
“I need to know you can do it,” Irao said.

“Sure,” Viv replied.

“Otherwise we need to delay and train.”

“No problem.”

The Hadal gazed at Viv with an insistent and slightly upsetting intensity that would have left
most people nervous. Viv wasn’t affected. The slitted eyes were just that and his ability as
one of the world’s foremost assassins didn’t matter because she knew with absolute
certitude he was just a big nerd eager to try himself against a security system. It was rare for
Irao to have fun. She wanted him to have fun.

“I feel like you are surrendering leadership of this project to me,” he finally said.

“My dad always used to say, listen to the experts. You don’t have to do what they say but
you have to listen. But he was a politician not a thief so we will all follow you on this one. We
all want this to succeed.”

“I see.”

The long pauses made talking with Irao a little slow but that was fine. Viv’s mind could split
and wander. She was considering new spells at the moment and dedicated part of her mind
to their conception when she had nothing else to do.

“Follow me.”

They left the living quarter of the Chalice towards the main ritual room which was wide
enough to suit their purposes. Irao had prepared a few tests with the help of Abe, who
himself stood at the side like a statue.

“The first test concerns mana detection. The bank will have threshold seals. Those are
constructs that trigger when the mana intensity increases past a certain point. You are a
caster. You know about ambient mana?”

“Yes, I do. Threshold seals will only activate past a certain point, a level much higher than
the ambient level of magic to prevent constant false positives due to natural variations. If a
spell is cast in the vicinity, inefficiencies will lead to mana bleed, which increases the ambient
magic. Similarly, once a spell fades, the leftover mana will disperse. That means that the
seals will detect if someone casts a spell. In theory. In practice, efficient spellcasting and
spells that remain linked to the caster means that the mana is reabsorbed.”

Viv walked between a pair of two seals Abe had placed on the ground, They looked like flat
hexagonal discs, thicker in the middle. They were surprisingly easy to make and quite
durable as well. She used an excalibur and then a thin net in quick succession. The discs did
not react at all.



“Seals will be more spaced in the corridors and just about that close to each other in the safe
room.”

“Hmmm. Yes,” Irao conceded. “Then there is the gate ward.”

They moved to a corner of the room where Abe had formed a block of solid stone in the
likeness of a massive circular door and its surrounding wall. A thin tapestry of mana ropes
criss-crossed its surface in a shiny net of interlocked, colorful strings. It looked pretty, Viv
thought.

“Gate wards are not meant for durability. They are meant to snap if the gate is tampered
with, alerting the guards. Unfortunately, the door is still much easier to breach than the
surrounding walls so we will have to go with that. The best way to handle a gate ward is to
stretch it. It requires great mana control since the ropes need to be fed at the same time as
they are pulled or they might splinter. Like so.”

“I have changed the pattern according to Irao’s recommendation. It should match the
defenses more closely,” Abe helpfully added.

“Great,” Viv said.

She plucked at the strings and stretched them three at a time with patient focus. After she
was done, she used an excalibur to carve a hole through the stone. The bank gate would be
more solid, of course, but it made little difference to her spell.

That was one of the times when Vandal was actively useful.

Once done, Viv was left with a Viv-sized gap in the defenses through which she squeezed
with reasonable dexterity.

“Aaaaand done.”

She did not yelp when Irao slid through the hole as if through a door but it was a close thing.

“Yes. Hmm. Impressive.”

He pondered his next sentence carefully.

“You are good at this.”

“I think I have to remind you that I am good at magic. Very good, in fact.”

“Yes. Now we only need to memorize—”

Viv manifested a full, three-dimensional map of the bank with all exits and the main defense
points as well as several possible avenues of retreat.

“— the layout. You are prepared. I have no more questions.”



“Abe did a great job.”

“I had the time and motivation,” the lich gracefully admitted. “I have prepared your gear,
though I will act as overwatch as suggested. We may leave when ready.

“Alright. Out of curiosity, how did you plan on getting past the safe gate?”

“Acid. I can pass through… tiny spaces. I cannot take much with me. I would have had to
steal one thing only.”

//I wish to steal too.

They turned to the striding form of Solfis.

“What do you want in there?” Viv asked.

//I am not certain yet.
//I wish to acquire a trophy.

“Not a head this time please.”

//I left my embalming tools in Harrak.

