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    Disclaimer 
 
    The Calamitous Bob is a web serial published on Royal Road and Patreon under my other pen name, Mecanimus. I like to think that serials are to traditional books what series are to movies, though I might be biased. As a result, you should expect a slower pace. The Calamitous Bob also includes light LitRPG elements, violence, and curse words.  
 
    This is a work of fiction.  
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    The story so far. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Due to the terrible machinations of his wife—and also because he cheated on her—the god of luck, Emeric, left his native world of Nyil to seek refuge on earth where he promptly stole the mortal shell of one Viviane Saint-Lys. The young French army medic got sent in his stead into the world of magic and monsters with a new body and a little bit of the thief’s luck.  
 
      
 
    Said luck promptly dropped her into the remains of the worst magical catastrophe the world of Nyil had ever known. Poisoned and beleaguered by undead monsters, Viv managed to find her way out thanks to the unexpected help of an ancient war golem, Solfis, and a dragon baby she named Arthur before finding out it was female. Look, dragon veterinary science is hard, okay? In any case, the unlikely trio made its way to a fort at the edge of the dead lands where she could rest and recover and, more importantly, learn magic.  
 
      
 
    After saving the fort from a necromancer, Viv traveled to the frontier city of Kazar to continue her studies and perhaps find a way home. There, she learned that the first step toward long-term survival and success was to heal her soul, which the transfer had wounded. She contracted with a local servant of the god of righteous war, Neriad, for his help. Viv managed several missions, including the liberation of a nearby iron mine, and was now waiting for a bishop of the cult to come and cure her. Unfortunately, disaster struck in the person of Prince Lancer. 
 
      
 
    The nearby country of Enoria was in the midst of a civil war, and the prince needed funds, funds he obtained by sacking Kazar, enslaving some of its people, and slaying Viv’s mentor and lover, Varska. Viv managed to escape with a majority of the local population with a clear purpose: to survive, to take their city back, and to make Lancer pay for his crimes.  
 
      
 
    Please note that you will find a glossary at the end of this book with names of cities and people you may have forgotten if you need a refresher. Enjoy! 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 57: It’s in the Title 
 
    Viv’s badass moment was instantly ruined when Solfis reminded her of the necessity of looting. The refugees had to function on minimum resources, and so many horses, both alive and dead, could simply not be wasted. Marruk managed to catch a few of the wandering beasts, but others had galloped away or back to the edge of the deadlands and would have to be caught. With the sun setting, it was a lost cause without some help. 
 
      
 
    Viv managed to feel a trickle of mana coming from the cavalry leader and “liberated” a magical item from his uncooperating form. It was a small brooch holding a shield enchantment that would protect its wearer from spell effects. 
 
      
 
    To an extent. 
 
      
 
    The fortunate finding was immediately given to Marruk, the most vulnerable member of the band. Money was also found in small amounts, except the officer who yielded a whole gold talent. 
 
      
 
    “Squee!” 
 
      
 
    With great ceremony, Viv offered the prize to Arthur for “extraordinary services and draconic excellence.” The small one observed the shiny, shiny gold for a full minute before placing it in her collar purse with covetous care. After that they departed the battlefield. It only took them a few minutes to cover the league separating them from the camp on stolen rides, trussed prisoner in tow, except for Solfis, who merely ran. They found Koro waiting patiently at the edge of the cordon of guards with a number of torches providing lighting to the sentries. Many of those let out a dark, pungent smoke, and Viv suspected that the wood was too green.  
 
      
 
    “Hey, Koro, we need a retrieval team.” 
 
      
 
    “You killed many revenants then?” 
 
      
 
    “Not just. We also got about forty Enorian riders. Some of their horses are still alive.”  
 
      
 
    Koro whistled softly, then her gaze grew vague and a thin line of drool dropped from the corner of her mouth. “Horse steak.” 
 
      
 
    “Hey, focus,” Viv chastised. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry! I, hmm, I have good news and bad news.” 
 
      
 
    “I could really use some good news right now.” 
 
      
 
    “We had the first baby delivered successfully! It’s a girl, and she was named Bob in your honor!” 
 
      
 
    Viv slowly slapped herself and groaned in her saddle. 
 
      
 
    “And the bad news is that, ah, Mayor Ganimatalo was found dead in her tent.” 
 
      
 
    Viv’s first reaction was quite uncharitable as she forced herself not to glare at Solfis, who had once proposed this very option. He had been with Marruk then herself for the past two days. There was no way that it was him.  
 
      
 
    “What the fuck happened?” 
 
      
 
    “Investigator Tars says she took her own life.” 
 
      
 
    Koro’s face was a mask of intense confusion. 
 
      
 
    “Grandfather world is trying to kill us all the time. How can you just let him win? I don’t understand . . .” 
 
      
 
    Viv searched vaguely for something to say and found that she couldn’t be arsed. She didn’t understand Ganimatalo either. It didn’t matter right now. They were in crisis mode. Viv made her way to the command tent, everyone giving her a wide berth. Or most likely, giving Solfis a wide berth. Two guards saw her and opened the flap to let her in without a word. Inside, she found Brenna writing in a ledger, as well as Corel and Tars. Viv had rarely seen the severe investigator since she had welcomed her in Kazar, a few months and an eternity ago, which made sense. She had not been involved in anything suspicious like mysterious disappearance, after all. Tars wore leather armor, and her skin was pale, though still tinged slightly green like everyone else’s here. A deep gash ran from her right cheek to the back of her head, and her ear was missing some flesh. The wound had scabbed over, but it looked like it hurt a lot. 
 
      
 
    The tent’s occupants looked up at her as she arrived. Then Corel unexpectedly rushed her, only stopping at a few paces when Solfis followed her in. Marruk had stayed outside. 
 
      
 
    “It’s all your damn fault,” he spat, foaming at the mouth, “ever since you came, we’ve only had one catastrophe after another. Twenty years of growth and development ruined in two days.” 
 
      
 
    “The fuck? You’re blaming me? Me?” 
 
      
 
    “Boss, please, calm down . . .” Tars said with a plaintive voice. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t you see?” Corel raged. “Don’t you see? She brings bad luck. She goes to a fort? Necromancers. She goes to a town? Monster hordes. Military invasions!” 
 
      
 
    Brenna frowned. She closed her book with a snap. “You are out of your mind, Corel. Grief is making you spew bullshit.” 
 
      
 
    “Fuck off, woman. You are blind.” 
 
      
 
    “So Neriad help me, watch your tongue. Your pain can only excuse so much. I won’t even argue with you. You know the utter stupidity of what you just said.” 
 
      
 
    “You are both looking at chains of logic, but you don’t see the patterns. We have had more crises since she arrived than in the past five years combined.” 
 
      
 
    “And so it’s her fault? The civil war? The fucking civil war?” 
 
      
 
    “I know what I know. She is a calamity. The Calamitous Bob.” 
 
      
 
    Corel pushed his way out of the tent. Viv let him pass. Solfis didn’t. 
 
      
 
    One moment, the angry man was barreling out. The other, he was static with a claw on his shoulder and the golem’s alien gaze only a few fingers away. 
 
      
 
    //Do not let your emotions rule you, human. 
 
    //Or else. 
 
      
 
    “Are you threatening me?” 
 
      
 
    //Yes. 
 
      
 
    Corel sputtered and protested, but there was no winning a glaring contest with the golem. He finally left the tent in a huff. 
 
      
 
    “Well. That happened,” Viv summarized. 
 
      
 
    “Ahem. I know that tensions are running high, but can you please keep your golem in check?” Brenna asked. 
 
      
 
    “He’s only tasked with defending me. You don’t have to worry,” Viv reassured, but the church servant did not relax. “In any case, we should be clear of revenants for the next two days. How are things on your end?” 
 
      
 
    “Births are going fine. We had mountain tribe people come, and they agreed to help us through the mountains. I’m just very concerned about the lack of known wells in the mines you mentioned. We will be fine water-wise until then, but we only have three drawn cisterns for close to 1,500 people. That’s five to six days of water for everyone. People die quickly without water.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure we can find a well near the foundries. They absolutely needed water. Even if we don’t or it’s too obstructed, we can go to the yries. I’m sure they have sources. They would not have established a town without one. And they have stone weavers to help us.” 
 
      
 
    “Fine”—she nodded—“fine. There is also the question of food. We have emptied the granaries, but even then . . . we have two months’ worth. Three, if we ration and forage, though I’m not sure what there is to forage in the depths . . . It’s not enough to last until mid-autumn, not to mention through winter. Even if we find the most fertile ground on Nyil and Sardanal himself wanks over the seeds, we won’t have time to grow crops before people starve. I just don’t see a way out of here.” 
 
      
 
    Viv considered their options. It was not all that bad. 
 
      
 
    “Look, the mountain tribes produce food used in military rations which they sell to the temple.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, and we export it to Enoria . . .” Brenna said with a bitter voice. 
 
      
 
    Viv waited for a while, but apparently, the head nurse was tired and her brain could not follow. 
 
      
 
    “There isn’t going to be any exporting done since all the logistics and payment are done by the temple and you guys are here, is there?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, of course! And this is much more important than stockpiling rations for bad times.” 
 
      
 
    “The bad times are now.” 
 
      
 
    “Alright. The deliveries are set to start pretty soon. There will be a lot of tubers, but I guess we can make do. It won’t be enough though.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a start. The other source of food is around Kazar.” 
 
      
 
    “Which is currently occupied by an enemy army, no?” 
 
      
 
    “We did not stand a chance when we held the walls,” Tars said without malice. “I don’t see how we are better off now that we are outside.” 
 
      
 
    “Patience,” Viv answered. “I have a few ideas. But first, we need to stabilize.” 
 
      
 
    There was a commotion outside. A few people argued loudly, and she heard the din of a forming mob. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll see what this is about,” Viv said. The others nodded. She stepped outside. 
 
      
 
    A man was loading a small cart, his family and children crying on the side. The man himself had fat tears trailing down his cheeks as he piled bag after bag on the rickety thing. Another man argued with him, anguish clear on his face. 
 
      
 
    “You can’t do this, Dorrel. They’ll enslave you. You know they will.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry. We just don’t have a future. You folks may have forgotten, but I’m a newcomer here. I saw my parents starve to death, and let me tell you, it ain’t a pretty way to go. I won’t have my folks die the same way. At least my kids may be free again, maybe. I just . . . It’s all over, neighbor. You’re still holding hope, but it’s all over. We’re just poor folks on a road with nuthin’. I’m sorry, but it’s true. Kazar is finished.” 
 
      
 
    In Viv’s wounded soul, there was a slight “ting,” like a chime rang and left to vibrate in a quiet room. The hum spread through her mind with a compelling intensity, letting her know that she stood at a crossroads.  
 
      
 
    Several paths were open to her, but there was one that might close if she did not act now, talk now. After all, nature abhorred a vacuum. 
 
      
 
    She hated it. 
 
      
 
    She hated it because it reminded her that deep inside, she was still her father’s daughter. All this talk about him playing dirty was true. He was a jaded asshole, and yet, politics were a dirty game to begin with. He simply didn’t deny it to her. And she knew that he was right. 
 
      
 
    She could let it go and live the life of a mercenary, hoping that Farren might regain enough clout to send her to his big native city. She could cross the forest and find employment somewhere, which would not be hard. With hope, she would gather enough funds and influence to find a way to handle her rising attunement before black mana broke down her body from the inside. The refugees would be left behind, disperse, probably. Some would die, some would return to be enslaved. Some would join the mountain tribes if they allowed it. There would be bandits, a lot of those, in the following months. 
 
      
 
    Or she could grab the moment. 
 
      
 
    Her hesitation lasted only for an instant. 
 
      
 
    Deep inside, she knew that only regret would come from letting the opportunity go. 
 
      
 
    If she failed, well, at least she would have tried. 
 
      
 
    If she succeeded . . . 
 
      
 
    Viv closed her eyes and brought earth lessons to the front of her mind. Intricate concepts like social constructivism, which sees the importance of human interactions in development and knowledge, faded to the background, useful but better left hidden. She remembered Ernest Renan and the theories that led to nationalism and its excesses. Her enhanced mind structured and reformulated the arguments just as she formed colorless mana into a few glyphs. When she spoke, her voice traveled with unnatural ease across the quieting crowd. 
 
      
 
    “Kazar is alive. Here.” 
 
      
 
    The familiar feeling of doing a presentation in front of a full room came back to haunt Viv. This time, there were real stakes as well. 
 
      
 
    “Kazar is not finished, at all. But tell me, Dorrel. What is Kazar? What makes a city? Is it the walls? The houses? Hmm?” 
 
      
 
    “I . . .” 
 
      
 
    “Is it the tree? Is Kazar the tree?” 
 
      
 
    She had their attention now. It was all wind and bullshit, but it was also what they needed. It was lucky for her that most people here didn’t even know how to read, or they might have guessed that she was just cobbling ideas together.  
 
      
 
    “No,” she continued, not breaking her flow, “it’s not. Kazar is none of those things. The fields, the wells, hell, even the city hall, they are part of the city, but they are not the city, because Kazar is not that. Kazar is a soul.” 
 
      
 
    She took a few steps forward to the nearest crate and stepped up on it so that everyone could look up to her. It was also a trick to make her seem higher. 
 
      
 
    “A soul that is made of the past and the present. The past first, the foundation. All the shared history. Now, I’m relatively new here, but I see Kazar in the beautiful fabrics adorning our homes during festivals, with precise embroidery but no dyes, because we don’t have dye yet. I see it in the fields and the orchards, every fruit and seed a victory against the deadlands. I witnessed it in the peasant who looked up to see a revenant crossing his field and just went back to work. I saw it in the spring celebration, in the way that our guards walked into the forest without fear to save a caravan from beastlings. How we fought and bled with courage and unity. Every day I see it when we face overwhelming odds and scarcity and just keep going. Even today, I still see it.  
 
      
 
    “Yes, because a city is also in the present. It’s in the willingness to look at the past, all those years of effort and sacrifice to develop the town into what it is today and to keep going together. That’s what Kazar is, a common purpose, and as long as you keep that in mind, as long as you are all willing to continue this tradition of effort and defiance, then Kazar is still alive. Kazar is here, exiled, bleeding, confused, and betrayed, but Kazar lives, and by all the gods, we will see that tree again.” 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  New general skill: Leadership at beginner 1
Due to past experiences, you have bypassed the novice rank. 
    
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Viv had done it. She saw hope in the faces of all those around her. More importantly, she saw pride, the same backbone that kept the inhabitants of Nyil going until their death at the hands of monsters. 
 
      
 
    “Yea!” 
 
      
 
    “Hear, hear!” 
 
      
 
    “Now, people of Kazar, we are down but not out. We have food for a while, water, what we need is time. The guards and I will lead you to a place of safety where we can lick our wounds, but it will take over a week, so you’d better save your strength. Go and rest for now, help your neighbors if you can, and keep your hearts strong, because it will get worse before it gets better. For Kazar!” 
 
      
 
    “For Kazar!” 
 
      
 
    Viv watched the crowd disperse with purpose, everyone trying to make themselves useful. The man who wanted to leave, Dorril, dropped the bag he was holding as his entire family dragged him into a group hug. The moment of peace was interrupted by two men in dusty armor walking to her. Viv was not alarmed, as she recognized the muscular forms of the only pair of inquisitors around. Denerim was still respectable with his salt-and-pepper hair and short beard a bit scruffier than the last time she saw him. Orkan was his same gaunt, dark, and handsome self. His tattoos pulsed a dull red. 
 
      
 
    “What the hell happened here?” Denerim asked, his eyes as wide as saucers. 
 
      
 
    Where to start? 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 58: Nobody Expects Them 
 
      
 
    Viv decided to just give him an abridged version, which took about five minutes with one instance of teary eyes and three of copious swearing. Then Viv asked the valiant knight the question that had been burning her tongue. 
 
      
 
    “So, will you return to the city?” 
 
      
 
    “I’d rather not, or I’ll be liable to do something that everyone will regret,” the old inquisitor grumbled. 
 
      
 
    “Aw, and I was really looking forward to a warm bath,” Orkan added, dejected. 
 
      
 
    “Orkan. Tact.” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
      
 
    “So what’s the plan?” 
 
      
 
    “We discovered the lost iron mine of Min Goles recently. The facilities are intact but not really secure. It’s still better than staying out in the open or fighting the mountain folk for their land. I think we should go there first, then advise. I have a few ideas.” 
 
      
 
    “Ideas for what?” 
 
      
 
    “For retaking Kazar, of course.” 
 
      
 
    Denerim watched her with an expression of polite disbelief. “And, pray tell, how do you plan on doing that?” 
 
      
 
    “First we need to see if it is at all possible. The good news is that I managed to take a prisoner from a squadron of cavalrymen who left to pursue us. I was thinking about interrogating him.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh yes, we can help with that.” 
 
      
 
    “Good, he should still be at the edge of the camp. Oh, and are you familiar with the concept, errr, good guard, bad guard?” 
 
      
 
    “No?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s when one interrogator acts nice while the other threatens.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh yes, we use it sometimes. Why, do you want to be good guard?” 
 
      
 
    “No. Let me demonstrate. Solfis?” 
 
      
 
    The hunched form of the battle golem emerged from the shadowy recess where he had hidden himself not to ruin Viv’s groove. Fully deployed, he was almost twice the size of Denerim, who himself was not a small man. 
 
      
 
    “By Neriad’s balls,” the old knight said in a hushed voice. 
 
      
 
    //I can do threats. 
 
      
 
    “I have no doubt. Tell me, golem . . . are you a danger to us?” 
 
      
 
    Solfis’s yellow glare landed squarely on the inquisitor. Viv hurried to speak. “Solfis is on my side, and he is not a vulgar monster. He will not commit any heinous act or anything. He is protecting me, that is all.” 
 
      
 
    “And if he decides that killing us protects you?” Denerim asked in a deceptively low voice. 
 
      
 
    Viv had grown familiar enough with the golem to detect when he was his own inorganic, slightly psychotic brand of amused. 
 
      
 
    //You should pray to your god. 
 
    //That it never happens. 
 
      
 
    “Oi. Solfis is rational. He’s been in Kazar for as long as I have, and he didn’t go on a secret murderous spree, did he? Can we focus on the matter at hand?” 
 
      
 
    Denerim glared one last time before signaling Viv that he was ready to go. They found the surviving cavalryman under the surveillance of a few angry guards. He was showing signs of desperation. 
 
      
 
    “I should have died with honor, like my men,” he said to no one in particular. 
 
      
 
    “Well, it’s too late now. For the honor part, I mean,” Viv told him. 
 
      
 
    The guards moved aside and the officer did his best to avoid Solfis’s glare. He perked up when the inquisitors came into view. 
 
      
 
    “Sir, sir! This madwoman, you have to stop her! She controls a monster! Please, free me from these evil people!” 
 
      
 
    Denerim smiled. The intense sadness in the old knight’s expression surprised Viv. It was not a kind smile. 
 
      
 
    “Do you have any idea how many corpses I have seen? Not of soldiers, mind you, though I have seen plenty of that as well. I am talking about villages raided by bandits or bored nobles playing their little games. It’s always the same kind of people staring at me from the ground with confusion. They have so many questions too. Why me? I’m just following orders. This family I rode down had been declared outlaw or criminal or some such. I’m just carrying my duty. The little boy whose bones I cracked under my hooves was a rebel, like his peasant father, so I didn’t do anything wrong. They don’t understand that what is legal and what is right are two entirely different things. You don’t either. And I’m not wasting time on explaining it to you, so I’ll give you a choice. You can answer my questions . . .” Denerim pointed at Solfis’s form, still smiling. “Or you can answer that thing. While I watch.” 
 
      
 
    “You don’t have the right to do that,” the officer said. “You’re an inquisitor of Neriad! You have to help m—” 
 
      
 
    Denerim’s iron glove closed on the man’s mouth, muffling his complaints. He had moved faster than Viv could perceive. 
 
      
 
    “You lot always forget that Neriad is the god of righteous war. Somehow, you always forget the war part. Time is up. Me, or the golem.” 
 
      
 
    “You. You!” 
 
      
 
    The old knight turned his eyes to the clouds above, sighing. 
 
      
 
    “How predictable. If you were truly wise . . . you would have picked the golem.” 
 
      
 
    Gold light exploded from the inquisitor’s kneeling form. His hair stood up as if under the influence of electricity, and his eyes were now two orbs of molten gold. The sight terrified Viv. She felt judged and measured, even while standing to the side. The effects on the man were far more terrible. He screamed, a low keening sound that grew sharper as the light gained in intensity. Denerim’s voice fell like a thunderclap. 
 
      
 
    “Know what they endured.” 
 
      
 
    Just as it had started, the phenomenon faded, and yet, behind the slightly malodorous smell of the camp, Viv smelled the rarified air of a mountain, crisp and frigid. Denerim looked sad and drained, but the officer looked much worse. He was a broken man, mewling and begging. 
 
      
 
    “I’m so sorry. I didn’t know!” 
 
      
 
    “Answer our questions.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, yes, of course.” 
 
      
 
    Viv watched with amazement and a bit of disgust at the cavalryman spewing everything he knew at the smallest prompt. There was something fundamentally wrong with the whole process that Viv understood, even without feeling the strange mana scouring the person’s . . . soul. Torture was an inherently evil process. This was worse. The man had been brainwashed in an extremely violent and unforgiving way. It suddenly occurred to her that Denerim and Orkan were inquisitors, or that’s how her skill translated their title, and that inquisitors were not nice to begin with. She leaned toward the junior member of the pair as Denerim listened to the number of troops the prince had brought.  
 
