhara-Raketyotsalamiu will crush you beneath falling rock!”


The priests fixed her with piercing stares, clearly expecting humility after the litany. But Djen had already pulled out a small notebook and was scribbling briskly.


“Okay, thanks for the safety briefing. Wind, cold, avalanche, rockfall—all noted. I’ll pack appropriate gear.”


[“Coldy, Mounty, Windy and Piggy—best Avengers team ever!”]


[“Wait… didn’t they say there’s only ONE god?”]


Djen read the lines, looked up at the priests, and stumbled, “Uh… right, didn’t you just say you serve only the one true god Salami—uh, Salarie?”


The priests’ expressions darkened. Fingers began to drum rhythmically; a low, murmured chant arose. Ajja felt the air grow noticeably colder. Djen had inadvertently struck the most sensitive chord of the Moon Pilgrims, and now their fingers tapped ominously on the table as they seemed to invoke a curse in a sing-song litany.


Ajja instinctively stepped back, her hand sliding to the hilt of her sword. She cast a pleading glance at Miron—and the scholar, recognizing the danger at once, cleared his throat and hastily changed the subject.


“Esteemed Lady Djen, what do you intend to do with the crystal?”


Djen eyed the drumming hands nervously—thankfully without any smoke yet.


“Uh… nothing. I grab it, take a nice photo… a picture of it… then the followers are happy, and that’s it. Oh—and Ajja, you wanted it, right? We could team up: I take a selfie with the crystal, and then it belongs to you.”


Ajja breathed a sigh of relief. She had feared her new friend might snatch the prize. Now she smiled.


“Djen, that’s a wonderful idea. Let’s go to my room and discuss the plan.”


“Perfect! Wait—I’ll grab some tea and something to snack on. Then we’ll make a materials list. I’ve still got a set of thermal underwear on the ship—for spacewalks, but it’ll work against ‘Coldy’ too. Honored lords of the Order of the Moon Pilgrims, thank you for your advice!”


Without waiting for a reply, she snatched up her jacket and backpack and hopped toward the bar. Ajja followed to get herself a warm beer. In the meantime, the other patrons had lost interest in Djen and her pink jacket; a whole group was playing cards by the fireplace, laughing and joking loudly.


The thoroughly bewildered priests were left behind. Ajja knew that Miron—worldly as he was—would calm them down once again.


Ajja looked down at the mug of warm beer in her hand and the bowl of roasted grains Djen had gotten from the cook. She shook her head in quiet amazement.


“I don’t even know why… but it never occurred to me to get food and drink at the bar and take it up to my room.”


The stranger just grinned.


“Totally normal where I’m from. It’s called snacking. Alright, let’s check this: you’ve got a climbing rope—hmm, no dynamic stretch. If you fall, you’ll snap your spine. Do you have ice axes? Helmet? Carabiners? Friends? Nuts? Quickdraws? Belay device?”


She eyed Ajja’s gear critically and shook her head.


“Nope… none of that? Just the rope?”


Ajja tried to listen carefully but barely understood half the terms.


“Well… I know helmets. And picks. But what else do you need for climbing?” she asked cautiously.


Djen briefly considered introducing Ajja to the art of mixed climbing—ice, rock, hardware, the full package—but decided against it. Instead, she pulled out her scanner, which of course did everything, and brought up a radar image of the weather. Linked to the ship’s computer, it interpreted the data instantly.


“Oof, we need to hurry. There’s a weather window at five in the morning. Best we start at three—then we’ll reach the pass in time. Snowfall stops before that. Left at the Stone of Offense… about an hour farther, then up the chimney—easy game.”


The chat exploded with advice:


[“Bring snowshoes!”]


[“Climbing exoskeleton with antigrav—looks badass and you’ll fly up the mountain!”]


[“HELMET!! Don’t forget the helmet!!”]


“Okay,” Djen nodded. “I’ll bring the snowshoes. Matov? Could you print two pairs and the rest of the gear, please?”


Ajja wondered who the tourist was talking to now. But fine— probably another god or an invisible spirit of her order. She shrugged, nibbled on the roasted grains, and thought for the umpteenth time: Why did I never think of taking food up to my room? This woman does everything differently…


“I’ll pack another rope and a climbing harness. I go up first, secure you, then you follow. That’s how it works. Show me your gloves.”


She took the leather gloves Ajja handed her.


“Oof. Just looking at these makes my fingers freeze. These are more decoration than protection. Don’t worry—I’ll pack thermal pads for you. And a thermos with real tea. Not lukewarm brew water, but premium hand-warming content.”


Ajja tried to memorize everything, but she didn’t want to seem as if she had nothing to contribute. So she laid out her own preparations:


“Miron believes the mountain monster is asleep. We could sneak quietly into the cave and take the crystal. I’ve packed torches, dried meat, and bread in case we’re gone longer. Also,” Ajja added, straightening a little, “I’ve studied the drawings of the cave labyrinth and memorized them. I’m certain I can find the sacred chamber right away. The mountain crystal must not be touched with bare hands—I’ve obtained a cloth made of Artuuum. A fabric that allows one to handle magical artifacts without them losing their power.”