“Taatatata I said I didn’t want you to mention that anymore!”

//Then do not bring up the topic.
//As Abenezigel said, we are prepared.
//We should depart at night.
//The flesh bags should consume nutrients for the night will be long.

“Yeah yeah.”

***

The five active members of the League of Lesser Evil dropped from the chalice at low speed.
Viv floated in her harness; Sidjin and Abe flew. Irao was doing something for sure since he
was keeping up with them. It was just hard to look at. As for Solfis, he hung to Abe’s tall
frame which made the bone duo a horrible sight to behold. The lights of Helock sprawled
below, poorer areas forming blotches of darkness on an otherwise colorful tapestry. There
was no unity of color when it came to magical lights so the noble district shone like a
Christmas tree in the cold night. They came across a patrol of flying griffin riders, fortunately,
they were looking downward.

Everyone landed on the roof of the theater which was decorated with statues and poorly
warded. Abe immediately used a spell to hide himself in the shadows with the bag containing
their emergency supplies. Meanwhile, the four others crossed the street, still levitating. They
stopped moving when a patrol of guards passed underneath.



Viv and Sidjin wore sealed black body suits that masked skin heat and even their smell. On
top of that, Viv used a mana coating on herself with the darkness intent which made her
almost impossible to notice. Abe would not take any chances. Sidjin immediately went to
work on one of the few high windows present in the building. He placed spikes in the stone
to stretch the ward, then pulled using brown magic. What had started as a slit became a
lozenge wide enough for people to go through. He, too, used a spell to mask his presence
completely with black mana while the remaining three got in. Irao was able to select people
who were allowed to see him and Viv’s coat of dark mana had no effect on him so they were
able to see one another. As for Solfis, he trailed them at a distance. They found themselves
in a wide corridor, surprisingly spacious and soberly decorated. It was the administrative
wing, a relatively defenseless section that was never locked on account of employees often
pulling all-nighters. The largest door directly to Viv’s right stood partly open, a band of light
shining on lush red carpet. That was the director’s office.

He was apparently pulling an all nighter alright, with his vice-director whose office lay a little
farther. Abe’s report stated that the two men held a fierce work rivalry. That didn’t extend to
late night, however, as the pair was engaged in an intense, passionate bout of coitus.

Viv had never seen a heist movie where this sort of thing happened so she wasn’t exactly
sure if it was a good thing or a bad thing. Irao led the way by crawling on the ceiling and
placing handholds for easier movement. The ceiling was because most defenses were there
alon with most guards. The handholds would help Solfis not leave his mark on masonry, and
also reduce the strain on Viv’s antigrav harness. Stamina would be a factor in this operation.

Viv floated after him. The three then made their way along the corridor in perfect silence,
leaving quiet seals in their wake. They bypassed a high ward by walking ‘above’ it. Viv
noticed several alarm constructs here and there. Most of them were linked to barely visible
amulet readers to permit employees to deactivate them as they went through. Viv realized
that someone without mana sight would struggle immensely in this place. They reached the
first real obstacle in the form of a massive door that blocked their way to the central stairs,
but Irao easily bypassed it by removing a high panel.

The second floor was deserted so they simply made their way down an unlocked gate to the
second floor balcony which overlooked the atrium, still clinging to walls like a bunch of
spiders. The entrance was completely shut. A guard with a dog patrolled at a sedate pace.
Viv followed Irao down the wall, making sure to use the handholds. There were a few
pressure plates scattered around, after all. They were near the basement stairs when the
dog growled and turned around, looking directly at them.

Viv was absolutely sure she could not be seen while Solfis was still hidden by a pillar. She
was also sure she could not be smelled and they had not made a noise, yet the dog still
whined a bit, sniffing the air and searching. The guard joined it with a frown. She was an
older woman with keen eyes. Viv felt sweat pearl on her brow. A moment later, her ears
picked up the dulled echo of a particularly intense orgasm.

The guard sighed and pulled on the leash. Viv guessed it was not an unusual occurrence.
They waited for the patrolling pair to turn their backs to continue.



The stairs down led to two locked gates made of solid bars. A second major obstacle.