      
 
    “What is going on?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “He made him feel what his victims endured. It’s a very draining and traumatic experience for the inquisitor, or so I’ve been told. I can’t do it yet. You think this is bad? Rapists and murderers get it much worse.” 
 
      
 
    “Lady . . . Viv?” Denerim asked, articulating her name.  
 
      
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
      
 
    “If you have questions . . .” 
 
      
 
    “Oh yes. How long will the prince stay?” 
 
      
 
    The cavalryman blinked his tears away. 
 
      
 
    “In Kazar? Hmm, I’m not sure.” 
 
      
 
    “But he is set to leave soon?” 
 
      
 
    “The plan was to return promptly before the summer campaign. The core of the army would stay here up to two weeks to pacify the surrounding villages while His Grace transfers the ownership of rebel holdings to the loyal citizens who came with him.” 
 
      
 
    “The loyal citizens, eh?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, the ones who sacrificed their wealth for His Grace’s noble cause. Their loyalty will be rewarded.” 
 
      
 
    He actually believed it. How infuriating. The prince had to be smooth as maple syrup to turn that eviction into a righteous act. It angered her to no end, but she pushed it down. Those emotions were of no use to her right now. 
 
      
 
    Viv took a deep breath, and outrage faded in the background, the low embers still there, smoldering. 
 
      
 
    “And what is the plan now?” 
 
      
 
    “The plan? Ah yes, now that things have gone awry because of . . . I am sorry . . .” 
 
      
 
    “Focus. The plan.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know, I swear! With the granaries empty and the crops still growing, we don’t have enough food. I don’t know what His Grace intends to do!” 
 
      
 
    “Alright,” Viv said, taking another deep breath, “alright, he has to show up for the summer campaign? Against the noble separatists?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes!” 
 
      
 
    “When must he absolutely leave or risk being late?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, at the very least a month from now.” 
 
      
 
    Good. Then . . . it could work. 
 
      
 
    “The Bridgers, the soldiers he brought with him, will he leave some behind?” 
 
      
 
    “I think so? The third company was supposed to stay here until they are relieved later this year.” 
 
      
 
    “Do they have a caster?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, an earth shaper. I’m not sure if he will stay, though, on account of the rebel mage killing the first company’s caster.” 
 
      
 
    Varska, she took one down with her. If Viv had been there then perhaps . . . but no, no. It was done. 
 
      
 
    “I see.” Viv stood back up and moved a bit away. The city guards had given her some privacy as they stood vigil farther away from the camp, at the very edge of the deadlands.  
 
      
 
    Denerim joined her. “You’re thinking about taking the city back after the brunt of the prince’s goons have left.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Kazar is remote, which is both a weakness and a strength. That royal prick cannot afford to stay there forever, and he cannot afford to leave a strong garrison here, either, or at least I don’t think so. The city is still poor. He will also need an escort back to Enoria.” 
 
      
 
    “The logic is sound, but things will not be that simple. He may decide to stay for the iron mine.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think so,” Viv replied. “He doesn’t know where it is. Only the members of the expedition could find it, and they are all here with their maps. There is also the fact that the mine will need money and time to be operational, and that guy is clearly going for short-term benefits. I think he wanted to sell the location of the mine, not the mine itself. That or he just wanted to keep it for later.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. An iron mine is a significant discovery, or a rediscovery, I suppose, but it’s not the only asset in the Enorian kingdom. Not by far. Hmm. You might be right. He is pressed for time. With that said, you heard the man. There will be a hundred professional siege specialists plus whatever militia the newcomers can bring to bear. I’m sorry, but you don’t stand a chance. You would need numbers you don’t have. Siege equipment . . .” 
 
      
 
    “What are the chances that the fort garrisons and the temples could help?” 
 
      
 
    “None at all. Remember, this is a shit assignment. They just want to go home. It doesn’t matter to soldiers who holds the town. As for the church of Neriad, most temple guards will have their hands too busy with the civil war to intervene. Nobody will come to help in months, and you do not have that much time.” 
 
      
 
    “I figured. Alright, first we get the people to safety, then we look for solutions. By the way, are you alright? You look . . . drained.” 
 
      
 
    The inquisitor had pockets under his eyes. More importantly, he had signs Viv associated with deep fatigue, like bleary eyes, stooped shoulders, and the occasional wince. A certain lost air. 
 
      
 
    “You know,” the man said, “you are the second person ever to ask me that since I became an inquisitor. Nobody really cares about us as people.” 
 
      
 
    “They’re scared, I suppose.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. They only see the worst in us. The first to ask was my paramour, my Simishe.” 
 
      
 
    “No offense, Denerim, but I’d rather keep our relationship professional.” 
 
      
 
    He chuckled. “Hah. You are an extraordinary woman, traveler Viv, but you are not Simishe. In any case, I appreciate your concern. That spell I used is a divine one. I receive a fragment of what the target goes through, so that I do not use it lightly.” 
 
      
 
    “Wow, shit, man, what if he’s a murderer?” 
 
      
 
    “Then I am reminded of the importance of my task. No need to worry. I will rest for a full day once we have arrived at that mine of yours.” 
 
      
 
    “So you will stay with us?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course! I would never leave you in such a predicament. Your cause is noble, and now it is mine as well. Besides, there could be monsters close to the entrance of the mines. You can definitely use professional monster hunters like us.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, Denerim. Thanks. To you and Orkan both.” 
 
      
 
    “Think nothing of it. Now, please excuse me, I need to catch some shut-eye.” 
 
      
 
    Viv left and passed by her sled to find Marruk and Arthur fast asleep, which was good news, as they would need their forces. She found one of the tribe folk tasked with guiding them through the mountains and informed him that the prince might come to demand food from them, as he was low on rations. The man agreed with her analysis and dispatched one of the deadland walkers to carry word to the nearest village. 
 
      
 
    “Better safe than sorry. If our food is stolen, it will make the next winter difficult,” the man said. 
 
      
 
    One last disturbance awaited her on the way to her sleeping bag. It was . . . a freaking ninja. 
 
      
 
    The man stood by Solfis’s side covered in tight-fitted dark clothes. A single saber hung from his back. His dark eyes were locked on Viv long before she spotted him, and he bowed as soon as she approached. He was carrying something in his hands. 
 
      
 
    //This man assures me that he holds no ill intention toward us. 
 
    //My analysis returns a high likelihood that he speaks the truth. 
 
      
 
    As soon as Solfis stopped talking, the man put down the chest he had been holding and slowly removed the mask covering his face, revealing the easily recognizable dark skin of a northerner. She remembered that Marruk had mentioned the dark blades, an order of assassins who served her tribe’s enemies. This one did not seem hostile. 
 
      
 
    “Greetings, Lady Viv. My employer, Tom Manitaradin of the Manipeleso bank, Kazar branch, sends his regards. He has brought the withdrawal you have requested.” 
 
      
 
    “A withdrawal?” Viv asked, confused. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, of course,” the man said, giving her a wily smile, “twenty-five gold talents, the maximum authorized without coming in person. The rest will, of course, remain safe with us. You were wise to take some coin with you. I am sure that they will prove useful in the very near future. There is just a simple matter . . .” 
 
      
 
    He took out a sheet of paper. Solfis grabbed it and inspected it for a while, before giving it to Viv. It was a withdrawal order dated to the day before. 
 
      
 
    “You forgot to sign the withdrawal paper. A minor oversight. As you are well-known to us, we have taken the liberty of accepting the order anyway. Now, if you will?” 
 
      
 
    Viv read. It was exactly what the man said. 
 
      
 
    “Pray tell,” she said, returning the signed document, “why do me this favor? Not that I am unappreciative, of course . . .” 
 
      
 
    “The branch manager sees potential in you, and we disapprove of government-backed robbery, as you can imagine. Please consider this a mark of respect, and of hope for a possible future cooperation. On a completely unrelated note, nothing says that you cannot do good actions and get rich at the same time. And with this, I bid you a good night.” 
 
      
 
    The man bowed one last time and disappeared from Viv’s perception. Only Solfis’s glare tracking him confirmed that he was actually leaving in the direction of the city. When he was gone, Solfis checked the chest and opened it, declaring it safe. It contained the twenty-five gold talents, just as promised. 
 
      
 
    “OK. It’s a start.” 
 
      
 
    //Yes. 
 
    //If only we had places to spend it. 
 
      
 
    “I have a few ideas.” 
 
    


  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 59: Exodus 
 
      
 
    Viv kneeled in front of the ward stone. It was one she had recharged herself before. She even recognized the chipped top as if some monster had cleaved it. The glyph on the surface was the exact same as the one she had recreated in her notes. 
 
      
 
    //Your memory was correct, as I told you. 
 
    //Glyphs cannot truly be misremembered. 
 
    //They are the language of Nyil, the world. 
 
    //If a glyph is wrong, you will know it intrinsically. 
 
      
 
    “Just wanted to make sure. Most people in my world can’t do that.” 
 
      
 
    Solfis stepped aside, his long gait at the edge of the uncanny valley. For some reason, the sight comforted Viv. She trusted the strange being more than most others on the planet. It was, she thought, amazing in a way. He was a true AI.  
 
      
 
    //It appears that humans sometimes need to see and double test. 
 
    //A normal consequence of your fallible nature I presume. 
 
      
 
    Though sometimes he could be a dick. 
 
      
 
    “Now that I have ascertained that my reproduction is correct, it’s time to do some tests.” 
 
      
 
    //Carry on then. 
 
      
 
    Viv ignored Marruk returning triumphantly with a new pair of boots she had just “liberated” from a nearby revenant. The ward stones were designed to both keep the black mana at bay and turn it into fuel. The constructs were inefficient in the sense that they starved themselves of the resource they needed to work, but they were also stable and resilient. She studied the different parts which had been clearly separated then linked together by simple binding glyphs. She had to admit, now that she understood all the components, that it was a clean piece of work. Whoever had designed that had made it so that even a beginner would be able to understand and operate it. Perhaps even do some basic repairs.  
 
      
 
    Obviously he had not taken into account intellectual property theft. 
 
      
 
    Viv passed her hand over the absorption construct and activated every glyph, then the entire circle as soon as she was sure she had it right. The glyphs glimmered in the afternoon light as she called their names. She did the same with the conversion construct, the one that removed the taint from its surroundings, and then with the battery itself. When she was done, she activated the entire obelisk at once and fell on her ass. 
 
      
 
    “Ow.” 
 
      
 
    Before her, the ward stone hummed. Even her underdeveloped senses could feel the veritable vortex of power greedily gulping the black mana. 
 
      
 
    //You appear to have overcharged the construct, Your Grace. 
 
    //Well done. 
 
      
 
    “Will it damage it?” 
 
      
 
    //No. 
 
      
 
    “What’s the likelihood that I can reproduce this, you think?” 
 
      
 
    //With my assistance. 
 
    //99.7% 
 
      
 
    “Wow. You seem certain.” 
 
      
 
    //Your statement is an appropriate interpretation of the aforementioned probability. 
 
      
 
    He sounded condescending. 
 
      
 
    “How about replacing the battery with a core?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    //It would make the construct easier to reproduce, as well as more efficient. 
 
    //Although anyone doing that would have their core stolen within four hours. 
 
      
 
    “In normal circumstances, yes. Enough for now. Let’s return to camp.” 
 
      
 
    Viv walked up the slope at a slow speed. Everyone would get tired before this was all over. Between the crying toddlers and snores, she had issues falling asleep despite her exhaustion. The only good thing was that between the horse meat and use of perishable products before they could go bad, they had all eaten well the past two days. It also helped that the swarm of kids and teenagers had sacked the nearby forest for anything edible like a swarm of locusts. It had stopped now that they were in the mountains. It took her almost an hour to arrive at the camp, and she immediately realized that something had gone wrong. 
 
      
 
    “We got your back, miz Bob, don’t you worry!” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah! We’re with you!” 
 
      
 
    “Errr, thanks?” 
 
      
 
    Viv blinked as the two villagers nodded to themselves, their expressions determined. Everywhere on her path, people showed signs of support, including the rare mountain tribe folks hanging around, easily recognizable by their red clothes. She made her way to the commend tent and found Farren in deep discussion with the inquisitors. 
 
      
 
    “What’s up?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, Viv, so good to see you,” the branch master said, “we had a little kerfuffle.” 
 
      
 
    Denerim frowned and Orkan grunted. 
 
      
 
    “More like a mutiny!” the Hallurian spat. “That crabby asshole Corel tried to rile us up to exile you.” 
 
      
 
    Viv’s mouth fell open.  
 
      
 
    “Exactly! You know what we do to mutineers back home? Mentor, let me tell her . . .” 
 
      
 
    “My dear student, please, nothing too graphic before dinner, thank you. Suffice to say, he failed to convince. He took about twenty guards and left. The others would not follow. Tars is head of the city guards now.” 
 
      
 
    “Wow.” 
 
      
 
    Viv could not believe her ears. Exile? For what? The crime of trying to help? 
 
      
 
    “Not everyone handles pressure the same way,” Farren explained. “We are only doing fine for now because the food is enough and people felt that they won by escaping. The moment things become harder, folks will start fighting each other.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s just make sure everyone is safe before it can happen. Only a few more days,” Viv said with more confidence than she felt. 
 
      
 
    Farren remained quiet for a moment. Viv felt measured in a way that the meek administrator rarely had before. 
 
      
 
    “You know, your speech a few days ago, the one on what makes a city. Is it something from where you come from?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmmm. And could you . . . elaborate a little bit? Make it longer?” 
 
      
 
    “What? Why?” 
 
      
 
    There were plenty of better uses of her time. 
 
      
 
    “Short version, it helps keep the people together. Long version, we need a leading figure.” 
 
      
 
    “Not me then, I’m an outsider.” 
 
      
 
    Farren sighed, drumming his fingers on the small table holding their only map of the surroundings. 
 
    “Look, remember who was at the head of the banquet during the spring festival? That was a rhetorical question, I know you do. Those were all the people who mattered in Kazar. Resh died, but even if she hadn’t taken her own life, she was broken by the situation. Corel always was a follower, too dour and procedural to instill the kind of fire we need right now. And he left. I’m part of the church of Neriad and absolutely cannot take over a village unless there is absolutely no choice. We are forbidden from doing so except in the most dire circumstances, and this is not it. Your paramour has fallen. You are now an influential figure and the city’s resident caster by default.” 
 
      
 
    Farren showed the kind of annoyance reserved for slow employees or relatives who had to have everything explained. Everyone’s fuse was running short. 
 
      
 
    “So I’m a leader by default?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. There are rich citizens who think themselves influential, but they are not. This is the frontier. People are distrustful of words. They only believe in actions.” 
 
      
 
    “Yet you send me out there to talk.” 
 
      
 
    “You proved yourself against monsters first. It gives you legitimacy. Listen, you are a natural at spells, yes?” 
 
      
 
    “So I was told.” 
 
      
 
    “And I am fairly decent at managing crowds. Go out there and talk.” 
 
      
 
    Viv sighed and stepped outside. 
 
      
 
    God this was so embarrassing. 
 
      
 
    A few people gathered, looking at her with curiosity. They were, she realized, bored. Tired and bored. Unable to sleep because of all the noise and things they would have to do later, an effect made even more relevant by their magically enhanced bodies. A dangerous combination. 
 
      
 
    Viv found a rock and stood on it. Five people gathered, one of them thoughtfully dragging on a pipe. The acrid smoke tickled her nose. 
 
      
 
    “Alright. We’re sort of in a bad spot now. We have a plan, but it will only bear fruit in a while. As I said, it’s going to be worse before it gets better. Some of us will die to monsters. We’ll have to work hard with little visible results for a while. Food will be awful.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” a woman said, “we’re going to run out of klod. And herbal tea.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s right,” Viv said, “and when people suffer with no obvious solution, what usually happens?” 
 
      
 
    “They leave?” a newcomer said as a group of cooks sat nearby, wiping their brows. 
 
      
 
    “They leave. If they can. But that’s not the first reaction, is it?” 
 
      
 
    “They say bad things!” a brave kid said before being laughed at by the rest of his band. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, actually, that’s the start. You’re right. They say bad stuff.” 
 
      
 
    The group had grown to thirty, and more people were gathering by the second, pulled in by the vortex of herd instinct. 
 
      
 
    “They say, and by that I mean, we will want to say bad stuff,” Viv continued as the bullshit filled her mind. To her surprise, she felt her thoughts organize themselves and realized that her efforts were backed by a skill she had never used. It was the polymath one. It helped her draw from disciplines she knew to be sociology, anthropology and more, but were all originally placed under the umbrella of philosophy. 
 
      
 
    “And then we do bad things,” she continued. “It will happen as we face more and more hardships. We can’t help it, it’s in our nature as humans. There will be a moment when you are faced with the possibility of committing a crime and will ask yourself: why not?” 
 
      
 
    She shrugged in an exaggerated fashion.  
 
      
 
    “Why not do the thing? No one will see me. The guards are all busy, and I’m in pain. I deserve to treat myself. So obviously that would be bad for the group, but at that time we won’t care. So let me remind you why you shouldn’t succumb to temptation. In fact, you already know why deep inside your souls. You just don’t have a word for it. 
 
      
 
    “So let me start by asking you. We don’t steal our neighbor’s bread from his window. Is it because we are scared of the law, of the guards?” 
 
      
 
    “I ain’t scared of no one!” 
 
      
 
    “It’s because we have principles, not like those Enorian twats!” 
 
      
 
    “Oi, I’m Enorian. Don’t put me in the same bag as the royal bastard.” 
 
      
 
    “Alright, alright,” Viv said, using a spell to make herself louder, “this guy got it right. It’s because we have principles. Not because we are just scared of the law. If it were that, we would still try to cheat and lie as long as no one was looking. It would be hell. The reason  we don’t do that is that we understand the good of the many, that by not being dicks to each other, we all benefit. And this belief in the legitimacy of the laws we follow as a community is called a social contract. So when you are tempted to steal that thing or punch your neighbor, remember that you are not an animal or a monster who only respects authority out of fear. You are a human who is here because you believe that the laws of Kazar are just, legitimate, good for everyone, and that as such, they are worth fighting for. Now, the social contract . . .”  
 
      
 
    Viv slowed down when she thought she was losing them, and used examples to illustrate the more abstract points of her demonstration. She also engaged the spectators as often as she could. Her performance would have been described as amateurish in any civilized place, but here it was sufficient to keep people going a little bit longer. She suspected that, more than her eloquence, it was just the feeling that they mattered which brought people here.  
 
    

  
 
    Arthur watched. 
 
      
 
    Her human was doing that borgle borgle thing again. She understood that those were signals. She understood what most of the signals meant, for example “dinner” and “no” and, “How can you be so cute and majestic?” 
 
      
 
    She also understood that the humans were unable to convey concepts directly as was proper, choosing to resort to that inefficient means of communication. It was flawed. Roars of anger meant anger, so that was fine, but anything more complex? One human had to think, then turn it into borgles, then another human would hear those and turn them back into concepts. That was so bad, usually, but not now. 
 
      
 
    Tendrils of undyed mana snaked from her human to the mass while others shaped her tale. It was not just a concept translated, it was a concept told. A story. And the humans loved their stories. And so they had amassed to listen and feel and gain something. There were so many of them, and her human was creating a common purpose. With so many humans gathered with a single purpose, how many spicy meat snacks could be created at once? How much gold could be turned into shiny, shiny pure ingots? 
 
      
 
    The possibilities were staggering. 
 
      
 
    She had to be able to borgle as well, but her mouth did not allow for it. Nothing to it, she had to keep absorbing the gift of the world through her magnificent new horns as she had for the past months. The gray could move the air in just the way the humans borgled, but without the need for their pathetic teeth and tongue. The gray was flighty and illusive, just like the black was chaotic and destructive, but she was familiar with both. After all, wasn’t she a dragon? 
 
    








  
 
    Viv sighed. 
 
      
 
    “Whatever the fuck am I doing with my life? Nope!” 
 
      
 
    Pungent bile hit the extended shield with a furious hiss before disappearing to somewhere physics did not apply. A few black wires extended, taking out the hardier revenants. 
 
      
 
    “What’s the matter? It’s the second time that thing spits,” Marruk gumbled. She smashed a weak revenant to the side with her mace as she spoke. Two took its place. Viv kept casting. 
 
      
 
    She, Marruk, and Solfis stood on a promontory, using the demolished remains of a small tower as improvised fortifications. The single path crawled with revenants. Some of them even fell down as they were pushed aside by hardier specimens. Viv made sure to focus on the odd elite. By now, killing a revenant per second had become some sort of automatism. For all of its silliness, the yoink spell was an incredible tool. Shame that only she could use it as anyone else would be poisoned. 
 
      
 
    “That gut spiller is strangely canny,” the witch replied. “It spits then hides. Don’t worry, I’ll get it next time it rears its ugly head.” 
 
      
 
    Far above, a terrible screech started, then continued in a crescendo that ended in a meaty smack as a draconic claw met a horned skull. The claws won. 
 
      
 
    “Skreee!” 
 
      
 
    “Well done, Arthur!” Viv yelled between two blasts. 
 