She cleared her throat and added more softly,


“I also have water in bladders, flint, spare straps, and a few iron pitons you can drive into the rock. Nothing special, but… better than nothing.”


For a moment she looked at Djen, searching her face—and felt relieved when the tourist didn’t laugh, but nodded seriously.


“You’re solidly prepared. That actually makes things easier. And if the monster’s asleep, this could be a piece of cake. Maybe… a bit boring for the followers?”


Djen shot a nervous glance at the chat:


[“Boring…”]


[“Don’t listen to the haters, build dramatic tension!”]


[“Yes! Side quests first, then boss fight. That’s how you level properly!”]


She exhaled in relief.


“Alright. We’ll take it slow. Would be a shame to blow the highlight right away.”


Then she jumped up.


“Okay, I’ll go get ready. Tomorrow morning at three I’ll pick you up and bring the thermal underwear.” She laughed and slapped her forehead. “Wow—I’m dumb. You guys won’t invent alarms and clocks for another few hundred years. How do you even measure time?”


Ajja grinned.


“With time candles. You stick nails into them, and when they fall out, they wake you. You just have to tell me what ‘3:00’ means.”


Together they tinkered with the candles and figured out the right spacing.


“Perfect,” Djen said at last. “Then eat a good dinner, and I’ll see you in… hmm, ten hours. See you soon!”


With a cheerful wave she grabbed her jacket and backpack, stopped by the innkeeper to pay, and hopped through the taproom toward her scooter.


Ajja remained behind with the mug of beer in her hand—and felt an unfamiliar sensation spreading through her: deep trust. As if, for the first time, she had met someone who not only saw her, but intended to take her along.


And outside, on her way to the scooter, Djen smiled to herself and thought: Wow. This Ajja… she feels like a kindred spirit. Somehow, I really love being around her.


Matov had already prepared everything, and together they went through Djen’s equipment carefully. Djen was generous— two kilograms of thermal pads went into the pack, along with waterproof, heated socks. Ajja’s boots, after all, looked anything but winter-proof.


“I still need to practice with the crampons… who knows if I’ll need them. Or rather Ajja will.” She grinned and rummaged on. “And you—I think you’re leaving the wrench here. I’ll get you a plasma impulse wrench instead. It’s actually meant for short-circuiting plasma reactors, but hey—if we smack the yeti with it, he’ll definitely go down. I’ll be right back!”


*


Too excited to sleep, Djen only dozed briefly before hurrying back down again. The followers had long since tuned in when the stream went live once more. She set the scooter to follow automatically—useful enough if she had to pull Ajja out of a crevasse… or herself.


As she quietly opened the tavern door, she snorted inwardly. A yeti squatting in an ice cave, guarding crystals? Sounded like a cheap dungeon plot from a role-playing game. Far more realistic was that adventurers died from avalanches, falls, or simply the cold. Hypothermia claimed more lives than any monster—especially in linen shirts.


She crossed the taproom softly, where a few guests slept curled up by the hearth, and soon reached Ajja, who was already waiting. In a hushed voice and by the light of the LED lamp alone, Djen explained how to wear the thermal underwear and socks properly. Ajja was quick to understand, and within minutes she was ready despite the layers. Together they slipped out into the night. Snow was still falling; the thermometer read –15 °C. Not record cold, but more than enough to cripple a medieval body within hours.


Ajja, however, was delighted. The thermal underwear —“thermo-reg gear,” as Djen called it—kept her wonderfully warm. She had never experienced anything like it, despite growing up in the far north. For the first time in days, her toes were not numb. Djen tried to explain the technology as they began the ascent.


“So, listen,” she said, tapping the fabric. “There are microcapsules in there that store heat and run on tiny battery cells. When you get cold, they automatically heat up. When you sweat, they cool you down. Basically a personal climate-control spell, powered by lithium.”


Ajja nodded solemnly, as if she had just received a religious revelation.


The snowshoes Djen had given her were a masterpiece—light, stable, made from entirely unfamiliar material. Worlds better than the bulky wooden frames with ropes Ajja had used as a child. It soon became clear that Ajja had far more experience on snowshoes than her companion. While Djen panted and leaned heavily on her extendable poles, Ajja took the lead and stamped a trail through the fresh snow.


She kept casting astonished glances at the metal poles—three telescoping cylinders that locked into place. Such a simple, practical invention. Insanely clever. Ajja committed them to memory at once. Barely a day with Djen, and she had already learned more new things and ideas than in all her years at court. For the first time, she could imagine leaving the life of a squire behind someday—not as a servant, but as a maker. Building something that lasted, with tools, knowledge, and courage.
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