The way things worked was that the guard in the middle was supposed to open and close
those one at a time to let people in as a sort of air lock but without the air part. The purpose
was to add a human layer to the defenses as they were regarded as more reactive. The bars
were there to stop intruders while still letting the guard see approaching intruders. It was a
tradeoff that would cost the bank dearly.

The plan called for Irao to disable the guard with a blowdart filled with soporific liquid. It
would then be child play to disable the locks on the gate while blocking the loud sound that
came with opening the door. Unfortunately, there was another unforeseen development.

The first thing Viv saw was a pair of contracting pale buttocks. The guard was furiously
pumping into a woman in scribe robes he held against the wall. The couple let out muffled
moans with each thrust, naked legs locked around a muscular back.

Irao turned and shrugged, shaking his head in the universal gesture of ‘the fuck is this’. Viv
returned the gesture then made the sign for ‘two’ and ‘arrows’, following which Irao revealed
he had enough blow darts to take down half the city.

Viv made the sign to wait. The couple’s furious embrace was reaching a crescendo. The
man kissed the woman silent when she convulsed in the throes of pleasure, then they half
collapsed against the wall in a tangle of limbs. The man laughed softly.

Viv made the sign for ‘now’. Irao hit them both and the pair finally fell down, pink and
pleased. With any luck, they would believe they just fell asleep.

It was child’s play to get through the two gates, not least because the guard had already
taken the care to muffle the alarm so as not to let his colleagues know he had a guest.
Another set of stairs layered in wards and seals led them down into the basement and to the
last obstacle.

“Unplanned difficulty,” Irao gestured after he checked the angle with a thin mirror.

Viv checked. A solid, metal statue engraved with runes stood guard at the back of the very
last tunnel, the door firmly in front of it. It would necessarily see them as they worked to open
it. Golem sight pierced dark mana. It also ignored the darkness intent’s main function which
was to instantly tell people to look elsewhere because this spot was empty.

Abe’s notes didn’t mention that. It was probably a recent addition.

Irao thought for a moment. He pulled the three people back.

“Can you make an opaque shield? Something that emits light rather than hides it.”

//An inspired idea.
//Base models are programmed to identify threats based on mana and shape.



//A rectangle of light would not be recognized as an intruder.

“Wouldn’t it know something is wrong?”

//Base models do not have the capability to recognize that ‘something is wrong’.
//It will take another few centuries of golem before those primitives can patch out the
most common exploits.

“Huh. Well. Sure, give me a moment. And I won’t be able to maintain it to shield all of you
while I work on the gate. Even I am not that good yet.”

//Do not be concerned.
//I have a plan.

Viv knew how to make a shield. She also knew how to make light of a certain color. It took
five minutes of effort but eventually she had a working thick blue pane that shone like a
fucking lighthouse but didn’t bleed mana. It was lucky they didn’t have guards down. When
she made a sign she was ready, Solfis had emptied a vase off its potted tree. He held the
ceramic between two delicate claws.

Viv had no idea what the fuck was going on.

The trio lined up and crawled over layered wards, Viv at the front next to Irao. They
progressed slowly. The golem didn’t react. They moved past the safe room gate until Solfis
was directly over the golem, then, with slow movement, he delicately placed the upside
down vase on top of the other golem’s head.

The improvised hat settled down with a light clonk.

//User notice.
//Visibility obstructed.

They waited.

And that was it. They returned to the gate with the sentry now blinded by a vase. Viv looked
behind and shook her head. It was at that moment that Irao made the sign he was leaving.

“What?” Viv signed in panic.

The Hadal replied with perfect calm by showing his tiny backpack, which was empty. He had
run out of handholds. With quick motions, he indicated he was going to fetch more before
disappearing in a flash of darkness.

Viv was left behind, appalled.

‘I thought this was a serious outfit,’ she told herself before coming to an unpleasant
realization.



She was the nominal head of said outfit.

She was the one who had gathered a genocidal golem, a slightly autistic retired assassin, an
undead dork and a fallen prince. It was her fault. She had done this to herself.

AN: Ok, this chapter is shorter for two reasons. First, due to irl factors and the brain
melt that came with finishing Journey, I could not write a full one. Second, I now have
a more flexible schedule until the next story gets started so I was thinking about
trying more regular but shorter updates. I’m going to try for 4 chapters a week next
week and see if I can do it. If I can, I’ll open a poll to decide which format you fine
folks prefer. Cheers!