      
 
    Viv and Marruk kept up their two-woman dance with increasing tension as the flow of revenants thickened. There were two hundred of the buggers. Only their natural fortification and Viv’s ability to disable the creatures permanently allowed them to be like the Spartans at the hot gates. That, and they had an insurance. 
 
      
 
    //Be sure to pace yourself. 
 
      
 
    “I’M TRYING!” 
 
      
 
    //Trust your bodyguard.  
 
    //She will let you know if she is getting overwhelmed. 
 
    //Slow down or you might not last long enough. 
 
      
 
    Viv knew that Solfis was right. It was an exercise of patience and self-control. She had those qualities, but they were being tested. Really hard. The revenants moaned in an unpleasant cacophony that her own silent spells could not silence quickly enough. They also smelled musty.  
 
      
 
    Gritting her teeth, Viv took a small breath (it stank) and continued fighting.  
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    “Yoink!” 
 
      
 
    A dead bird disintegrated in flight, and Viv ducked to avoid its bones as inertia sent them at her face. Solfis slapped them out of the sky before they could distract her too much. Above, Arthur shrieked her rage as she was locked in combat with a group of enemy fliers. Viv spared a second to watch the dragon swerve gracefully to avoid a diving foe, then close in on another and rip it apart. She would be fine. 
 
      
 
    Viv kept casting, breath slow and deep. Her awareness of the battlefield was as important as her casting. 
 
      
 
    “Kind of . . . need a break over here,” Marruk said as she crumpled yet another enemy.  
 
      
 
    “Blight.” 
 
      
 
    In a well-practiced maneuver, Viv used the opportunity given by a shield bash to unleash her slow and devastating spell. Marruk breathed deeply to recover. The battle was fierce, and she was using a lot of energy to keep swinging without stopping. 
 
      
 
    Blight’s cloud of utter darkness faded, and the accompanying hiss stopped. It left behind nothing but twisted metal. Not even the stone was spared. 
 
      
 
    The revenants kept coming. 
 
      
 
    “Alright, round two!” Viv said. 
 
      
 
    The fight went on. Twenty minutes later, Solfis replaced a spent Marruk, and Viv relaxed completely. He was just standing there, unmoving, except his right hand that slapped down incoming creatures one by one with deceptive laziness. It was almost pleasant to watch. 
 
      
 
    Another two blights and they were done. Arthur landed and sniffed her way through the battlefield, searching for precious metal. She managed to find one golden tooth, which joined the two ingots in the tiny purse around her neck. 
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    “I’m probably going to have to order an aerodynamic model for her.” 
 
      
 
    //I would not be too worried, Your Grace. 
 
    //Dragons use gray mana while flying. 
 
    //If she decides that the wallet does not hamper her, it does not hamper her. 
 
      
 
    “Huh. Ignoring physics again.” 
 
      
 
    //It must be a very strange and rigid world you lived in, Your Grace. 
 
      
 
    It took a solid half hour for the looting to end. They filled a bag’s worth of money in silvers and irons, and even found a few damaged chain mails and an enchanted sword. It was a decent haul. 
 
      
 
    “Every little bit helps,” Viv said. “Do you want the sword?” 
 
      
 
    “No, I prefer mace or ax,” Marruk answered. “Back in the steppes, swords are mostly used by the Pure League. We Kark use hunting weapons, like bows and spears. I picked up the ax when I was traveling through northern Enoria.” 
 
      
 
    “I see. I hope we can get you a superior one soon.” 
 
      
 
    And a proper tower shield that had not started as a larder door, Viv thought to herself. 
 
      
 
    Night fell and stars blinked from behind the thin cloud cover as the group left the deadlands. Viv, once again, was amazed at how life could be so boring and stressful at the same time, so exciting and exhausting. It was the third “cleaning” operation she had done in a bit over a week, and she was spent to all hell. It was always the same thing. It was never the same thing. She walked the edge between life and death, but only when she forgot that Solfis was there. 
 
      
 
    Sometimes, her brain froze and she suddenly took distance from this whole situation. Half a year ago, the army had shipped her ass to Bamako as part of operation Serval. Her main worries had been her little brother finishing his master’s degree, wondering if she should pursue a career in the military, and not be splattered by an IED. Now she was leading a ragtag band of refugees to a self-regenerating iron mine, and she could stop the undead apocalypse by saying “yoink.” Life had taken a turn for the weirder. 
 
      
 
    Once more, her thoughts went to the people she had left behind. Her new circle had not replaced them; they were their own people with their own spots in her heart. 
 
      
 
    God, she hoped the planet had not blown up or something. 
 
      
 
    She hoped they were doing fine, even if she wasn’t there anymore. 
 
      
 
    Viv’s ruminations stopped when she reached the cordon of guards, the unlucky fuckers covered in black leather now that they had passed the last wardstone. Saturation was low on the slope, where the camp had been set, but the guards were at the foot of the mountain and therefore a bit unprotected. A sergeant saluted Viv as she passed him by, eyeing the bags of loot. 
 
      
 
    “Any chance for a roast cornadon in there?” 
 
      
 
    Viv recognized him. He was the affable bearded guy who had welcomed her to Kazar the first time. He had brought her a mug of klod while she was having her nervous breakdown. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, just silver and steel,” she answered. 
 
      
 
    “A shame, the captain says that we shouldn’t get steel in the stomach.” 
 
      
 
    He laughed at his own good joke while the sentry by his side groaned quietly. Viv shook her head and went in, dropping her prize at the quartermaster’s tent. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll have the chain mail distributed,” one of the civil servants told her. Viv thought that they should be repaired and adjusted first, but the truth was that they had a smith but no opportunity to set up. They would get to the mine with the gear they had. 
 
      
 
    Tomorrow. 
 
      
 
    No one stopped her as she crossed the camp. There was barely enough room to walk between chariots and improvised tents. The stench of mankind was getting stronger now that they had to ration water, and tensions were running high. The most curious thing, to Viv, was that people had accepted the presence of Solfis more easily than she thought. The support of the church had made a difference there. If the inquisitors were fine with it . . . it was just fine. People had other concerns . . . like their neighbors. 
 
      
 
    Viv opened the flap of the command tent and went in. Her cot was there, to the side, after the inquisitors insisted that she sleep in a secure place. The “council” was here, and they were slurping liquids from cups and mugs. Only the inquisitors looked fresh. They probably had Endurance in the forties or something. 
 
      
 
    “We had a few incidents today,” Farren said tiredly. “Four people left after stealing money and food from one of the cistern wagons. A young couple and a pair of troublemakers.” 
 
      
 
    It had happened before, and was also why the common food stocks were now guarded, but people had also brought their own larders and animals, and so there was plenty of supplies to steal.  
 
      
 
    It was both amusing and depressing that they had cartloads of food and it would still not suffice. 
 
      
 
    “We had one small brawl over a broken wheel, and a rape attempt,” the administrator continued. 
 
      
 
    The council had decided to apply the laws of Kazar, but prison sentences had been replaced by lashes. The perpetrators were healed immediately, but the exercise was painful and—more importantly—humiliating. The whole town watched, after all. 
 
      
 
    “That’s it. We are good otherwise. Brenna?” 
 
      
 
    “We have run out of fresh greens, sadly. From now on it’s congee for every meal.” 
 
      
 
    People groaned across the table. 
 
      
 
    “Hold on, people. We have the materials to build an oven when we arrive, so at least we will have fresh bread for months. The bakers already gathered everyone with a bit of red mana, with volunteers taking turns to keep it and the smithy operational.” 
 
      
 
    “Is that possible?” Viv asked, surprised. 
 
      
 
    “Possible only because people will have nothing better to do. The added benefit is that it will keep people busy. Same with water. Any other questions?” Brenna said. “No? Lorn, it’s your turn.” 
 
      
 
    The old knight scratched his chin, where his beard was turning scruffier by the day. “Koro killed a small rathclaw that had come sniffing around our cattle. Not much meat on it, sadly. I will have her on guard tonight and tomorrow. I’ll take the guard and secure the mine’s entrance and its surroundings. Will it be fine, Tars?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, we will hold the line as always,” the newly minted guard captain answered. Her new scar gave her a fierce look. “Nothing important on my end. Lady Bob?” 
 
      
 
    “We cleared a lot of revenants. Got some loot too. I left the iron behind.” 
 
      
 
    The others nodded. Silver was good, as the yries and mountain tribes still valued it a bit, but iron bits were too heavy to carry for now. They were too overburdened. Viv only grabbed the weapons because the guards could use them on the spot. 
 
      
 
    “When we arrive tomorrow, I will escort you to . . . to . . .” Viv’s face fell as she remembered an important detail. Enhanced stats were incredibly useful to focus and remember things, but they did not turn her mind into a perfect thing. At least, not yet. “The entrance is obstructed by stones. We have to excavate it. I forgot about that, dammit!” 
 
      
 
    “It can’t be completely blocked . . .” Brenna said. 
 
      
 
    “There is a passage, enough for one person to come in at a time. It will be fine. We can leave the supplies outside. By Neriad’s b-bravery. I forgot as well.” 
 
      
 
    They had a blockade to remove. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 60: The Third Step 
 
      
 
    The council finished soon thereafter. Viv caught some shut-eye and woke up at the ass crack of dawn. She used the barest amount of water to wash her face and brush her teeth, and then they were on the way with a squad of city enforcers, the inquisitors, and the temple guards. Viv trotted down the slope and soon recognized where they had battled a horde of revenants. At the corner of a ridge, they spotted the Min Goles’ abandoned complex. 
 
      
 
    It was still as dusty and desolate as when they left it. They passed the slag columns and the ruined warehouses without incident. 
 
      
 
    “How do we know that there aren’t any dead ones in those things?” a city guard asked. 
 
      
 
    “Because there’s no one trying to eat your ass right now,” Lorn retorted.  
 
      
 
    “Look,” one of the guards said, “footsteps. Humans. They were not wearing shoes.” 
 
      
 
    “More revenants?” 
 
      
 
    They followed the tracks to the remains of a campfire. 
 
      
 
    “It looks like the mountain tribe sent people here.” 
 
      
 
    They mulled this information for a while. 
 
      
 
    “I knew the bastards could not be trusted, they came here behind our back!” a guard spat, but Lorn reacted immediately. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t judge too hastily. It’s just scouting. We have enough enemies as it is.” 
 
      
 
    The other grumbled but did not comment. Viv agreed with the old knight. Everyone had a different agenda, with their own priorities. It didn’t mean that they couldn’t work together. As long as they respected the fact that the temple had legal precedence. 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t long before they came in front of the monumental entrance. Someone, probably the yries, had enlarged the hole so that people could go in and out in a single file. There was still a veritable mound three meters high and eight wide that blocked the way. 
 
      
 
    “We don’t need to clear everything right now. It just needs to be large enough to let the cisterns through,” Lorn reminded everyone. 
 
      
 
    “Not to be critical or anything,” a guard said, “but can Lady Bob help at all? Can you even use brown mana?” 
 
      
 
    Viv raised an eyebrow. A second later, a thick wire of black mana dug into one of the upper rocks. Her spell sliced half a slab, which then slid and crashed down near her feet. The witch stepped away and pointed at the result of her labor. 
 
      
 
    “Remember to lift with your knees, not with your back,” she told the guard as he gaped. 
 
      
 
    Lorn’s team chuckled with good-natured mirth as they helped with removing some of the obstruction, but soon it was time and the inquisitors led the way inside to secure a base. Viv was left outside with the city guard. Between the men’s stats, motivation, and the liberal use of Viv, they had cleared a dozen cubic meters before the first cart arrived.  
 
      
 
    The group kept working tirelessly as some of the guards moved in to protect the more vulnerable refugees. Laborers soon replaced tired soldiers until Viv was working with a brand-new team, except for Marruk, who was effectively pacing herself. Courtesan Yan came to hail her between two spells. 
 
      
 
    She had not seen the man for a while. The good-looking head of the brothel had evacuated with all his aides, and Viv had seen Spotted Feather employees walking around, spreading harmony by inquiring how people were feeling and—she suspected—occasionally dispensing the odd blowjob. They had worked hard to keep people together, though she had never seen him in the command tent. 
 
      
 
    “How are you doing, Viv?” he asked in a low voice. Everyone around suddenly looked very busy, with the vacant look of those who are obviously eavesdropping. 
 
      
 
    “Could be better,” she answered honestly. “By the way I appreciate you guys coming.” 
 
      
 
    “We didn’t have a choice, my dear. Even if the Enorians had not deported us, invading armies seldom pay for our services, and never take no for an answer.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah.” 
 
      
 
    “I am delighted to see that you have little experience with that. I hope we can keep it that way. Also, I regret to say that we will need secure access outside. People need sunlight.” 
 
      
 
    “Working on it.” 
 
      
 
    “When do you think that your work will be done? I apologize, it’s just that we are curious.” 
 
      
 
    “Passage should be wide enough in two hours, or half an hour if you use that chin of yours to help us crack rocks.” 
 
      
 
    A few people chuckled, and poor Yan scratched his most prominent facial feature with a rueful smile. 
 
      
 
    “Glad to see that your tongue is also sharp. I’ll help with unloading. You take care.” 
 
      
 
    The courtesan moved away and the grind resumed. They had made a large enough hole as noon arrived, and everyone was served some broth with preserved vegetable and rathclaw meat. It was actually quite tasty in a “side dish” sort of way. 
 
      
 
    “Damn, I don’t miss being hungry.” 
 
      
 
    There were no incidents for now, and the people of Kazar were clearing the entrance with record speed. Latrines and proper cooking spots were dug outside by people in armor, but it was a stopgap measure. As it was, the refugees would have to sleep in tunnels, which were not so easy to defend. The time had come for Viv’s next initiative. 
 
      
 
    “Whelp, time to test my limits I guess.” 
 
      
 
    //All will be well, Your Grace. 
 
    //I will guide you, as always. 
 
      
 
    Viv walked through the desolate remains of the Min Goles foundries and barracks with the usual suspects in tow. Silence was heavy and the air was still, a mark that the black mana saturation was too high for the world to function properly. Viv felt the spice of it flowing into her conduits, half poison and half energy drink. They stopped at the edge of the desert. Solfis had selected a column of molten slag. The vitrified surface was too bulbous and irregular to inscribe anything, unfortunately. 
 
      
 
    “Hm, don’t we need a flat surface?” Viv asked. 
 
      
 
    Solfis did not answer beyond fixing her with his yellow glare. His long hand whipped out faster than she could follow, and there was a sound of tortured metal. 
 
      
 
    A full slab slid from the column and collapsed on the ground, revealing a smooth plane underneath. 
 
      
 
    “Wow.” 
 
      
 
    //I exist to serve. 
 
    //Now, we will begin by drawing the outline of the spell. 
 
      
 
    Viv took out her notes. She didn’t need them, but it made her feel better.  
 
      
 
    First came the battery, with its link out so that a core would be charged by placing it against the surface. Then came the spooling circle, which was used to concentrate the collected mana and turn it into something usable. Finally, the most important part was the collector itself. This one she had entirely copied from the obelisks she had recharged. 
 
      
 
    Viv drew each of the three circles with calm concentration. To her surprise, her recent improvement in finesse genuinely enhanced her ability to draw and write cleanly. Meditative trance helped her stay focused as well. In the end, she had every circle carefully drawn with glyphs in place. 
 
      
 
    The spell primed. It was weak and diffuse, yet she felt it. Black mana was being pulled from around her. It was ready. 
 
      
 
    //Good, Your Grace. 
 
    //But we are not done yet. 
 
    //The construct was designed to be engraved. 
 
    //We must finish it. 
 
      
 
    Viv knew what to do. She grabbed one of Solfis’s claws, a weapon as long as her forearm, and went to work. The powerful weapon served as a stylus with which she carefully engraved every rune she had drawn, using them as a draft. Twice, her exhaustion took its toll and her hand faltered, but Solfis simply used his reflexes to prevent her from damaging the spell. He guided her through the process even as cold sweat pearled on her brow. She was not physically exhausted, but mentally so. Holding all those concepts in her head at the same time brought the kind of strain that only exam marathons could match. Her mind had grown fuzzy by the end of the second circle. By the end of the third, she was holding to clarity like a drowning man to a buoy. All the exercises she had done those past few months gave her the practice she needed however, and with one last stroke, the spell triggered. 
 
      
 
    Circle by circle, the glyphs lit up. A pale glow emerged from the grooves, followed by a light hum. Black mana swirled lazily at first, then with increased speed into the construct. The small obelisk lit up like a beacon a minute later as it reached full functionality. 
 
      
 
    Viv sat down heavily on her haunches and watched her creation come to life. Despite her exhaustion, her grief, and the fatigue that came with constant stress, she felt happiness. This was proof of a job well done. Here stood the culmination of tireless efforts. It was working. Her construct was working. 
 
      
 
    //Well done, Your Grace. 
 
    //Now the deadlands will be pushed back by a few more leagues. 
 
    //You did it. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  New path skill: Arcane Construct at novice 1 
    
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Black Witch: 5/5 
    
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    “Wow. I . . .” 
 
      
 
    //You are on the third step of your path. 
 
      
 
    Marruk’s eyes bulged. 
 
      
 
    “This is great news! Congratulations! And only after a few months . . . aw, back home we would have celebrated it.” 
 
      
 
    “How big a deal is it?” Viv asked, quite pleased with herself. The interface was prompting her but it was not in a hurry. 
 
      
 
    “A step up the path is always cause for celebration, Viviane. In every culture.” 
 
      
 
    //You are finally catching up. 
 
    //Right now, you are only a few years behind a competent mage in terms of skill levels. 
 
    //We are on schedule. 
 
    //Now, I shall let you read the available list. 
 
      
 
    “Not going to direct me?” 
 
      
 
    //You are not actively dying; therefore we are not in a hurry. 
 
    //I would request that you consult with me before picking your choice. 
 
      
 
    “Alright, let’s have a look.” 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Path evolutions available. You may choose any from the following list. Congratulations! 
    
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Available paths: 
 
        
        	 Empty palm warrior 
 
        	 Scholar 
 
        	 Accountant 
 
        	 Explorer 
 
        	  . . . . . . 
 
       
    
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    The beginning of the list was exactly what she had been offered last time, with most of them relying on her earth experience. There were a few new ones as well. She immediately discarded those that were too situational. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Rune Inscriber: The best shields are those that will last a lifetime. 
 
        
        	 Rune engraving and activation is easier, less tiring. 
 
        	 Intuitive understanding of constructs. 
 
       
    
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    The description showed a class dedicated to making magical constructs. Taking care of them too. If she based her entire existence around Solfis and his restoration, it would be worth it, but she much preferred him basing his existence around hers. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Undead Bane: Erase the mistakes of the past, one victim at a time. 
 
        
        	 All your spells are more efficient against the undead. 
 
        	 You detect and understand undead with preternatural acumen. 
 
       
    
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    That was pretty useless. She was already devastating against those, and did not intend to spend her entire life here anyway. She would have to leave the deadlands to fix her soul, at least she thought so, and humans were the most dangerous of her foes right now. 
 
      
 
    Viv continued down the list.  
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Tribe Shaman: Sometimes people need guidance, and sometimes they need an artillery spell. 
 
        
        	 Improved casting. 
 
        	 Added social and administrative skills 
 
       
    
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    This one was pretty useful in the current circumstances. It was a continuation of the caster path with some politics mixed in. Varska had warned her that she needed to have very high skill levels in order to reach the fourth step of the caster path. It was technically possible not to advance one’s path and wait, and she suspected that it was what Irao had done. There was simply little incentive to do so. A path was simply a way to channel the magic of the world to help oneself. There was no way to cheat the system. It was simply a tool to guide someone to what they wanted to become. Right now, she had completed the Black Witch path and was not good enough to reach the next step. She had to keep working and could use this opportunity to diversify her skills. 
 
      
 
    She kept going. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Arcane Assassin: It’s harder to find the culprit when all the clues have been disintegrated. 
 
        
        	 Additional tools against humans. 
 
        	 Stealth tools 
 
        	 Improved casting. 
 
       
    
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    This one . . . was tempting. Not only could Irao help her, but also she had a way to go after Prince Jackass now. 
 
      
 
    Except . . . no. 
 
      
 
    No. 
 
      
 
    This was not just about revenge. The people of Kazar had lost their homes, and she had decided that she would help them, and, fuck it, this would not. They would still have an intact army behind strong walls, except that this time they would be out for blood. She had to bide her time. Survival first, vengeance later. 
 
      
 
    And she would be a shit assassin. 
 
      
 
    Viv associated assassins with snipers. Those she had met had been extremely patient, extremely driven individuals. For all her hard work, she was not the most cold-blooded person. The din of battle, teamwork, and helping the wounded attracted her more than a patient game of cat and mouse.  
 
      
 
    No, that did not feel right. 
 
      
 
    There was only one class left, and it immediately caught her attention. 
 
      
 
    //Your cardiac rhythm increased, Your Grace. 
 
    //I see that you have found it. 
 
      
 
    “It sounds too personal to be random.” 
 
      
 
    //Sometimes, people are trailblazers, Your Grace. 
 
    //Individuals who have an impact. 
 
    //When you influence the world, it influences you back. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Lost Heiress: Not all who are lost, wander. 
 
        
        	 Improved leadership, particularly in crisis situations 
 
        	 Improved black mana casting 
 
        	 Improved colorless casting 
 
        	 Improved survivability 
 
       
    
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    “I’m not the heir to anything, not really.” 
 
      
 
    //Was your father not rich and influential? 
 
      
 
    “I left that part of my life behind a long time ago.” 
 
      
 
    //Clearly, it has not left you. 
 
    //His influence is still prevalent in your mindset, your methods. 
 
    //You reproached him for his jaded ruthlessness. 
 
      
 
    “I am not jaded.” 
 
      
 
    //No. You are not, Your Grace. 
 
      
 
    The unspoken sentence hung between the two. Solfis broke the silence with a careful tone. His voice was low. 
 
      
 
    //You are not just technically the heir of Harrak. 
 
    //It started as a trick to alter my directives. 
 
    //Now, it is the truth. 
 
    //You carry our language, our casting techniques. 
 
    //You carry my hopes for the future. 
 
    //You are the heir, because there is nobody else left in this world to carry that title. 
 
    //And because I trust you. 
 
      
 
    “So . . . I should pick that, you think?” 
 
      
 
    //You must feel it call to you. 
 
      
 
    “Yes . . .” 
 
      
 
    //Tailored classes are tailor-made. 
 
    //They are a rare occurrence, though far from unique. 
 
    //There used to be a “Lenneis Slave Lord” path, for example. 
 
    //It was designed for the ruler of Lenneis. 
 
    //I would advise you to pick tailor-made paths every time. 
 
      
 
    “Alright. I’m doing it.” 
 
      
 
    Viv selected the path in her mind and didn’t feel any different. There were some notifications though. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Leadership and Intimidation are now class skills. 
    
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    “Oh.” 
 
      
 
    //It means that they will progress faster, Your Grace. 
 
    //And become more effective. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  New skill: acuity reflexes at novice 1 
    
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    “Come to think of it, I got leadership at beginner, not novice.” 
 
      
 
    //Leaders need a variety of qualities. 
 
    //You obviously worked on some of them before. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe. Anyway, we’re done here. Let’s head back.” 
 
      
 
    “And celebrate!” Marruk said. 
 
      
 
    “Squee!” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 61: E Pluribus, Unum 
 
      
 
    They made their way through the ruins. Viv already saw armor-clad sentries on top of intact walls, with some knights going through every building room by room to check for revenants. Viv saw that kids had been left near the entrance to play under the supervision of one of Gogen’s brood. The cleaner had been one of the first to join the exile, along with her progeny and relatives who numbered in the fucking dozens. They found that the guard barracks by the side of the entrance had been repurposed as an administrative room with their one map available displayed on a damaged table. Someone had placed light stones in the rusty sconces, and the place was less dusty. It looked like an underground resistance cell headquarters in any movie instead of just a dump. 
 
      
 
    The new, improvised council held an exhausting session long into the afternoon, following which they gathered most people in the massive square by the entrance. The place had been cleared of wagons and repair supplies to allow a series of marked spaces separated by basic walls made by piling bricks on top of one another. There was the infirmary. They had a supply depot. They even had an armory. Kazar’s free people were all lined up with light spells going off everywhere to provide enough radiance for everyone to see. Farren set up a pedestal and went first. 
 
      
 
    “Hello, everyone, we have several pieces of news for you. First, I’m sorry to say that we will implement rules for food distribution. I promise you that every family will get their fair share and that nobody will be left behind, with more details tomorrow. We will also form teams to do labor around to make that place viable. If you have any experience in mining, for example, please see me at the end of the session. Thank you. Now, we will have a burial ceremony later tonight for Mayor Resh Ganimatalo. It’s a shame that her life ended that way, but her departure does not erase twenty years of effort and determination. We will honor her memory with a brief service.” 
 
      
 
    Viv suddenly remembered that she had been forgetful of those who had died to carry her forward. Back when they had faced the necromancer, Jor, the strong silent man, had jumped to his death to give her a chance. Benetti, the disgraced nobleman, had charged crawlers to afford them a few seconds. They had sacrificed their lives so that she might live, and it had been too easy for her to overlook them, so busy she had been with her own survival. Her own development.  
 
      
 
    Farren continued, unaware of her turmoil. “One good piece of news, our witch pathed up!” 
 
      
 
    There were a lot of cheers. They were not exactly forced, but it was clear that the people were concerned. 
 
      
 
    “This will help our cause. Now I have spoken enough. We all know what you all want to hear. I will let Viviane go over the plan.” 
 
      
 
    Some of the Enorians still called her Bob, but it appeared that everyone was starting to make an effort. It felt nice. 
 
      
 
    The council had decided that with Viv finally acquiring leadership skills, she would be brought forward to develop them. She half expected that the rest of the council simply didn’t enjoy speaking in public, though, and that they were more than happy to let her get the spotlight and the stress that went with it. She replaced Farren on a pedestal and cast the Sound spell that allowed her voice to carry. 
 
      
 
    “Right, good afternoon, everyone. I’ll start by stating the obvious. We can’t stay here long.” 
 
      
 
    There were nods all around. 
 
      
 
    “We just made a new ward stone, so folks will soon be able to get out, and we do have some food, but it won’t be enough in the long run. There is no rebuilding our lives in this place, not if we want more than half of us to survive. We have one option and one option only.” 
 
      
 
    She could feel their determination mounting. Anger was never far from the surface these days. 
 
      
 
    “We must take back Kazar.” 
 
      
 
    “Aye!” 
 
      
 
    “Hear, hear!” 
 
      
 
    “Now,” she continued, “I don’t need to tell you the bad news. You can guess. The one piece of good news we have is that Prince Assh—I mean Prince Lancer—is on a short time limit. He needs to get his filthy . . . he has to return to Enoria for the war season. He won’t have a choice. That means that some of his army will leave, and those who stay behind will be less numerous. He simply can’t afford to keep everyone on this side of the forest.” 
 
      
 
    “You can swear, you know?” someone screamed from the back. A few people chuckled. The mood changed. It felt more intimate now, like everyone was part of a conspiracy. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks, but let’s stay on track for that one. We can hold out until the enemies split, but that still leaves us with a siege force behind protected walls. Right now we are not ready to contest them, so we have to prepare. Fortunately, I have a plan. First, we need volunteers for accelerated militia training. Training will be provided by some of the best fighters this side of the Deadshield Woods. Join up if you’re ready to fight for your land. Second,” she continued, silencing a few clamoring people, “we’ll get ourselves weapons. We’re going to see the yries and negotiate with them. They’ve already started to mine, so they should have iron at the very least. Third, we’re going to need siege weapons. I have an idea, but I’ll tell you more on that later. And fourth, we’re going to see if the mountain tribes won’t join us. Once all of those things work out, we will attack. Any questions? Yes?” 
 
      
 
    A sturdy man with a long white beard roared from among a group of wiry men with dark expressions. He was from one of the most remote regions of Kazar, so Viv had never seen him before. 
 
      
 
    “What if Prince Twatface comes to us to finish the job?”  
 
      
 
    “We have already sent scouts away, and the mountain tribes will also warn us, but right now, the plan is that I will walk six hours into the deadlands and activate a beacon that will attract a horde and lure them back to their army camp, and finally escape.” 
 
      
 
    The proposal was received with an awkward silence. 
 
      
 
    “Any reason why we can’t do that with Kazar?”   
 
      
 
    “Because the church and every garrison around would object to wholesale civilian slaughter, even if they are partly responsible, and because we want a city to go back to.” 
 
      
 
    “Would the mountain tribes really help us? They’re usually really reclusive.” 
 
      
 
    “I think they will,” Viv said, “because the first thing the prince will do after taking the countryside will be to try to steal from them as well.” 
 
      
 
    There were a few more questions, and then the crowd soon started muttering. 
 
      
 
    “Alright, everyone, one more thing,” Viv said in an attempt to channel all the energy she saw, “remember that we need people to help with various vital tasks. Cleaning, excavation, baking, and fighting . . . Decide what you want the most and find your groups. Come place your name on the list in front of the command room.” 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Leadership: beginner 2 
    
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    The assembly dissolved into the milling mess that was a finished reunion. Viv went to talk to everyone she wanted to bring on the Yries expedition, and then it was time for the burial. For some reason, people showed a lot of affection for Arthur. She was particularly popular with children, and many of them started to bring her shiny rocks to line her nest. She would welcome their tribute with spread wings and approving squees. 
 
      
 
    People still gave Solfis a wide berth, which showed that they were smart. 
 
      
 
    The service happened outside at nightfall. The mana saturation had already decreased enough that most people could stay outside for an hour without ill effect. The air was dry but fresh, and there were hints of rain higher on the mountain. 
 
      
 
    They buried Ganimatalo in a deep grave. Some of the common folks had managed to engrave a slab of stone with her name in the northern script, that of her home. There was even a basic tree to symbolize the city, her life’s work. The city guard lowered her rickety coffin into the ground in silence. Farren spoke when it was done. 
 
      
 
    “We have gathered tonight to say goodbye to Resh Ganimatalo, our mayor for decades. She spent her entire life turning our fair city from an outpost to a real community. Thanks to her hard work, we made this place our home, not just a way station for traveling soldiers. She dedicated her entire life to this project, and I would like to thank her.” 
 
      
 
    He stood straighter, and his gaze swept the assembled people. 
 
      
 
    “I will not avoid the topic of her death. You know how she died. You all know that she killed herself. I heard whispers that she abandoned us in our hour of need, and I will have none of it tonight. We are not all equal before adversity. Some of us are strong, some of us are smart. Some of us can get kicked down and climb back to our feet every time. Resh could not take it, and she lost hope. We all suffer from her decision, but we must all remember that most of us try our best day to day, and sometimes, we fail. As Neriad reminds us, every day is a battle against our own demons. Resh lost that battle, despite her efforts. We must respect that fact. In the end, how we live and die is our own choice and our own responsibility. She chose to stop fighting. We don’t have to like it, but we have to accept it. Likewise, if any of you feel that your own demons are closing in, remember that you are not alone. What may look like indifference might just be people prioritizing the current crisis. We care about each other. We just don’t always show it, especially at a time like that. I have spoken. We will proceed with the burial. Anyone who wants to say goodbye, please form a line.” 
 
      
 
    Viv joined in. She had not really cared for the departed mayor, yet she understood that she was a public figure and appearance mattered. 
 
      
 
    Fuck, she was really becoming more and more like her dad. A shovelful of dirt. A muttered prayer—in French so that nobody could get it—and she was off to the side. 
 
      
 
    The procession lasted for a long time. Almost everyone had shown up, even those who lived outside of the city walls and who could not have seen the mayor more than a handful of times. The sun dipped behind the horizon, and lights rose in the air one by one in every shade of the rainbow. Finally, Farren stood again before the assembled people. He led a quick prayer as the tombstone was set, and finished with a little surprise. 
 
      
 
    “We say farewell to Resh Ganimatalo and pray that Enttiku, god of death, leads her soul to the beyond. And since we should not remain leaderless, I propose that we choose someone to unite us in this hour of need. We don’t want a mayor now. We want someone who knows how to fight and to lead. We need someone who knows the deadlands and the forest both and walks them without fear or hesitation. Finally, we need someone who comes up with a plan. I nominate Viviane, Nyil’s first Lost Heiress.” 
 
      
 
    Viv was stunned speechless. It was a bit of a low blow, as that sort of thing should definitely be discussed well in advance! 
 
      
 
    “She saved me kid!” someone said from the back. 
 
      
 
    “Can kill a hundred revenants with her little finger.” 
 
      
 
    “She said hi to me once.” 
 
      
 
    “Hold on!” someone said, and silence spread. It was the same old man who had asked her about the mountain tribe’s help. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know this woman,” he stated, and others around him nodded. Viv could see the backlash building as her newest supporters frowned and moved, but they were all stopped when Denerim the inquisitor stepped forward. 
 
      
 
    “I will speak for her.” 
 
      
 
    Viv just stood there like a mall dummy, not knowing where to put herself. It was all going very fast. 
 
      
 
    “Let me tell you of that time we were hunting an acolyte of Gomogog, the evil master of flesh and change . . .” 
 
      
 
    The old knight told a tale that sure as hell painted Viv in a good light. What she remembered the most about that fight was how close they had come to losing the tree, how scared shitless she had been, and how Varska had vomited afterward. Hearing him, though, she had kept a cool head and done some amazing stuff. Marruk and Varska got compliments as well. Then it was Lorn’s turn to talk about how she had held the line twice during the first mine expedition and how they would have had to fall back without her, losing people for sure. Farren talked about her helping clear deadland locations for paltry sums. He did not mention that she was hoping for a cure for her soul wound. 
 
      
 
    It went on for a while. 
 
      
 
    Brenna talked about how she had helped with the wounded after the beastling battle. Gogen the house-cleaner said that Viv was a good kid, and that did it for half of the crowd. The child she had saved from the weird plant monster said that she had not hesitated to use a healing potion as he was bleeding out, even though it cost at least five silver talents and no mistake. Arthur bounced forward, stood on her hind leg, spread her wings, and squeaked, and suddenly she had all the children’s votes. The old guy was already nodding, and so were his friends, so that was pretty much it. Then somebody broke a cask of beer—one of their last ones—and people politely lined up to get a few thimbles. A few rathclaw skewers later, they had a party. 
 
      
 
    “Dick move to do that without clearing it with me first,” she told Farren in the ensuing din. 
 
      
 
    “Seeing you flustered and surprised made it more spontaneous, and Kazarans like spontaneity. I’ll just have to apologize and make it up to you. Now that you’re technically the head, I won’t hide things from you again, I promise. Let’s just say that it was my last necessary evil.” 
 
      
 
    “You’d better remember that, because my patience for bullshit done behind my back is exhausted. Next time, I’ll tell you to fuck off, fate of the city or not.” 
 
      
 
    “Crystal clear. I’m sorry, Viv, I did it for the people and I promise I won’t surprise you again.” 
 
      
 
    The next to visit her was Lorn, and he hurriedly said a few words before leaving, which was wise because she could not bear to be anything more than polite with the fucker. 
 
      
 
    A plethora of folks came to congratulate her until her smile froze and her face hurt. She didn’t have a clue who most of these people were and found it a bit hard to give a shit, but she remembered that it was important to them, and that was enough to keep going.  
 
      
 
    They were still strangers to her. 
 
      
 
    It was very late when people started going back in. At some point, Solfis had come to stand by Viv’s side, and things had gone signficantly calmer. She felt drained. Exhausted in a way that she had not since leaving the deadlands. There was a void in her chest where her heart was supposed to be. Everything had gone dull. Arthur came and climbed on her shoulders, and Viv patted her on the chest. 
 
      
 
    “Why do I feel like shit?” she asked aloud. 
 
      
 
    //We are burying someone, Your Grace. 
 
    //We are not burying the one we should. 
 
      
 
    Viv did not want to deal with the grief. It could not be handled. There was no closure to be had while Prince Assclown still sat near Varska’s tower, counting his fucking stolen money like some becrowned mob. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t even have her body.”  
 
      
 
    Viv tried to ignore Solfis, but he had the kind of persistence that came from missing a lot of organic bits. She could not win a game of patience with him. 
 
      
 
    “What.” 
 
      
 
    //Irlefen once told me that burials are for the living. 
 
    //You do not need remains. 
 
    //You need memories. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t want to do it. It’s not right.” 
 
      
 
    //Taking revenge may satisfy you. 
 
    //But you will have to say goodbye. 
 
    //It might as well be now. 
 
    //When we have peace. 
 
      
 
    Pissed her off. Pissed her off. He pissed her off being all reasonable and result driven and everything. 
 
      
 
    //Your Grace, please. 
 
    //I have an idea. 
 
      
 
    Solfis’s words pierced through the veil of self-destructive anger. 
 
      
 
    “You do?” 
 
      
 
    //Yes. 
 
    //Come with me, please. 
 
      
 
    The three left, soon joined by Marruk, who still looked a bit awkward about the whole affair, yet the stout woman just grunted that she had known Varska, too, and that she was going to pay her respects and no one could say anything. 
 
      
 
    They passed by a patrol, and Solfis picked an apparently random piece of slag from the ground. It had been half buried near one of the larger mounds. Without a word, he moved with the usual uncanny speed, and six slices later, they had a rectangle. 
 
      
 
    The improvised tombstone was smooth and mostly red-brown, but there were veins of verdigris snaking through it. It looked like . . . 
 
      
 
    //The closest I could find to her favorite mana color. 
 
      
 
    “How did you know?” 
 
      
 
    //There were a few veins of copper in the surrounding slag.  
 
    //I knew that they would turn the right color. 
 
    //Should I write something? 
 
      
 
    “Just her name and . . . nothing else. I can’t think of anything that would do her justice and that I want others to see.” 
 
      
 
    //Sobriety has its own class. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, yeah.” 
 
      
 
    “I will carry the stone. There is a secluded place behind the foundry with a lot of sun. I think I know what Solfis plans,” Marruk said. 
 
      
 
    Viv followed, and they soon found a nice, isolated spot. Marruk brandished the stella and stabbed it into the earth. She left and returned a little bit later with . . . 
 
      
 
    “The Suncult Marea . . .” Viv said. 
 
      
 
    Varska’s pride and joy, the large fiery flower had been under her care for over a decade. Its large yellow petals were looking a bit dimmer, but it was still going strong. One of Gogen’s people had looked after it during the trip. Viv delicately removed the plant from its pot and placed it in a hole she dug out with a shovel. It was not a proper tomb, but it was a memorial. 
 
      
 
    //My data banks show that grief is better managed if you can say a few words about the departed. 
 
    //And then say goodbye. 
 
      
 
    Viv realized the trap when tears dripped down her cheeks. She had tried to bottle them because they were under constant pressure, but there was no holding her emotions in at this stage. 
 
      
 
    “Varska, you bitch.” 
 
      
 
    She was off to a good start, 
 
      
 
    “You had no right to do that. I’m not a child to be protected; I’m a caster, dammit. I eat monsters for breakfast. Literally. They’re tasty too.” 
 
      
 
    More tears. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck . . . Right. Okay. Varska, you were one of the best things to happen to me in this world. You were a pearl in an otherwise drab tapestry. I wish we could have stayed together longer. I wish you could have forgiven yourself for your past sins so that you would not feel the need to die for them. Nevertheless, thanks for everything. Thanks for the lessons and the kisses, and thanks for the way you served us tea with a full ceremony every time. I’ll never forget you, like I’ll never forget Jor for tossing me up that wall before I could get swarmed, and Benetti for charging to his death to give us a few precious seconds. I won’t throw that chance away. Also, I’m killing that bastard Prince Lancer with my own hands.” 
 
      
 
    “Uh oh,” Marruk said. 
 
      
 
    //Your Grace . . . 
 
      
 
    “I don’t want to hear it! It will take a year or a decade, I’ll do it here or in his palace, but I’ll fucking do it. I will watch the light go out from his greedy eyes.” 
 
      
 
    “Squee!” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks, darling, I knew that you would understand. Careful, you’re going to scratch the stone.” 
 
      
 
    Sensing her distress, Arthur jumped on Viv. Given the fact that she was the size of a labrador now, wings excluded, Viv almost fell down, but she did feel better afterward. Marruk mumbled a few guttural words in Kark, and they all stood there in a quiet moment that didn’t need more words.  
 
      
 
    It was Solfis who first spoke. 
 
      
 
    //Your Grace, you know that I may not recharge my own core. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
      
 
    //The accumulated black mana in the obelisk should have recharged your black core. 
 
    //If you allow it, I can transfer the core’s content to my own with only moderate power loss. 
 
      
 
    “Can I set a recurring order?” 
 
      
 
    Solfis’s eyes flashed yellow. Several times. 
 
      
 
    //Bypass attempt failed. 
 
    //I appreciate the effort, Your Grace. 
 
    //Hard-coded directives may not be circumvented so easily. 
 
    //You will have to authorize the transfer every time. 
 
      
 
    “Is there a way to remove the directive?” 
 
      
 
    //Only Irlefen could have done it safely. 
 
    //It is impossible now. 
 
    //You may still add manual directives, if you wish, to skirt the rules. 
 
    //They cannot alter my core. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, damn. Well, go for it then.” 
 
      
 
    //Excellent. 
 
    //In the meanwhile, you have visitors. 
 
    //Remember what I told you, mutant. 
 
      
 
    “I remember,” Irao said, emerging from the dark. Everyone else jumped in surprise. 
 
      
 
    “Squee!” 
 
      
 
    “Please don’t scare us. I mean, don’t scare my poor Arthur!” Viv said. 
 
      
 
    “One day you’ll get a reflex mace strike to the face,” Marruk complained. 
 
      
 
    Irao lifted his hands in appeasement, but he showed no signs of guilt. 
 
      
 
    “Hellow. Sorry. It takes effort for me to reveal myself. I do not mean any harm to you. I do not hide my presence consciously.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh,” Viv said, “I did not know that. But anyway, what’s the occasion?” 
 
      
 
    “A very important one. First, do you wish to force me to kill?” 
 
      
 
    It took a moment for Viv to understand. She understood that a lot of people in her shoes would demand that the assassin perform some task for them, or else, but she would not. She had a feeling that the Hadal human before her would just disappear. It was just a waste of time. Worse, pushing him away might deprive Farren of a free bodyguard. There was nothing to gain by alienating the weird man. He was like some sort of faerie tale being that could never be compelled, woe to the ones who tried. 
 
      
 
    “You are referring to Prince Lancer?” she asked, just to be sure. 
 
      
 
    “Him. Or his bodyguard. Or the Envoy. Or his officers. Or . . .” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I got it. No. You have not pledged yourself to our cause. I won’t ask this of you.” 
 
      
 
    “I see.” 
 
      
 
    “And I intend to kill the man myself.” 
 
      
 
    The bald assassin’s slit eyes rose up in contemplation. He returned his attention to Viv a few seconds later. 
 
      
 
    “I will still . . . pull my weight. If you fulfill your promise to me.” 
 
      
 
    Viv stopped and drew a blank. 
 
      
 
    “A promise? What promise?” 
 
      
 
    “On the third month of the year, after the garrison shifted, you went to clear a cave with Farren. Your golem detected me. We talked. I knocked on your door later that night. I greeted you.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeeeeees?” 
 
      
 
    “You asked me . . . ‘What do you want, Irao?’” 
 
      
 
    “Shit!” 
 
      
 
    Viv jumped back. The voice that had come from the man’s throat was hers, exactly hers, to the last intonation. It was an exact copy of what she sounded like when she was tired but trying to be polite. A recording could not have done better. Her own mother would have been fooled. 
 
      
 
    “And I answered, a safe haven for my people,” Irao continued. 
 
      
 
    And then Viv’s magically improved memory supplied the remaining part of the conversation. It had indeed been months . . . but . . . 
 
      
 
    “And your answer was: ‘I will consent to it when I am the undisputed queen of my own country. Now, what can I help you with right here, right now, and within reason?’” 
 
      
 
    Ah. 
 
      
 
    “Not exactly a queen,” Viv said. 
 
      
 
    “Your kingdom is very small,” Irao allowed, “and you may not be queen for long, but those are what Farren calls technicalities. What you meant was, if you have a territory and you get to make the rules, which is the case now, you will give us safe haven. Will you stand by your statement?” 
 
      
 
    It was a moment of truth. Viv knew that Irao had been testing her, but she had assumed that it was more about trust and, perhaps, sharing the odd piece of intel like he had done earlier.  
 
      
 
    There was no need for any hesitation though. 
 
      
 
    “So long as you respect the rules of Kazar, there are no issues. I won’t discriminate based on race simply because it might anger someone I don’t even give a shit about. However, I have a few questions. First, how did you know that . . . things would turn out this way?” 
 
      
 
    “I did not. Farren came here, and I followed. I realized that this was a good place. Kazar is remote enough that hit squads will not follow, and if they do, I will see them come. There are plenty of places to hide in the forests and at the edge of the deadlands. It would do. But . . . we would have remained hidden. Now, perhaps we can live together with some normal humans. I want to know if it is at all possible.” 
 
      
 
    “And you believe that I can make it happen?” 
 
      
 
    “You are the only one who said yes.” 
 
      
 
    Viv raised a brow at that. 
 
      
 
    “Indeed,” Irao continued, “I asked some other rulers. They talked a lot, made a lot of wind with their mouth, but it was only that, wind. They wanted assassins they could keep at no cost. We wanted a life.” 
 
      
 
    “Alright . . . alright, fuck. This complicates matters a bit, but it should be fine. The Church will definitely agree, and we can tell the guards that you are refugees and scouts. Is scouting fine?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. I understand the concept of community and contributing to it.” 
 
      
 
    “And, uh, you said we. When are your people coming?” 
 
      
 
    Irao made a sign of his head, and shapes started to emerge from the shadows of the surrounding buildings. There were bald men with stooped postures, some more inhuman than others. The women all had the same prominent skull and black straight hair. They were all pale. The light of distant spells reflected on dozens of slit eyes like from a pack of wolves. The silence was complete. 
 
      
 
    On Viv’s side, a hairless kid peeked at her from behind a tired Hadal woman’s ratty skirt.  
 
      
 
    Irao turned to her. “Now.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 62: Arms Deal 
 
      
 
    The council was split on the whole thing. Denerim and Orkan, the inquisitors, supported Viv’s initiative fully. They argued that having the Hadals idle in the cave somewhere doing their thing was the best possible outcome considering how dangerous they could be. The idea of having Hadal strain scouts also gained traction with Tars, and her subordinate Michar, who was in charge of the scouts. 
 
      
 
    “My people are exhausted running around and looking for threats above and below ground. Let those freaks—” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t use that word,” Viv interrupted. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, ma’am. Let the Hadals, whatever they call themselves, stick their necks in monster lairs.” 
 
      
 
    Brenna objected on the grounds that they didn’t have enough food, but apparently the Hadals had brought some stuff for themselves. It would be a small increase in consumption, one that would barely make a dent considering they had over a thousand mouths to feed. Farren was supportive, if surprised, because he had something to atone for. In the end, the council agreed to officially accept the strain if they kept to themselves in the forward cavern the expedition had found the first time. Viv was reminded of things like “equal yet separate” and Jim Crow and some of the stuff that Mouq had shared about being an Arabic woman in the predominantly white and male armed forces, long before Viv had enlisted. But it was another world. And the Hadals were not well-known, so they would start like that and get to know each other. Viv was reasonably confident that things would be fine as long as mysterious murders didn’t happen. 
 
      
 
    As for how to disseminate the information, there would be no great announcement. Neriad church members would walk from group to group to talk about a group of refugees hunted by the Enorians. It was technically correct. Viv thought that all in all, it was stupidly done and a recipe for disaster, but there wasn’t much she could do to improve the situation. Irao had put her back against the wall. She was not even mad at him. He was just really bad at social stuff, of that she was sure. 
 
      
 
    Hopefully, the Hadal’s contribution to the war effort would prove her right. 
 
      
 
    Next was the trip to the Yries’ camp, which would take a day or so. Viv prepared and left with only her usual suspects, plus Farren and a small escort. Hopefully, nothing bad would happen while they were gone. She made sure to pick up what she would need. 
 
      
 
    The trip started uneventfully. There was a single passage leading east through the mountain range and to the secondary base where the Hadal humans now dwelled. They turned left after a while and passed by the mirror of the people. Everyone stopped to look at their reflection, then at the ancient miners going and coming from work. They picked up water at the ancient cisterns. 
 
      
 
    For a moment, Viv panicked as she realized that their base was without a water source, but she calmed down immediately. Brenna had mentioned a few people excavating a well they had found near the entrance of the mines. Rocks had obstructed it, but they were being removed, and a few blue-attuned laborers had confirmed that they felt something coming from below.  
 
      
 
    It was not long before they reached the pit, where they had lost one of their members. The Yries had left marks of danger and safe passage. They followed it down the path that snaked around the pit for a while, sticking to the steep incline of the left wall. The chasm beckoned to the right. Not even the light of the fluorescent mushrooms reached its depth. 
 
      
 
    Viv was once again suspicious of how large the cave was. Her eyes kept going up, expecting the rocky sky to fall on her head any time. Not even one support pillar. That was so weird. 
 
      
 
    With the ground so open, everyone was on high alert. Viv was not surprised when they were attacked. 
 
      
 
    It started with her danger sense pinging. She had no need to warn the others. Swords and other weapons were drawn, and a circle formed with Viv at its center. Arthur took to the air. 
 
      
 
    Nothing came at them. 
 
      
 
    The cave remained eerily silent. Only the drip of falling condensation brought some noise.  
 
      
 
    //Your Grace. 
 
    //Use your other senses. 
 
      
 
    Viv had a rush of panic as she remembered that sight was no longer her most important tool of detection. She was still so green. The mana around her was fluctuating, but it was not yet automatic for her to analyze it, at least not while she was in danger. In a way, her earth experience was a hurdle more than a help. She set out to correct it. 
 
      
 
    The knights and Marruk emitted a bit of mana, just a trace. The background was mostly the brown and green Varska had loved so much. No wonder, since they were underground. Lots of brown and green, in fact. It was growing. 
 
      
 
    Shit. 
 
      
 
    “They’re below us!” she yelled, and sent a powerful spike through her feet. Her power expanded on a radius twice the size of their defensive circle and met two balls of resistance. One of them was practically under her. It fought against her. It lost. 
 
      
 
    With a dreadful crack, the stone under their feet splintered like clay, and a large clawed arm—larger than a bear’s—reached up to grab something. It barely touched the foot of a guard, but the razor-sharp chitin still fell to the sound of cracking bones. Someone screamed. Viv shot a quick wire of destructive black, and the paw retreated, bleeding freely. Another creature emerged with difficulty from the deadened stone around them. Farther afield, other creatures swam out as if through water. 
 
      
 
    Viv’s basic spell maimed the closest creature while swords and spears ravaged its struggling form. It was half trapped and could not fight and free itself effectively at the same time. It looked like a mole crossed with a mastiff if the mastiff was from some post-apocalyptic movie and also jacked on steroids. Its skin was mottled gray and pink, and its maw was filled with serrated teeth that looked like needles, angled inward. It was screeching miserably. 
 
      
 
    Viv turned her direction to the rest of the attackers. There were more coming out of the ground. She cast a powerful purge and managed to skewer the skull of one of the beasts, which fell down without a noise. The rest were upon them. 
 
      
 
    The combat was incredibly fast and confusing. Without high stats, she would have been left in the dust, throwing pitiful attacks at shadows. As it was, she could barely follow. Heavy bodies impacted the shield wall and were amazingly repulsed. Solfis was everywhere. Marruk bashed something almost into the ground. Viv killed another mole thing after it had dragged a temple guard to the ground. There was one jumping at her. She hit it mid-air, missing the brain by a finger. Then Marruk received the attack on her shield and threw the scratching body at another. Another human screamed in pain. She had to maintain the cover below herself to prevent the mole things from diving, as they sometimes tried to do. 
 
      
 
    Viv’s danger sense screamed, and she jumped aside. Something crashed onto her left leg. Something bit it. Pieces of meat and blood rained on her. Solfis stood above her, swinging his arms like a meat grinder. The coppery scent of blood overwhelmed her. The light spells failed. Arthur squealed in pain. There were screeches, so many screeches, like a hellish choir that pained her ears. 
 
      
 
    Arthur squealed in distress.  
 
      
 
    Viv grabbed the thing attacking her, some sort of giant bat, around the neck and drew her knife. She rammed the blade through its head.  
 
      
 
    A white form impacted the ground behind her. 
 
      
 
    The shield glyph seared itself through her mind as she stood like a devil out of its box. Both of her hands rose up. 
 
      
 
    Solfis leaned to the side and grabbed Arthur, then moved further and pulled a wounded temple guard. 
 
      
 
    “NOPE!” 
 
      
 
    Viv poured everything into the half sphere of pure void rising a meter above her head. The circular shield was charged with the meaning of annihilation, and it smothered the battlefield like a shroud. A deafening silence descended upon them. Viv felt her reserves plummet. 
 
      
 
    Then it stopped. 
 
      
 
    She waited a few more seconds just to be sure. If a mole thing were to attack them now, she could do nothing. She had nothing. All her focus, all her energies sank into that lifeline. 
 
      
 
    Then she let the spell dissipate and fell to her knees.  
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    Viv grabbed a healing potion from a pocket on her chest. Her hand and entire robe were sticky with blood. The pungent liquid soaked her hair, plastering it to her neck and cheeks.  
 
      
 
    “Anyone need a potion?” she squawked. At least Arthur was fine. She was busying herself savaging a bat carcass. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, Orman. Quickly please,” Farren said. He had spent most of the fight protected at the core of the formation, but he still had a gash on his forehead that was bleeding generously. 
 
      
 
    It was the guard who had been downed and dragged. He was bleeding heavily from his leg, and there was a gouged-out wound where his left eye used to be. She handed him the potion, and he swallowed half of it, spreading the rest on his mangled limbs. She watched, amazed, as he picked his own eye from the ground. 
 
      
 
    “Well fuck,” he said. 
 
      
 
    Viv felt bile rising at the back of her throat and held it in. No barfing in front of the troops. No barfing. Can’t even take a deep breath. The stench of offal and carnage would send her over the edge. 
 
      
 
    The expedition picked itself up with difficulty, except Solfis, who had remained vigilant. They restarted their light spell at a weak power simply because there was no other way to see, and found a sort of alcove by the wall, barely more than a depression. Viv thought that it was not the best idea considering their foe could basically swim through stone, but whatever. 
 
      
 
    Viv herself was fine. The bat attacking her had not had the time to pierce the enchantments protecting her leg. There was a tiny cut on her ear, perhaps from when she had stabbed the bat. It bled a bit, but that was not too bad. Marruk was fine as well. Viv realized that she needed a fucking helmet, for sure. 
 
      
 
    The five temple guards had taken the brunt of the assault. All of them were heavily wounded, though with high vitality and healing potions, they were ready to leave soon after. The man with the missing eye was still holding the discarded organ in his hand, not sure what to do.  
 
      
 
    Arthur had several gashes and two bites that were bleeding a bit. Viv had taken out her third and last potion, wondering what the effect would be on the tiny dragonling. Arthur precluded any consideration on different metabolisms and whatnot by grabbing the phial, literally biting off the stopper, and gulping its contents. She tossed the empty bottle away and squealed with rage. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry,” Viv told her, “you are still the queen of the sky, just, there is no sky here. We are in a cave.” 
 
      
 
    Her baleful crimson orbs searched the heights with vengeful spite.  
 
      
 
    “We can come back when you’re bigger and depopulate the place.” 
 
      
 
    “Squee!” 
 
      
 
    //Food. 
 
      
 
    Solfis spoke, and everyone stopped what they were doing. The humans and one Kark stared at the battlefield again. There were four of the mole things lying inert on the ground, and at least three dozen bats in various states of dismemberment. Viv judged that they had at least three hundred kilos of meat around, if you counted edible viscerae. The mole things looked like mammals. They also had powers, and it made creatures delicious. As for the bat, it didn't seem like a great idea, but she knew that some culture in East Asia ate them, so where was the harm? 
 
      
 
    “OK, but there is no way for us to transport the food,” Viv said. 
 
      
 
    “The base is not so far, only three hours if we walk,” one of the guards said. “We can go there, but there is no guarantee that anything will be left when we return.” 
 
      
 
    Viv thought quickly. So much food was worth delaying the expedition for. The meat was not just nutritious, coming from a monster, it was also the sort of tasty boon that enhanced morale. Probably. 
 
      
 
    “You five return. You’re wounded anyway. The rest of us will guard this place against predators while you’re gone. Agreed?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Farren said, “we can’t afford to waste anything. I’ll go with them and return with the harvesting team.” 
 
      
 
    The guards picked themselves up. The dude still holding his eye was looking forlorn. 
 
      
 
    “Just toss it away, man,” another said, not unkindly. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know. It just feels wrong. I know I can’t heal it, but . . .” 
 
      
 
    “There used to be a general in my land called Xiahou Dun,” Viv said. That got their attention. 
 
      
 
    Amazing how an improved memory could help now. 
 
      
 
    “He was shot in the eye with an arrow but lived. He pulled the arrow on which the eye was still stuck and ate it, saying, ‘This is the essence of my father and the blood of my mother. I cannot waste it.’” 
 
      
 
    The guard nodded, considering it while the other four plus Farren looked on in unmitigated, stupefied horror. He was probably undergoing shock, Viv judged, though you never knew with how biology worked here. One gulp later, the man’s legend was born. 
 
      
 
    Viv watched them leave, made sure they were off, and only then threw up against a rock. 
 
      
 
    “You humans do the strangest shit,” Marruk said with a frown. Then she bent forward and emptied her stomach as well. 
 
      
 
    Arthur looked at Viv with concern. 
 
      
 
    “Squee?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s nothing. Just, hmm, making more room for the delicious meat we’re going to have soon.” 
 
      
 
    “Squee!” 
 
      
 
    //Please try to lie better, Your Grace. 
 
      
 
    “Hush you. Anyway . . . what just happened?” 
 
      
 
    //Are you referring to the specific flow of battle? 
 
      
 
    “Yes. We were attacked from the ground then from the sky? What the hell?” 
 
      
 
    “Squee . . .” 
 
      
 
    Arthur looked absolutely dejected, and Viv tapped her head, starting to get what had happened. 
 
      
 
    //I fear that our flying support gathered the attention of the local colony of bats. 
 
    //The sequence was as follows. 
 
    //We detected the rocksnout ambush. 
 
    //They attacked us anyway. 
 
    //Arthur took to the air. 
 
    //She was detected by the local bat colony. 
 
    //The rocksnouts suffered casualties. 
 
    //The bat colony attacked Arthur, who withdrew toward us. 
 
    //The bat colony attacked everyone. 
 
    //The rocksnouts disengaged. 
 
    //You inflicted high casualties on the bat colony. 
 
    //The survivors disengaged. 
 
    //Our group was left in control of the field with light damage. 
 
      
 
    Viv had seen the things, and they were to bats what chinchillas were to rottweilers, but fine. 
 
      
 
    “We’re lucky the . . . rocksnouts, was it? That they decided not to keep attacking . . .” 
 
      
 
    //Why would they? 
 
    //They followed their survival instincts. 
 
    //The loss of four adults is a catastrophe for the pack. 
 
    //It is likely that they attacked so viciously because you masterfully trapped the alpha. 
 
      
 
    “Wait, they would have given up otherwise?” 
 
      
 
    //There was no way for you to fend off the attack. 
 
    //Except by doing what you did. 
 
      
 
    “Waaaait,” Viv said, remembering Solfis’s warning. “You knew they were there!” 
 
      
 
    //Yes. 
 
      
 
    “Could have warned us!” 
 
      
 
    //I will not always be by your side, Your Grace. 
 
    //Rely on me too much, and you will die while I perform an important task. 
 
    //I am built and designed around surgical offensives, hence the “strike” designation. 
 
    //All my combat intelligence routines are based around this function. 
 
    //I remain a poor bodyguard. 
 
    //Rest assured that I would have carried you away, had you failed. 
 
      
 
    “Who would have saved the temple guards then?” she asked, but she already knew the answer. 
 
      
 
    //Failure always carries a price. 
 
    //Remember, they are secondary concerns. 
 
    //Their importance is inferior to that of your good development. 
 
      
 
    Viv would get angry, but . . . it would be hypocrisy. She respected the guards a lot, but they were not her friends, not truly precious to her. Besides, Solfis had been extremely clear from the beginning. He would prioritize her survival, and there was nothing he could do to change that. It was a direct consequence of the rule bending that allowed him to leave the dead capital. What would not be hypocritical would be for her to protect them like they were protecting her. Their safety would be her doing. She did not need a fantasy murder robot made of bones to wipe her own ass. Which led her to . . . 
 
      
 
    “By the way, Solfis, I acquired that skill recently . . .” 
 
      
 
    //Acuity Reflex. 
 
    //It is an unusual skill that allows its owner to substitute acuity for agility in reflexes. 
 
    //Essentially, you may not reflexively move, but you may reflexively cast. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, damn, I should have asked that before. I could have used it against the bat and saved myself half a second. 
 
      
 
    //We will be training this skill thoroughly over the next month. 
 
    //However, stabbing someone with a mundane blade as a mage is always bound to surprise foes that may resist spells. 
 
    //My prediction algorithm returns an inconclusive result. 
 
      
 
    “I can practice both in any case.” 
 
      
 
    //Yes. 
 
      
 
    With this, they settled to wait, with the only movement being Arthur vengefully chewing on nearby wings. A large group of fifty people, half of them guards, returned with carts and gathered the remains. Nothing tried to fight them this time despite the smell of blood, and they soon left loaded with meat. Viv took the time to go back up and find a cistern for a quick cleanup. Some of the blood had already congealed, and it was a bitch getting it out of her jaw-length hair. She went back down with a new set of five guards, and Farren and the rest of the trip to the Yries base was less eventful. 
 
      
 
    They followed markers down the pit, stone statues with inscriptions in a strange script that reminded Viv of Cuneiform. The Yries used them to orient themselves in the labyrinthine’s cavernous depths. One marker eventually pointed to a side tunnel which had clearly been repaired and reinforced. The square, clear path led them further through the mountains until they turned into a circular Yries-made passage. A couple of hours was enough to reach a boundary fort where they requested entrance by way of waving their hands around. A small male Yries let them in, and it was not long before the reigning pair came to receive them. Lak-Nak, the female stone weaver, still looked nervous, barrel-like form hidden behind bulky robes. Meanwhile, the war chief Gar-Gar looked at them with undisguised suspicion. The two, Viv realized, were taller than her, which was fairly uncommon. 
 
      
 
    The male spat something in their guttural language, and Lak-Nak translated in Enorian with clear hesitation. They were . . . not really good at hiding their emotions. 
 
      
 
    “Gar-Gar says you want to renegotiate the terms of our agreement.” 
 
      
 
    Ah, yes, he did mention humans being duplicitous. Farren gave Viv a tiny nod. She considered her approach. With those, it was probably better to be honest. 
 
      
 
    “We don’t want to change the agreement. We want a new one for different things.” 
 
      
 
    Technically the truth since the previous arrangement concerned iron ingots, ready for processing. This time they wanted weapons. 
 
      
 
    Lak-Nak and Gar-Gar talked in their strange language again, blinking their owl-like eyes in a way that would be comical if Viv was not currently surrounded by loaded crossbows. 
 
      
 
    “Gar-Gar asks if the new agreement alters the old agreement.” 
 
      
 
    “Listen, we want to buy weapons for money.” 
 
      
 
    There were numerous interruptions since Viv had been selected as the spokesperson for the human side and did not speak Baranese while Gar-Gar was the spokesperson for the Yries side and did not speak Enorian. It did not help that the big stone weaver was as shy as a blushing maiden and apparently deathly afraid of confrontation while her boss smelled a fish and asked pointed questions. 
 
      
 
    “Yries do not sell their weapons to humans.” 
 
      
 
    “We want you to manufacture some for us, not give us your crossbows.” 
 
      
 
    “No weapons.” 
 
      
 
    “I understand that you do not wish to give us any weapons. May I ask why?” 
 
      
 
    “We find . . . humans . . . treacherous . . . andwedonotwishtoforgethebladethatwillkillus, sorry!” 
 
      
 
    Blunt. 
 
      
 
    “Armors?” 
 
      
 
    “We would sell armors. Gar-Gar wants to know why you need armors.” 
 
      
 
    “Other humans have taken our city and driven us out. We want to take it back.” 
 
      
 
    This led to a long exchange and the expected reaction. 
 
      
 
    “So you do not wish to honor your previous agreement.” 
 
      
 
    “We want to. We were chased from our homes, so we cannot. We are angry about that. If we can return home, we will honor the original agreement. Right now, we cannot.” 
 
      
 
    The war chief grumbled and searched Viv’s face with great effort, as if it could allow him to detect lies. He pointed a gangly finger toward Viv’s solar plexus with intention, perhaps in an intimidation attempt. Viv considered how to react but needn’t bother. 
 
      
 
    “Squee! HSSSSSS!” 
 
      
 
    The intimidation attempt was quickly aborted. Gar-Gar grumbled, but he relented, and Arthur settled protectively on Viv’s lap, glaring at the offender with malevolent crimson eyes. Viv patted the small dragon’s spine ridge. It was very warm. 
 
      
 
    “The agreement was food for iron. You have not delivered the iron yet, so you have no right to ask us for food,” Viv said, striking the iron while it was hot. “Tell him I said that.” 
 
      
 
    Lak-Nak translated, and the war chief grudgingly agreed. Viv could not believe how easy it was. 
 
      
 
    “If Gar-Gar really wants that food, he can make a deal with us. We are not even asking something for nothing. I said that we will pay.” 
 
      
 
    Some more grumbling. 
 
      
 
    “Gar-Gar asks if it’s money now or money later.” 
 
      
 
    In answer, Viv grabbed the chest that the banker had sent to her the night after Kazar fell and banged it on the table. She opened it to reveal rows of golden ingots. It was a very old-school gangster moment and made Viv feel all fuzzy inside. They were just missing Robert de Niro giving the Yries war chief a stare. 
 
      
 
    “This is the money now.” 
 
      
 
    The stone weaver grabbed one of the ingots and whispered a few words. Viv felt brown mana at work. A few ingots were tested, and the pair conferred in a low voice. 
 
      
 
    “Gar-Gar offers thirty basic iron armors. Helmet, breastplate, pauldrons, gauntlets, greaves. One per gold talent.” 
 
      
 
    It might be a steal, Viv thought. It sounded like a steal. 
 
      
 
    “How basic are we talking?” 
 
      
 
    “Like the young males wear but without chain mails. You wear clothes or gambeson.” 
 
      
 
    It was a steal. The armors were pretty decent, though they would not stop a direct blow with how strong the average soldier was on this fucking planet. They would still help with glancing blows. And twenty-five iron bits was around a kilogram of metal, so a gold talent was around . . . two hundred bits, so that meant that a single gold talent was worth eight kilograms of iron. Those armors were definitely more than twice as heavy, and it was not even counting compensation for the work. On the other hand, the Yries could just bend down and pick up rich ore around here, so their costs were down while gold was always valuable for trading.  
 
      
 
    They went back and forth for a while and settled for thirty armors and thirty shields. There would be six more free armors if they could provide a large supply of skin to make leather with. 
 
      
 
    “Hold on, how do you get leather down here?” Viv asked, suddenly suspicious. 
 
      
 
    “You don’t want to know,” Lak-Nak answered. She didn’t have to consult her partner this time. 
 
      
 
    Viv thought for a few seconds and decided that, yeah, nah, she really really didn’t want to know. In any case, it was time for the main event. 
 
      
 
    “There is something else I need from you.” She exposed her idea. 
 
      
 
    “Absolutely not,” Lak-Nak said, “out of the question. We will not give you one of our drills.” 
 
      
 
    “Not giving, renting. It will also be piloted by one of your own.” 
 
      
 
    “What is renting?” 
 
      
 
    “It means we have it for a fixed time. Here the fixed time is: until we have used it to breach the walls of Kazar. Then your driver takes it back.” 
 
      
 
    The pair discussed. Gar-Gar waved his slender arms around in shock and dismay, and then more questions came. 
 
      
 
    “You don’t want to copy the designs?” 
 
      
 
    “I mean, I’m curious, but not that curious. Besides, there is no way for us to reproduce the design here, and it would really hurt our chances if we mess up. I really want to dig through that wall.” 
 
      
 
    “And you would return it, just like that?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Your pilot will drive it back.” 
 
      
 
    “It is not designed to operate above ground.” 
 
      
 
    “The point is never what the tool is designed to do but what it can achieve.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm. You are annoyingly correct in this instance. But you have no more gold. What could you possibly offer for this service.” 
 
      
 
    “I have silverite.” 
 
      
 
    More specifically, the silverite used for the Harrakan golems, the very same she had dragged across half the deadlands as skis under her sled. 
 
      
 
    Lak-Nak’s jaw practically crashed on the ground. She turned to the war chief and spoke in excited tones, and it was absolutely obvious that Viv would have that drill. 
 
      
 
    “How much? How much silverite do you have?” 
 
      
 
    “Four measures.” 
 
      
 
    That was one ski, but considering that each ski was worth four hundred gold talents in the human nation if it could be found at all, she was certain that her argument was convincing. 
 
      
 
    “I won’t give you more than half a measure for that though.” 
 
      
 
    “I need two measures. Two measures to make my staff. We can talk.” 
 
      
 
    “You can make a staff out of silverite?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. With a core on top, it will allow me to store reserves of energy with almost no loss. And I can enchant it as well.” 
 
      
 
    It was all Viv could do to school her face. Solfis’s eyes flashed. 
 
      
 
    “Squee?” 
 
      
 
    “Shh.” 
 
      
 
    Viv gave a diplomatic smile as the stone weaver argued with the war chief. Vehemently. 
 
      
 
    It was time to put the nail in the coffin. 
 
      
 
    “You can tell the war chief that it is also in his interest as well if we take the city back. Beyond the food questions, there is also the matter that our enemy will not stop there.” 
 
      
 
    Well, he would for at least a season, possibly a year, but there was no need to tell them that. 
 
      
 
    “His name is Prince Lancer, and he is greedy beyond measure.” 
 
      
 
    It was such an amusing moment to see the two owl-like beings freeze in their tracks. 
 
      
 
    “What did you just say?” Lak-Nak blurted, angry for the first time. 
 
      
 
    “I said that our enemy could come here next . . .” 
 
      
 
    “No, not that. His name.” 
 
      
 
    “Prince Lancer.” 
 
      
 
    An eruption of squawks and grunts came from not just the pair, but the other Yries as well. 
 
      
 
    “Why did you not say so sooner?” 
 
      
 
    Because you would have been suspicious. 
 
      
 
    “I was not aware that you knew him,” Viv lied. 
 
      
 
    “We will help you, but we will not send soldiers. You will have your drill. You will have ten more armors. We will give you twenty crossbows as well, simple but efficient models. You will give us two measures of silverite.” 
 
      
 
    “You make a rod for me with the remaining two, you provide instructors for the crossbows and help us adjust the armors, you give us forty heavy spears, fully made out of iron. You modify the drill so that it can move fast enough to keep up with us. You help us get a reliable water source on our side of the mines. Solfis?” 
 
      
 
    The golem dropped the ski, tantalizingly close. Lak-Nak elbowed her boss, who nodded. 
 
      
 
    “We say that you have yourself a deal.” 
 
    
  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 63 Good Mother 
 
      
 
    Viv returned to the base camp with aching legs and found a mob. Said mob had gathered in the mine entrance’s main square, and people practically jumped on her when she arrived. Viv felt like a firefighter going from one catastrophe to another. Cover the convoy? Send the black caster. Need to detoxify the land? Caster. Talk to the people? The caster. Negotiate a fucking trade agreement? That’s right. Her again. She was clocking more overtime than the average investment banker.  
 
      
 
    Viv’s grumblings were replaced by alarm when she realized the source of the problem. 
 
      
 
    “So, do you agree that we Kazarans deserve the land and should kill and drive off any newcomers?” 
 
      
 
    Ooooh, someone had lit the firecracker on a dog turd. She had to douse this before it blew off and plastered them all. Her money was on the grocery store owner. That massive twat. 
 
      
 
    Viv walked with the appearance of confidence toward the elevated ground, her mind going on overdrive. 
 
      
 
    “Viviane?” Farren said by her side with worry. 
 
      
 
    “I know. Shut up.” 
 
      
 
    She stood up and watched as a wave spread through the crowd before her. Light spells bobbed in the air, giving the entire cavern a surreal aspect. Between this and the clothes, the scene was intimately familiar and utterly alien at the same time. The locals had a greenish tint to their skin and wore undyed clothes. They also stank with an aggressive pong that even the summer crowd back home had not matched. At the same time, the organic way they moved, like a giant organism, was known to her. Silence spread, and people turned, and more people would turn, and more groups would fall silent. It was the same strange physics that let people sing rolling hymns or stampede. The diffuse mind of the masses.  
 
      
 
    Terry Pratchett had once said that the IQ of a mob was that of its lowest member divided by the number of participants. She understood the comment, but looking at all those avid faces, she realized that there was also an opportunity for something better. Not all speeches had to be for the sake of the speaker. She could . . . yes. She could teach them about modern values. There were opposing theories on the essence of a nation. Some were based on blood, the ethnic group, the culture. Others were based on ideas. Both had their pitfalls, but at least one of them did not promote xenophobia. 
 
      
 
    That she could remember. 
 
      
 
    At least not actively. 
 
      
 
    Viv’s brain went into overdrive once more, the leadership and polymath skills helping her structure and articulate her thoughts. 
 
      
 
    “What is a Kazaran?” she asked, voice amplified by a spell. 
 
      
 
    She had silence and their full attention now. Better not think about it too much. 
 
      
 
    “A Kazaran is someone who stands with the deadlands before them and the infinite wood at their back, on that thin strip of land we call home and fights for it, yeah?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah!” 
 
      
 
    “Aye!” 
 
      
 
    “A Kazaran is someone who sees Prince Asshole come for their land and, instead of bending, travels to this mine to oppose him, yeah?” 
 
      
 
    “Hear, hear.” 
 
      
 
    God that was such bullshit. Anyway, as long as racism didn’t take hold . . . 
 
      
 
    “So everyone here, everyone who walked the long trail and carried their family so that they would not be slaves, is a Kazaran. We are all Kazarans here, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, yeah.” 
 
      
 
    It was easy. She could say, “All Kazarans like cake” and people would first say yes and then actually think about cakes. 
 
      
 
    “You there,” she said, pointing at a man she remembered almost turned back with his family on the first day, “what’s your name, lad?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    He squirmed under everyone’s scrutiny. 
 
      
 
    “Come on, don’t be shy, Kazaran. Tell us.” 
 
      
 
    “Dorrel, goodmother.” 
 
      
 
    Goodwhat? Ah, whatever. 
 
      
 
    “And where do you come from?” 
 
      
 
    “Enoria, goodmother, the north. The border region, near the silent field.” 
 
      
 
    “And you’ve been here for how long?” 
 
      
 
    “Five years, goodmother . . . me and my family . . .” 
 
      
 
    “Came here to find a future free of conflict, am I right?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes . . .” 
 
      
 
    “Someone who came here for a new life, who made the land better. That’s a real Kazaran right here. And you?” she asked, addressing a guard. 
 
      
 
    “Kazaran born and raised!” 
 
      
 
    There were a few cheers. 
 
      
 
    “That’s right, a fighter who held the line against the beastling tide. I remember you. Another true Kazaran you are, sir. And is there anyone here who would dare claim that Resh Ganimatalo was not a Kazaran?” 
 
      
 
    No one spoke, which was as much conviction as survival instinct, really. 
 
      
 
    “That’s right. She was from far away, but she fought her whole life for the city. Northern Enoria, Southern Enoria, Baran, the Pure League. Hell, even Helock. It doesn’t matter where everyone comes from. What matters is that we all stand here at the edge of the abyss, together. It matters that we all came here to the mine because we wanted to be free!” 
 
      
 
    “Yeaaah!” 
 
      
 
    “When you look at your neighbors, do not think of their old homes or their native tongue. Think that they are by your side today, in our darkest hour, and that we will face Prince Twat together. For unity! For freedom! For Kazar!” 
 
      
 
    “For Kazar! Freedom!” 
 
      
 
    That roused them nicely. Ooof. Ethnic cleansing averted. 
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    Wow, that was a nice increase, three ranks in one go. It was lucky that the Kazarans were not exactly the most educated people around and her cheap eloquence tricks had done it.  
 
      
 
    “Free Kazar!” 
 
      
 
    Hah, they were chanting now. Maybe that was why the skill increase had been so large. 
 
      
 
    “Free Kazar!” 
 
      
 
    “Free Kazar!” 
 
      
 
    “That’s right, if those Enorian noble pricks think they can come and tell us what to do, they got it coming!” 
 
      
 
    “Free Kazar!” 
 
      
 
    Uh oh. 
 
      
 
    Uh oh! 
 
      
 
    “Congratulations on your successful declaration of independence, Viviane,” Farren said, unamused. “Please tell my superiors that I had nothing to do with it if they ever ask.” 
 
      
 
    “Errr.” 
 
      
 
    //And you even had the masses do it for you. 
 
    //Truly, the heiress has potential. 
 
    //Long may you live, Your Grace. 
 
      
 
    “Aw.” 
 
      
 
    There was another party to celebrate Kazar’s (tentative) separation from Enoria. They were almost out of booze, but people took to grilling the meat Viv had gathered earlier with enthusiasm. She found herself standing on the edge of the raucous crowd with a mutated mole skewer in her hand while Arthur gnawed a giant bat wing. Apparently, her grudge extended not just beyond the grave but beyond the frying pan as well. Truly, a vengeance for the ages. 
 
      
 
    Her ruminations were interrupted by a burly mass of muscular men guided by the old bearded guy she had seen before, the one who led the remote villagers. He had the defiant look of someone who didn’t trust anyone easily, but when he talked, he was polite. 
 
      
 
    “Evening, goodmother. Wanted to ask you a few things.” 
 
      
 
    “Hm, sure. What’s your name?” 
 
      
 
    “Ban, goodmother.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s with the goodmother?” 
 
      
 
    The man looked a bit lost, but Farren, who had decided to hang around just in case Viv decided to declare atheism, answered in his stead. “Ban here is an Enorian, like Dorrel. They came here a few years ago.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s right,” the man said. 
 
      
 
    “I mentioned that the Enorians had changed drastically since the onset of the civil war, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I think Varska mentioned it as well,” Viv replied. 
 
      
 
    “That is quite likely. Old Enorian elites had turned hedonistic when the rebellion started. There are rumors on how scandalous they were . . . I will not share them here. Both the rebels and the current king adopted conservative social measures as a reaction. Enorian men are encouraged to lead a regulated life rebuilding the nation while Enorian women are supposed to help . . . repopulate it. Goodmother is a recent term of respect used for women past marrying age.” 
 
      
 
    “Oi.” 
 
      
 
    “The marrying age in Enoria is thirteen. The title implies that you have married and already given birth to fulfill your role as a productive member of the great Enorian society. I am sorry.” 
 
      
 
    Viv grumbled, but she knew that he was just the messenger. And thirteen on Nyil probably meant something closer to fourteen or fifteen on Earth with days and years here being a bit longer. She expected that sort of shit from a feudal society. Obviously, she was already an old bag according to their standards, possibly a scaley cat lady, the scales being on the cat.  
 
      
 
    And quite possibly Enoria was the most sexist country on the continent right now and she had to take it into account when dealing with them. A faction led by a woman was bound to be dismissed or seen as decadent. It was too late now anyway. 
 
      
 
    “They really mean it as a sign of respect,” Farren continued. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, well, can I say what I have to say?” Ban said impatiently. 
 
      
 
    “Sure thing, but drop the ‘goodmother’ please.” 
 
      
 
    “Understood, ma’am. As I said, my name is Ban. Me and the boys, that is the good folks around me, we left Enoria after the civil war. Many of us are veterans, and we thought that, well, here, the old bullshit would not be the same. Beg your pardon. That is, nobles can’t just take our lands and families for a yes or a no.” 
 
      
 
    She nodded. That she could understand. 
 
      
 
    “Well, we were wrong. But what you said about Kazarans being about belief and not a place of origin. You . . . truly believe that?” 
 
      
 
    “If I didn’t, I wouldn’t have welcomed the Hadals here.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah . . .” the man said, suddenly remembering the weirdos who had wisely disappeared off to their caves as quickly as they had come, “yeah you’re right. Actions speak louder than words. Anyway, we were thinking, that is, some of us were thinking that we should help. I bet that you have lots of guards but very few soldiers, aye?” 
 
      
 
    “You could say that,” Viv replied. 
 
      
 
    //Excellent. 
 
      
 
    Everyone turned to Solfis. His natural immobility and tendency to stay in the background made it easier for people to ignore him. Not that he was easy to ignore, but people made a conscious effort to do so to preserve their nerves. 
 
      
 
    //We will soon have access to heavy infantry armor. 
 
    //We will soon have access to heavy infantry weapons. 
 
    //We have access to state-of-the-art Harrakan heavy infantry regimens optimized for retraining. 
 
      
 
    “We will?” Viv asked. 
 
      
 
    //Yes. 
 
    //I have a great many confidential training manuals stored in my databanks. 
 
    //I shall select a number of recruits and prepare them for the offensive. 
 
      
 
    “What’s the difference between whatever you said and our own militia training?” Ban asked, suspicious. 
 
      
 
    //My program will create killers. 
 
    //Militia training will create their victims. 
 
    //Any questions? 
 
      
 
    “Nope.” 
 
      
 
    //While you were talking, Your Grace, I have contacted Lorn to assist with your own acuity reflex skill practice. 
 
      
 
    “Eh? How?” 
 
      
 
    //I have requested that people randomly throw stones at you. 
 
    //Everyone in the mines, actually. 
 
      
 
    Viv gawped. 
 
      
 
    //Small stones. 
 
    //Small stones, Your Grace. 
 
    //You will use danger sense to detect the attack and acuity reflex to stop it. 
 
      
 
    As he spoke those words, a small girl ran out of the crowd. She stopped squat in front of the group and closed her eyes, then with a mighty yelp, she threw a small rock. It clattered uselessly against a nearby support pillar. 
 
      
 
    She ran away squealing. 
 
      
 
    Viv sent a half-assed bzzt at the projectile. 
 
      
 
    “Squee?” 
 
      
 
    //We go to war with the army we have. 
 
    



  
 
    Training began the very next day. Viv had received instructions on how to improve the Arcane Construct skill from Solfis to allow her to set up defensive positions, and she practiced at the edge of the foundries. Training implied creating a circle on the ground, which she did with a normal purge, then adding shield glyphs at regular intervals. She tried the same for the Artillery spell, but it was so complex that her mind couldn’t latch on the construct when it was done, and that was strange because she could make it in her mind, but try to write it down, and it became strange and unfamiliar. Magic was weird.  
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Arcane Construct: novice 3 
    
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    As long as she operated within an army and had a flat surface, taking the time to set up could help her tremendously. She only stopped for lunch (gruel and grilled rocksnout, she refused to touch the bat). Yries visitors came to help set up a well outside and another inside, and she was informed that they would soon have enough water for people to bathe. 
 
      
 
    God fucking bless. 
 
      
 
    In the background, tireless workers were finishing repurposing a derelict building as latrines and another as an actual bath. Hordes of children played outside under vigilant care, and many guards and militias were moving their spears around while others were shown how to handle a crossbow. 
 
      
 
    “Come to think of it,” Viv said, “I’ve never seen the militia in action.” 
 
      
 
    “They train with the guard twice per week on the common fields,” Marruk said. 
 
      
 
    “How come I’ve never seen it?” 
 
      
 
    “They do it at dawn and while you were in the city. There has not been an instance when you were done eating breakfast by the time they had finished.” 
 
      
 
    Viv tried and failed to detect a trace of disapproval or sass in the Kark’s tone, a sure sign that she had made some amazing progress. Maybe even unlocked a Snark general skill. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As Viv kept pursuing the path of sorcery, Solfis was doing his thing farther out near the ward stone. 
 
      
 
    //Rejoice, maggots. 
 
    //For I, Solfis, experimental strike golem of Harrak, have selected you. 
 
    //All your lives, you have been eking out a living in the dirt. 
 
    //Fighting for scraps on the edge of the greatest empire that Parram ever knew. 
 
    //Feeding off its remains like worms. 
 
    //Now, fate has seen it fit to bring you a chance to exist. 
 
    //To have an impact for the first time in your miserable lives. 
 
    //Instead of wallowing in the mud like your forefathers before you. 
 
      
 
    “Hold on,” a muscular bearded man said from the backline, “it ain’t like that! I was not always a laborer. I was a soldier at the battle of Regnos. We held back the rebels!” 
 
      
 
    //Oh? 
 
      
 
    Solfis’s unblinking glare focused on the one who had interrupted him. He tilted his head, the gesture strangely organic and all the more terrifying for it. 
 
      
 
    //And what company did you belong to? 
 
      
 
    “The Arlon brigade, sir, folks from around the city.” 
 
      
 
    //And what will they sing about the Arlon brigade at the battle of Regnos? 
 
    //That you took the victory with your own bloody hands? 
 
    //That the rebels fled before you as you struck them down? 
 
    //Or that you stood and died while others carried the day? 
 
      
 
    “We held the line . . .” the human muttered, but his eyes were glazed and sad. His back bent under the weight of tragic memories. 
 
      
 
    The golem stood straight then. He lifted a clawed hand before his skull and intoned in his alien, disturbing snarl. 
 
      
 
    //Lo, during the fifth year of Emperor Hertan, did the Skyrend battalion take to Windscythe pass. 
 
    //For three days, they fought the combined forces of Loress in glorious battle. 
 
    //For three days, the arrows of the Merl shattered on their shields. 
 
    //For three days, the Krol charges broke on their lines. 
 
    //And for three days, unbroken berzerkers died on their spears. 
 
    //On the fourth day, as the sun rose, the battalion descended upon the resting foe with the fury of the emperor himself. 
 
    //They drove the barbarians back to the river, where they drowned in the hundreds. 
 
    //Until the waters ran red. 
 
    //And their corpses floated to the ocean. 
 
      
 
    The golem had spoken Enorian, not the more subtle language he usually favored. The tale was raw and brutal, and it spoke to the men present. It was not one of bravery against all odds, as they were used to from the usual propaganda. It was one of unstoppable might, and it bore with it the enticing promise of crushing victory. Power. Being more than just a cog in the meatgrinder. Being on the actual winning side, for once in their damn lives. 
 
      
 
    “But how are we supposed to do that? We got only one month or two, and none of us are Eron the Dragonslayer!” 
 
      
 
    //I have no need for Eron the Dragonslayer. 
 
      
 
    The golem’s declaration was received with stupefied silence. 
 
      
 
    //I heard his story. 
 
    //I have no need for one who rushes alone on a doomed quest and dies by himself. 
 
    //I have need for soldiers. 
 
    //I picked each and every one of you because I saw the potential in you, the potential to be more than just spearmen dying for the cause. 
 
    //But in order to succeed, potential is not enough. 
 
    //It must be backed by effort, and a silverite will. 
 
      
 
    The men closed rank around the golem. 
 
      
 
    //We shall strike a covenant. 
 
    //I will make you go through hell. 
 
    //You will curse me. 
 
    //You will curse the day your mothers gave you life. 
 
    //Some of you will leave. 
 
    //But those that stay will become the heralds of a new world. 
 
      
 
    The bony frame leaned forward, and suddenly, it was level with the considerably smaller humans. Its tone grew almost conspiratorial. 
 
      
 
    //I will share data with you. 
 
    //If entity Beebiane survives. 
 
    //And if entity Solfis survives. 
 
    //There are four chances out of five that this region of the world undergoes a resurgence. 
 
      
 
    “What’s a resurgence?” 
 
      
 
    The golem let out a strange, sigh-like sound. 
 
      
 
    //It means that the deadlands will become smaller and the living land will become greater. 
 
    //As will those who live on it. 
 
    //Our numbers will grow until lines of steel-clad phalanx blot out the plains. 
 
    //And barbed arrows fall like winter rain on our foes. 
 
    //You flesh bags will be the first. 
 
    //The tip of the spear. 
 
    //And the first thing you will do. 
 
    //Is to ram that tip down Prince Lancer’s throat. 
 
      
 
    The crowd shifted for all of two seconds, then . . . 
 
      
 
    “I’m in.” 
 
      
 
    //Good. 
 
    //Let us begin. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 64: We, the People 
 
      
 
    It only took a bit over a week for routine to occur, and for the mines to transform into a hive of activity. Viv had expected more violence. She thought that the claustrophobic environment and adverse conditions would lead to poor morale, but she was wrong. The Kazarans had a goal. That goal was to take back their city and make the invaders pay. It was fueled in equal part by justice and spite, love for their kin, and blind hatred for those who had come to hurt them. It was a clear, achievable purpose. Equally important, they had a deadline. 
 
      
 
    The term had never been so accurate. 
 
      
 
    The mines had two months of food, perhaps a bit more, and no way to get more locally. Their previous homes had acres upon acres of ripening cereals and plants of all kinds, beans and stalks almost ready to be harvested. That treasure trove had to be taken back, or they would perish. It was sink or swim.  
 
      
 
    This led to an unprecedented level of unity, the likes of which Viv had simply never seen before. Perhaps the educated, modern population of her home country had grown jaded. The study of history and politics had led to a massive disenchantment, Viv thought, further developed by the failure of politicians to make good on their promises. Kazar’s population was different. They were fresh and helpless against even the cheesiest tricks of eloquence. It did not mean that they were stupid, just that Viv talked to them one evening out of two and they actually listened, and believed. 
 
      
 
    That was another of Farren’s ideas. They had organized an agora to let the citizens discuss ideas and express themselves. Orkan the apprentice inquisitor had also come up with a small arena for people to punch each other silly in order to close the more heated arguments. 
 
      
 
    “You’d be amazed how people become more receptive to judgment after they’ve worked out their frustration,” the Hallurian had wisely said, tattoos pulsing merrily in the darkness.  
 
      
 
    The locals had already decided to call it the “Hallurian discussion.” Even women had taken to it with gusto. Sometimes, all-out brawls or slapping contests took place as well. 
 
      
 
    And so, day after day, the Kazarans discussed and prepared. Men and women dug along the surface and cracked holes in the mountainside to make troglodyte dwellings. An entire section of the tunnels had been turned into rows of basic habitation, with the Yries generously providing a pair of generators for room-sized red barriers to seal the access. The bakery and smithy were hot and busy repairing equipment used during training, while those who had decided to take arms practiced day in, day out to hone their skills. There was even a competition going on between Solfis’s recruits, the guards, and Neriad’s followers.  
 
      
 
    There was a lot of fucking as well. 
 
      
 
    What pleased Viv’s modern mind the most was probably how she had successfully disarmed racism, at least for a while. Nobody batted an eye when Yries came with shipments of metal they traded against necessities, nor when Irao’s Hadals came to deliver wood or a trussed-up monster for the day’s Mechoui dish. Nobody gave a shit anymore. There were the Kazarans on one side and the Enorians, who were definitely going to get it, on the other.  
 
      
 
    Such was the desire to make their independence a reality that they had started to work on a constitution. “We, the People,” it said, “in order to establish a better city, establish justice, guarantee freedom, promote the general welfare, and guarantee the independence of Kazar, do ordain and establish our constitution.” Then it went on about the town council and who was a citizen and so on. 
 
      
 
    The beginning might have been stolen from the United States’ own preamble because she had read it long ago as part of a group project. But, hey, it was public domain, and the locals loved it.  
 
      
 
    All in all, things were going surprisingly well. So well, in fact, that Viv was expecting some sort of catastrophe. It did not happen. Instead, they received visitors. 
 
      
 
    It happened in the middle of the day as Viv was practicing setting up her Artillery spell faster through the use of constructs. A sentry whistled to announce newcomers. Viv was not aware of the sign codes, but since no one was running around screaming, it was probably okay. The visitors turned out to be mountain tribe walkers. The small group stumbled forward, obviously tired. Their thin forms were hidden behind tattered black mana-repelling clothes. Viv remembered that walkers had insane stamina, so these guys had obviously been pushing it. She abandoned her training for now and decided to follow them. Someone would probably ask for her anyway. 
 
      
 
    Their new guests were given fresh water and finally settled in the command room, or rather, most of them fell asleep while the leader stayed awake. The council was gathered in a matter of minutes. 
 
      
 
    “We need help,” the man said without preamble. Viv realized that she knew him. He was the tall and gangly guy who had hit on her once. He was well respected among the tribes. 
 
      
 
    “Raiders have come from Kazar. They’re going from village to village, killing everyone. There’s a hundred of them or so.” 
 
      
 
    “A hundred soldiers?” Viv asked, sensing an opportunity. 
 
      
 
    “No, not the regular soldiers we saw. Bandits. People without uniforms. We would stop them, but many of our hunters are trapped near the summits to clear out a nest of feathered locusts.” 
 
      
 
    Viv remembered them from the bestiary. Those were pests that could decimate an entire harvest in a couple of days. Once in flight, there was no stopping them without losing the harvest as well. 
 
      
 
    “Our caster did tell you to expect that much,” Farren noted with a cold voice. 
 
      
 
    “I know!” the man spat, “but unless you’ve forgotten, we’ll be short on food this year even if things go well. If that swarm had taken off, my people would have starved. And besides, the border villages were evacuated. The bandits went after the hidden villages.” 
 
      
 
    “Hidden villages?” Viv asked. 
 
      
 
    “We have villages far above the fields to retreat to in case of danger. They cannot be seen from the road, but those bandits found us anyway. It’s like they knew where we were all along.” 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps a skill.” 
 
      
 
    “It doesn’t matter. Can you help us?” 
 
      
 
    “Orkan and I are going,” Denerim said. As an inquisitor, he would always be front and center in these cases. 
 
      
 
    “How many horses do we have?” Viv asked. They had captured a few of them from the dead riders and had some to begin with. They ate a lot of cereal but could ultimately be turned to meat, so they were still around. 
 
      
 
    “Twenty-seven, I think,” Brenna said. 
 
      
 
    “Well, I’m going,” Viv said. It was obvious. She was their main power multiplier. It was also obvious that they would help the mountain tribes. Those folks were not entirely trustworthy, but they were also a buffer, allies, and potential food providers, so of course, she would not antagonize them. 
 
      
 
    There was also a serious chance to kill off some of Lancer’s forces before the final confrontation. 
 
      
 
    “We have fighters as well, around fifty brave combatants in armor. Not enough to carry the fight by themselves, sadly,” the walker said. 
 
      
 
    “We should get the Temple Guards backed by archers and Viv. Solfis as well. All our elites,” Lorn declared.  
 
      
 
    In the end, they decided to go with that plan while still leaving Koro behind in case of a monster attack. The wild woman was their best pure hunter, after all. The expedition group packed quickly, and Viv realized at the last moment that they had been joined by three Hadals, including a woman with long black hair she had shaved on the sides.  
 
      
 
    [Hadal strain infiltrator, very dangerous: a Hadal strain human specializes in covert operations. She has limited control over black mana. Assassination expert.] 
 
      
 
    Nice. Viv had no objection, and the messy group soon rode out, Solfis having given clear instructions on how to keep training. 
 
      
 
    //A necessary investment of my time, Your Grace. 
 
    //If we lose you, it is all over. 
 
      
 
    Viv felt a measure of exhilaration when they heroically rode out in two columns, dust rising under the hooves of their mounts. It felt suitably cool. The novelty lasted exactly one hour, and then her ass began to hurt. 
 
      
 
    “How do those horse girls even do it?” she grumbled, “I have high stats, and I’m still sore.” 
 
      
 
    //With all due respect, Your Grace, you do not have high physical stats. 
 
      
 
    Viv glared at the compact golem mounted on Marruk’s back by her side. It was lost on him. She might as well scold a stone. 
 
      
 
    //You do have high willpower. 
 
    //I suggest you use it. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, okay okay.” 
 
      
 
    Asshole. Viv shut up and focused on staying on her saddle. Again, she was surprised at how docile and resilient the local horses were, proof that they, too, were affected by magic. Perhaps there was even a horse breeder path, who knew? In any case, they rode hard along the path with the mountains to their left and the deadlands extending to the horizon. There were no obstructions on the trail since the convoy had passed through only a couple of weeks before. Sometimes, they found discarded items and pieces of fabric around. If Lancer had wanted to follow them, he would have. 
 
      
 
    They moved for the rest of the day and only stopped as the sun set. The walker guided them to a village where they were offered cots and a warm meal in the communal house. Viv appreciated the fact that the mines now had a steady supply of fresh water, else the enclosed space would have been suffocating with so many bodies in there. She did not react when the Hadal disappeared off somewhere to sleep. Everyone was off again at dawn, relatively well-rested. Viv felt like having a magical body was a bit like doping, except that everyone was doing it and the men didn’t grow tits.  
 
      
 
    They entered the terrasse farming part of the mountain, and the mood turned dark as soon as they passed the first village. People were both harvesting what they could and loading carts, fear obvious on their sun-tanned faces. Children cried. More than a few people started praying as they passed by, yelling words of encouragement. It was a very real threat to them, while to Viv it had been nothing but a side task on her way to vengeance. Up till now. She only had to think for a second to realize what “bandit attack” meant in this world. Those attackers were not there to rob people and push them on the ground while laughing maniacally. This was not some PG-13 movie featuring a sexy barbarian. It was war before the rules of war were invented. 
 
      
 
    Viv calmed down and focused on the now. Mountain laborers were waiting at crossroads, redirecting the cavalry flow as it approached. Viv was amazed by how united the tribes were in their cooperation. The sun climbed overhead, and they stopped at the “capital” to refill their flasks. Marredyn, the official leader, approached them. He still had that massive turban on his head that looked like a ball. He nodded at Viv, just once, but she saw a hint of tears in his eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Go. Save my people.” 
 
      
 
    It was probably a skill, but Viv felt buoyed by his prayer. It had been genuine. Everyone rested, and then the expedition cut through the mountain flank like a knife. The thunder of hooves heralded their arrival, and when they passed, people made way and cheered. They slowed down as the sun set for the second time. It had taken less than a day and a half to cross the entire mountain territory. A record, she thought.  
 
      
 
    Before them, the land opened in the distance toward the distant dot of Kazar. Green plains extended in a band to another mountain far into the distance while, to her left, the Deadshield Woods spread to the horizon in an ocean as deep and threatening as the real thing. Viv refocused. There was smoke climbing in the air half a kilometer in the distance. They could not see the village from where they stood, as it was beyond the incline. A soldier in ancient chain mail and a red gambeson hailed them quietly. 
 
      
 
    “Are you the reinforcements?” he asked in Enorian. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Lorn replied, “we came as quickly as we could.” 
 
      
 
    “You are not many, but . . . perhaps speed is for the best. Come. Follow me.” 
 
      
 
    Everyone dismounted and followed the mountain fighter through a winding path between two grass-covered mounds, then to a camp in a hollow. 
 
      
 
    Viv was impressed. Anyone down the slope would look up and see only uninterrupted mountain slope. That depression allowed fifty soldiers to hide from view. They huddled in clumps around men adorned with slightly more elaborate gear and red cloth around their helmets. Between the red cloth and ratty armor, they looked like Roman legionaries after three campaigns in the Teutoburg forest. Their weapons were clean and well maintained, though, and the mood was serious. Denerim deferred to Lorn, who walked to the obvious leader. The gruff, lean old warrior was standing aside next to three prisoners. As soon as Viv got closer, she recognized them. They were two men and a woman from the guard, the very same who had left with Corel. They appeared to be healthy, if genuinely depressed. Everyone was so focused that they barely gawped at the sight of Solfis. 
 
      
 
    “Welcome, welcome,” the mountain commander greeted. “I’m Goredyn. I command this lot. You people came quickly.” 
 
      
 
    “We rode as fast as we could,” Lorn said. “What’s the situation?” 
 
      
 
    “The situation is that the Enorians have sent their thugs to rape, pillage, and kill. That’s the situation,” the man fumed. 
 
      
 
    Goredyn took a deep, calming breath and closed his eyes. When he opened them again, grief and frustration had replaced anger. 
 
      
 
    “Look, I don’t know how, but they found the village. It’s too late for our folks, but I won’t let the invaders leave and take their loot with them. They die on the mountain or we do. I’ll let the . . . the double turncoats tell you more.” 
 
      
 
    With those words, he walked out and signaled his men to assemble. They did so in silence.  
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, Viv was left with the guards. 
 
      
 
    “You gave up and fled with Corel,” Lorn said. “Now look at you. Wearing the prince’s colors.” 
 
      
 
    “We know we fucked up, or we wouldn’t have defected,” one of the men answered in a weary voice. 
 
      
 
    “Explain.” 
 
      
 
    “Corel led us back. We arrived at the city with no food. The Enorians accepted us in exchange for information. They know everything, by the way, your location, your numbers, your abilities. They even know about the golem.” 
 
      
 
    “Then they know little. Continue.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, well, Prince Lancer settled down with the bridgers, and they started to evict locals. It went about as well as you would expect. The tree of Kazar bears nooses this year, with plenty of fruits.” 
 
      
 
    The man’s tone was particularly bitter.  
 
      
 
    “That was just the beginning though. The witch forgot an important detail when she reported the number of settlers. Two-thirds of them are men, men who paid not just for land to seed, if you catch my meaning.” 
 
      
 
    Viv was stunned into silence, but the others were not. Even Afghanistan had not managed to jade her completely yet. The locals were made of different stuff. There were no rules of war on Param. 
 
      
 
    Nevertheless, Lorn socked the man hard, and he spat blood and a tooth. The old knight’s face had not changed. 
 
      
 
    “Continue.” 
 
      
 
    “Right. Pfft. Since the settlers were starting to get restless, Lancer got an idea. They would find the women where they were.” 
 
      
 
    “The mountain tribes . . .” 
 
      
 
    “And Corel volunteered.” 
 
      
 
    “You can’t be serious,” Lorn said, finally dismayed. 
 
      
 
    “Does it look like I’m fucking lying? We were already horrified by the evictions, but we couldn’t do shit. The bridgers didn’t trust us. But acting as bandits? That was the last straw. We fucked off as soon as we could.” 
 
      
 
    “They’ve captured the village’s girls, anyone who can bear a child,” the female guard said. “We need to save them before they’re brought back, or we might as well slit their throats.” 
 
      
 
    “How many and what do they have? Any casters?” 
 
      
 
    “Corel leads the raid. No caster, not even those hybrid siege specialists. Careful, though, the prince has one with him. I think it’s a red mage, but I’m not sure.” 
 
      
 
    “A pyromancer?”  
 
      
 
    “We never saw her, but the bridgers mentioned a lass. She and Lancer are an item, apparently.” 
 
      
 
    “Wonderful, but I don’t give a fuck who shags whom. The numbers.” 
 
      
 
    “One twenty, easy, but they’re mostly on the second step, and many of them just abandoned their path to become marauders. Good and bad, I guess.” 
 
      
 
    Viv did not get it, and it showed, because the third guard addressed her. 
 
      
 
    “Marauders have skills that suppress pain, fear, hunger. Everything. They always fight at their best. Course, they don’t fight very long, or don’t live very long, for that matter. Errel, I think you should tell her about the name.” 
 
      
 
    The first guard lowered his eyes for the single second it took for Lorn to make his gauntlet creak. 
 
      
 
    “Right, so Prince Lancer is good at talking. He’s good at making it all seem your fault,” the guard told Viv. 
 
      
 
    “My fault?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. He had people gather near the tree and talked to us. He said that the Kazarans had fled rather than face the consequences of their actions because they were weak and lured by evil. That’s you, by the way. He said that the Kazarans were lazy but that they could be redeemed if your influence was removed. I almost believed it.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” the woman said, “he speaks and it all makes so much sense. Everything becomes so clear. It’s only if you pay attention that cracks begin to show. The soldiers and settlers live in a world where Kazarans are scum and deserve everything that’s happening to them. We’re lazy people who dodged both wars and grew fat on the back of the hard-working people of Enoria. That’s how they see it, because of him. Oh, uh, also, you are the Great Black Slut.” 
 
      
 
    There was a lull in the conversation as almost everyone threw a furtive glance at Viv to gauge her reaction. 
 
      
 
    “I think I prefer goodmother after all.” 
 
      
 
    //I will be sure to claw this moniker on his corpse. 
 
    //After all is done. 
 
      
 
    “Squee!” 
 
      
 
    Even Arthur was offended, and she didn’t even speak. 
 
      
 
    “You are taking this pretty well for someone who cuts stone in two,” Marruk observed. 
 
      
 
    “Wow, the scion of a conservative regime uses promiscuity to degrade and discredit me, painting me as someone to be feared and looked down upon. I also happen to be someone who poisons minds, so I shouldn’t be listened to. I am shocked. Appalled. Scandalized. Totally did not expect that from him.” 
 
      
 
    “Please stop rolling your eyes, or you’ll see your own brain. We get it. Can we use this in battle?” 
 
      
 
    In truth, Viv was pissed. It was just that being called a slut did not even remotely compare to the rest of what he had done. She had already reached the top of the scale. He could not add to it. 
 
      
 
    “We could use me as bait.” 
 
      
 
    //I object. 
 
      
 
    “Smartly, of course. Do you think that they will engage us or flee?” 
 
      
 
    “They will attack us if they think they can win. They hate us.” 
 
      
 
    “And they think we are weak,” Gorredyn said as he returned. “What did you have in mind?” 
 
      
 
    “We create a compact formation with Temple Guards and mountain infantry in front and Viv visible. Guard three deep at the front, infantry two deep in two wings. Archers behind. We rotate around the witch and form a circle if they try to flank us,” Lorn proposed. 
 
      
 
    “My folks can do that, but no promises.” 
 
      
 
    “I will stay out and attack targets of opportunities,” the Hadal woman said. It was the first time in two days that she had spoken. 
 
      
 
    “What?” she asked when everyone looked at her. 
 
      
 
    “Nevermind, okay, we do it like this. We come from uphill, unless they have archers?” 
 
      
 
    “They don’t have trained archers,” the first guard said. “Let us come with you. We have to atone for our mistakes.” 
 
      
 
    “Out of the question. You’ll atone the way we tell you to atone, and that won’t be in the next fight. Alright, form up. Archers, shoot the sentries first. Lady Bob, sorry, Vivvviane, keep the pressure off us. Let’s go.” 
 
      
 
    Goredyn agreed to let the Temple Guard take the center since they had the best warriors. He took the right flank and named a squad leader for the left. The archers spread themselves behind. It took a few minutes to set up and make sure that everyone understood their role, and Marruk used this opportunity to lean in for a question. 
 
      
 
    “I know how humans treat Kark. But how can humans treat humans like that? I thought you had laws?” 
 
      
 
    “Laws and empathy apply to people. That’s why the first step for rulers is always to dehumanize the population they want to persecute. But, you know, I’m doing it as well. I’m going to throw spells at people and just focus on protecting my side. They have to be horrible, less than human things to me, or I’ll hesitate.” 
 
      
 
    “Have you considered making them human and solving things?” Marruk asked, but it was more a cry of the heart than a proposal.  
 
      
 
    “Have you?” Viv retorted. She could not help it. 
 
      
 
    Marruk kept quiet as the formation closed around them. 
 
      
 
    “Your race is not kind.” 
 
      
 
    It was both an explanation and a remark. Maybe the Kark were kinder. Maybe that’s why they were losing. 
 
      
 
    They went over the ridge. 
 
      
 
    Viv felt a distinct feeling of distance from the enfolding scene as nearly sixty soldiers in packed formation walked down a slope to a mass of murderers and rapists twice their numbers. Red capes and dull armors shone strangely in the dying light. Their expressions were grim, and their eyes focused forward. It was strangely quiet for such a grand event, the calm before the storm. Viv had already experienced a local battle, but it had been rushed, and Varska had taken the lead. Now, Viv was front and center, and as the battle line advanced, a terrible disconnect harried her neurons. Here they were, walking down a slope in a straight line behind a shield wall. Viv was a fucking combat medic, for fuck’s sake. How had this happened? 
 
      
 
    Then a flicker in the sky made her raise her eyes for an instant. It was Arthur circling the village like some great bird of prey. The sight jolted her, and she became hyper-aware.  
 
      
 
    The scent of sweat. 
 
      
 
    Boots stomping on the ground. 
 
      
 
    The low earth domes of the mountain folks’ dwelling gathered in two concentric circles. 
 
      
 
    The sentries on top as they turned, as they died choking on three fingers of steel. Their death rattles sent the camp into an uproar. 
 
      
 
    A particularly stupid man with no pants jumped out from cover and saw them, then shook his fist in their direction while bellowing curses. Two arrows hit him in the sternum. Blood leaked and leaked. He fell down. Thirty more meters. 
 
      
 
    No one came to meet them. 
 
      
 
    “Hold!” 
 
      
 
    “No plan survives first contact with the enemy,” or so the saying went. On the other side of the walls, people were rushing around. 
 
      
 
    “Should we go in?” 
 
      
 
    “Hold,” Lorn replied.  
 
      
 
    Someone was screaming orders.  
 
      
 
    “Hey,” Viv asked an archer, “can you locate the enemy commander?” 
 
      
 
    “The one talking on the other side of the wall, yeah?” another replied. “I can.” 
 
      
 
    “Then come next to me and throw an arrow his way.” 
 
      
 
    “Into the wall?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
      
 
    The man obeyed, and a shaft buried itself in a thick layer of terracotta.  
 
      
 
    There were civilians in the village. Back on earth, that could have been a court martial. This was not earth. 
 
      
 
    “Arty.” 
 
      
 
    The relatively thin spear of black mana punched through the mud with disdainful ease. Corel screamed. Viv recognized the disgraced captain’s pitch. Served him well. Fuck terracotta, and fuck him. 
 
      
 
    With this, the mob yelled, and their clamor reached a crescendo. One moment, Viv could not see a single person. The next, fighters surged like ants from behind every building. The largest opening had the highest number of combatants. And women. The marauders advanced in a vague line, pushing their captives in front to act as meat shields. Viv saw bruises, wounds, denuded flesh. She shut it down. 
 
      
 
    On their side, the mountain warriors brandished their blades with resignation clear in their face. Time was short, and so Viv’s mind went into overdrive. 
 
      
 
    Draw a circle under her feet to help with the wide purge net. Inscribe the glyph for direction, to help. 
 
      
 
    Draw colorless mana. 
 
      
 
    Draw more of it. 
 
      
 
    Quickly. 
 
      
 
    Outliers hit their flank. There were marauders climbing on top of walls to throw stones. Some had slings. Solfis placed a hand on Viv’s shoulder. 
 
      
 
    //I will cover you, Your Grace. 
 
    //Unleash your hatred. 
 
      
 
    One of the slingers fell with an arrow through the skull. Another got a faceful of screeching dragonling. A third disappeared, dragged backward by a pale arm. She had enough colorless mana now. She manifested the runes Varska had taught her. Sound had been the mage’s favorite domain. 
 
      
 
    The mountain tribes spoke Old Imperial, while the invaders spoke Enorian. The two languages were close but not that close. It was the ancient language she picked for her next words. 
 
      
 
    “DOWN. DOWN ON THE GROUND. NOW.” 
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    She did not wait to see. Black mana flooded from her core into the circle and then back into her. Black tendrils grew around like Medusa’s hair. She was ready, so ready. Just had to wait . . . 
 
      
 
    The mountain women threw themselves forward. A portly old girl jumped on a teen and covered her head. Another unlucky one was stabbed as she fell, her hesitation fatal. There was still one standing. It would be enough. It would have to be enough. 
 
      
 
    “Purge net.” 
 
      
 
    Tendrils of absolute darkness whipped through the tight ranks of the marauders with a furious hiss. Some tried to get down. Some hid behind shields. It made no difference. Viv’s spells had become fast enough that she would be hard-pressed to dodge them, and there were dozens of tendrils. The first ranks were shredded. Blood pooled under their mangled bodies. 
 
      
 
    “FORWARD!” 
 
      
 
    Viv suddenly felt danger and was suddenly grabbed back, her nope shield fizzling in the air. Something clanged, and she found herself looking at Solfis’s yellow glare. There was a small impact on his shoulder’s armor. The runes glowed in the twilight. 
 
      
 
    “Wha?” 
 
      
 
    //Archer. 
 
    //Marruk, no exposure until I am back. 
 
      
 
    “Understood.” 
 
      
 
    Viv was grabbed and pushed back under Marruk’s door shield. For a few seconds, there was nothing to see except that one plank of wood. It was quite grainy. She felt a bit off. 
 
      
 
    Pretty sure someone had tried to off her with an arrow. 
 
      
 
    Women started to be pulled into the formation as the soldiers let them through. Most of them collapsed. A few were crying. Solfis landed back in the formation. 
 
      
 
    “Any chance you could help?” 
 
      
 
    //There could be another archer. 
 
    //Why don’t you stand up and help? 
 
      
 
    Viv did so. Their flanks were already buckling under the pressure of the bandits. 
 
      
 
    [Marauder, dangerous: one who follows a path dedicated to raiding, violence, and fighting beyond one’s limit.] 
 
      
 
    As she watched, a man with his throat slit managed to grab a shield and pull a mountain soldier forward, where his allies stabbed him. 
 
      
 
    “Werfer.” 
 
      
 
    Another furious hiss. The mass of bodies smashing against their lines evaporated. Some bandits dodged back or ran with smooth speed. Others fell to the ground and were melted anyway. As for the rest, they found themselves between a death cloud and vengeful blades. They died in droves. 
 
      
 
    “Got anymore like that?” Lorn yelled. 
 
      
 
    “One or two,” Viv replied. All the spells she had cast had been high consumption. She was already getting tired. 
 
      
 
    “Then do the other side!” 
 
      
 
    At the front, the Temple Guard had managed to recover most of the captives by virtue of stabbing any foes that approached. All of their fighters were far into the third path at the minimum, and they made short work of attackers, particularly the pair of inquisitors who were virtually unstoppable. Viv trotted while Marruk left her spot in the formation. This side had collapsed more, so the spell wouldn’t be as useful. She cast it anyway. Men fell and died. The spell ate through them, not in the way of acid but as if whatever part of their body was touched just went missing. A few used spells, gouts of light, and fire to try to protect themselves, but their attunement was pathetic. The werfer ate them too.  
 
      
 
    With the lines buckling, the battle turned into a more general melee. Some of the soldiers on the edge broke formation to rescue wounded allies or fleeing girls. Arrows and stones flew through the air. By Viv’s side, Marruk crumpled skulls and spines, one overhead strike at a time. As for Viv, she could feel her conduits struggling to draw mana from her core, and that meant that she was close to empty. She decided to pace herself by throwing the occasional Purge spell, focusing on the most beleaguered soldiers. It was more important to protect her allies than to kill now.  
 
      
 
    Despite her best efforts, soldiers fell under the marauders’ relentless assault. More than a few fighters got caught off guard after inflicting fatal wounds, only for their foes to strike at them with renewed vigor. Without the chain mail, there would have been a lot more fatalities. 
 
      
 
    The battle devolved into a grind. All the slingers had been taken out by then, so savagery fought against cold anger and lost. At one point, Viv’s side was reduced to less than thirty fighters covering the wounded, but Viv’s surgical strikes and the quality of their own soldiers carried the day. 
 
      
 
    The marauders never broke. They fought to the last man. Viv cast until her conduits were empty and drawing mana raked her soul. Solfis never left her side, though he sometimes lunged at a passing foe like a moray out of its hole. She stopped counting the times when someone she hit would stumble and fall because she had removed an important part of their nervous system. No flesh wounds for Viv.  
 
      
 
    The mop-up began. 
 
      
 
    For Viv, it meant standing around looking like she was not about to faint. For the others, it meant finishing off stragglers. The mountain soldiers, in particular, executed the wounded with the slow but brutal manner of those whose exhaustion warred with an undying hatred. All the women who had failed to join their circle had died. Viv counted six of them dotting the field, unarmed forms obvious in the background of marauders in thick cloth dyed white and blue. It stank of shit and blood. 
 
      
 
    Viv saw a temple guard calmly walk to a mewling bandit and stab him in the chest. She turned to Lorn, who had stayed near the large group of wounded they had been covering. He had used all the life mana he had and was now standing guard. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t take this as a challenge,” Viv said, “but doesn’t righteous war imply taking those who cannot defend themselves prisoners?” 
 
      
 
    He took it as a challenge. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, sure. Let me do the accelerated version of the events.” 
 
      
 
    The knight took out his sword and walked to a wounded bandit on the side. He was beyond help, eyes closed, breath short. 
 
      
 
    “I’d like to imagine that I took this man, healed him, dragged him back to the mines, put him in a prison that we do not have, and gave him food that we cannot spare. The day of the trial has come. You stand accused of murder, rape, banditry. The sentence is death.” 
 
      
 
    Lorn killed him. It was probably a mercy. 
 
      
 
    “Neriad asks for it, but he lets us define what is righteous. Right now, finishing our foes cleanly is more than they deserve, but I’ll do it anyway. By the way, you may want to check the village. Won’t be long before Corel breathes his last if he hasn’t already. Black mana wounds are extremely hard to heal, after all.” 
 
      
 
    Viv decided that leaving would be for the best. She could not even help with the wounded without keeling over anyway. Arthur landed nearby, maw dyed red, and they walked into the village. 
 
    

  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 65: Birds of a Feather 
 
      
 
    Viv’s older colleagues always had a faraway look when they mentioned Serbia and Kosovo. Now, Viv knew why. Out of all the heinous things people could do to each other, the wholesale slaughter of civilians topped the list, if not by horror, at least by frequency. It should have come as no surprise that funding an expedition to take land did not attract the most empathetic people, and that gathering raiders out of the group would lower the bar even more. Viv had simply not thought about it.  
 
      
 
    Corpses were strewn haphazardly through the rings of buried houses. Boys. Men. The raiders had bound older women to the flat walls of the communal hall. Their white hair fluttered in the wind under scarlet scarves. The slingers had used them for target practice. Farther down the road, cages waited, some of them open and their captives crashing on the ground in tears. The three Hadals were liberating the rest with a pilfered key.  
 
      
 
    “Marruk, could you let the others know that the prisoners need help?” 
 
      
 
    The shield bearer left without a word. Distaste was clear over her large face, and Viv could guess why. The Kark had made her opinion of human practices clear enough. 
 
      
 
    They found Corel lying on his side in a pool of blood. Anybody on Earth would have died of shock minutes before, but not him apparently, not with the stats fuckery. Viv wondered how that worked exactly. Was it magical energy that carried oxygen to his brain? Because most of the original fluid filling that role had left his body. Viv’s spell had hit him in the left clavicle. It had left a crescent of missing flesh reaching to his shoulder. Where the spell had hit, flesh and armor had been sheared off cleanly. There were no signs of burn or acidity. It was just gone. She noticed in passing that the spell had punched through at least two walls before digging into the ground. It had been a risk. There could have been civilians, but in her mind, eliminating a powerful leader had been worth it. 
 
      
 
    Corel saw her then and smirked in the bitter fashion of those who have lost too much to cry. It made Viv feel angry, with the background of slaughtered civvies. Someone who had stooped so low had no right to feel sorry for himself. 
 
      
 
    “Squeeeeee.” 
 
      
 
    Arthur had left to sniff the body of a kid. She did not appear to understand, and neither did Viv. 
 
      
 
    Corel knew things. She had to . . . she had to ask him.  
 
      
 
    She was just too angry. 
 
      
 
    “I suppose this is my fault as well?” she asked loudly, arms spread to expose the disaster around.  
 
      
 
    “Cockroaches clinging to their mountain slope. Useless. Let Kazar down,” he growled weakly. 
 
      
 
    “But not as much as you, Corel. I simply don’t get it. You were a cop, for fuck’s sake. I know that it was you who showed the raiders the path to the hidden mountain refuges. Only a local notable would have known, and you are the only turncoat so far.” 
 
      
 
    “Talk all you want,” the man gasped, “Kazar is dead. The one that mattered, not the gathering of idiots you’ll use as a stepping stone, Bob the Calamity. Resh was the city. You are just a parasite moving its corpse around.” 
 
      
 
    “Are those your last words? Is this how you want to end up, killed in a bandit raid you led yourself? A slaver, murderer, and rapist? Because the woman you admired died?” 
 
      
 
    Corel was gasping now. He had stopped trying to save himself, and the last of his life was quickly leaving. Viv knew that interrogating him now would yield no results. He was too stubborn, and he was dying too quickly. 
 
      
 
    “Better to destroy it all . . . than let you steal it . . .” 
 
      
 
    “You are insane.” 
 
      
 
    “Hah.” 
 
      
 
    The fallen captain’s eyes left her and focused on a point by her side. Inquisitor Denerim had come, followed by his apprentice. He was both livid and detached. 
 
      
 
    “Are you here . . . to judge me?” Corel rattled. 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    Denerim’s hand whipped like a snake and fastened on the fallen captain’s forehead. Meanwhile, his eyes shone like orbs of molten gold, and the hair of his gray-streaked beard lifted from some invisible wind radiating light from some unknown source. 
 
      
 
    “Know what they endured,” he roared. 
 
      
 
    Corel screamed. He screamed until he died. 
 
      
 
    Denerim shuddered. Viv was a bit disappointed. No information from the man, and yet he did suffer an absolutely horrendous and pathetic death, so there was that. She would take all the victories she could. 
 
      
 
    “You need a moment?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, please. Sometimes, I learn things from such punishment, but this time, I did not. I am sorry. It had to be done.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry. It was not like I absolutely had to kill him with my own hands.” 
 
      
 
    “No, ah, I forgot that you were a traveler. Sometimes carnage can give birth to aberrations. Abnormal monsters that actively hunt humans. I had to purify Corel’s soul, or dark magic could have focused on his powerful resentment to turn him into something even worse.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, yes, Farren mentioned something of the sort.” 
 
      
 
    The discussion petered out. A dozen soldiers were helping the caged prisoners down and toward the main group under the watchful gaze of the three Hadals. Temple guards went from body to body to touch them and stop them from rising as revenants. The wounded were taken care of by their fellows with bandages and magic. Not for the first time, Viv felt completely useless. Fortunately, Solfis had a great sense of timing. 
 
      
 
    //Your Grace, there is the matter of the archer that tried to kill you. 
 
      
 
    “Oh yeah. Are you okay, by the way? I saw damage on your frame.” 
 
      
 
    //The mark six version of the mage-killer frame has an integrated self-repair mechanism for long deployments. 
 
    //At the cost of durability. 
 
      
 
    “It’s the first time that I saw you damaged.” 
 
      
 
    //Indeed. 
 
    //We operate under strenuous circumstances, and I had to make do with improvised equipment. 
 
    //In an optimal setting, the dragon bone would have been treated with precious oils. 
 
    //And the glyphs would have been etched with silverite powder or an equivalent. 
 
    //The use of second-rate materials has led to this. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe we can give you armor or something.” 
 
      
 
    //No, Your Grace. 
 
    //Anything you come up with now will reduce my overall performance. 
 
    //Please consider that my loadout was designed by the empire’s top engineers. 
 
    //The mage killer can absorb and disperse all but the most devastating of spells. 
 
    //In exchange, my frame is vulnerable to physical damage. 
 
    //Armor would reduce my mobility, which is where my greatest advantage lies. 
 
    //I am a strike golem, not a guardian golem, after all. 
 
      
 
    “I realize that I never asked about your abilities. You told me that you were dedicated to hunting monsters and high-value targets, but I never dug deeper into the question.” 
 
      
 
    //You saw what I could do when I slew the necromancers. 
 
    //This was an accurate demonstration of my capabilities. 
 
    //With my current frame. 
 
    //As for why I stayed by your side instead of hunting, it was to protect you. 
 
    //Since this was the battle’s only point of failure. 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
      
 
    //You are a smart and resourceful heir, Your Grace, just as I had hoped. 
 
    //For example, using an arrow from a scout to guide your spells is a method that was recorded in my database. 
 
    //But it did not occur to me, because my ability to think outside of the basic parameters remains limited. 
 
    //It did occur to you, which shows that I can trust you to fulfill your role. 
 
    //As such, I calculated that we could only fail if you were disabled. 
 
    //I also calculated that there was a not-insignificant chance that the prince would send an assassin to take you off while you were distracted. 
 
    //By using the fallen captain as bait. 
 
    //It is the sort of cheap, honorless tactics my prediction algorithms have come to expect from that thin-blooded upstart. 
 
      
 
    Solfis walked and led Viv and Arthur to a small hovel behind which a man lay dead. He was dressed in what she could only qualify as a medieval Ghillie suit, complete with terracotta dust and pieces of grass. The interesting part was his bow, which was very large and looked deadly. It was made from a dark sort of wood Viv had never seen before. 
 
      
 
    [Killer yew bow, enchanted: This bow requires a large amount of power to draw. It is best suited for dedicated paths.] 
 
      
 
    It looked nasty, but not as nasty as the barbed javelins that served as its arrows. 
 
      
 
    “So, Prince Lancer gathered all the disgruntled among his group and threw them at us with the hope that they would inflict enough damage before they died.” 
 
      
 
    //Historical records hint that just getting rid of them could have been an equally important objective. 
 
    //A summary analysis of the marauders’ equipment indicates that most of it was their own. 
 
    //The quality is simply too low to have belonged to a proper regiment. 
 
    //Additionally, there was a high likelihood that you would show up. 
 
    //Hence why he sent a sniper to take you off, just in case. 
 
      
 
    “He’s really taking the cheap-investment, high-return approach every time. He must really need the money.” 
 
      
 
    //Would that alter your plans, Your Grace?” 
 
      
 
    Viv thought about it for a moment, then shook her head. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think so. The way I see it, he’s going for the low-hanging fruits in a bid for his father’s seat. He got the money from the settlers, then he’ll get the money from the slaves he’ll bring back since there are at least six to eight hundred people who did not evacuate in time. He’s fulfilled most of his objectives, and after he’s gone, he won’t really care about Kazar. It was never a strategic objective anyway.” 
 
      
 
    //The iron mine will change this. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, but only after he takes the throne, I think. We’re all secondary concerns to him. He’ll want to do the bare minimum, then piss off to the power race that will come with the season for war. We wait for him to leave, and then we take the city back.” 
 
      
 
    //I must ask, Your Grace. 
 
    //You take the city back, then what? 
 
    //You will be the most driving element in what is technically a separatist revolutionary government. 
 
    //Against one of the continent’s most powerful kingdoms. 
 
    //Is this how you envisioned your stay in Nyil? 
 
      
 
    “No, I guess not.” 
 
      
 
    //What will you do then? 
 
      
 
    “I have not decided yet,” she lied. 
 
      
 
    Solfis leaned forward, and his yellow orbs pulsed once in their cavities. He tilted his head. To Viv, he looked smug. 
 
      
 
    //I see. 
 
    //I, Sofis, am delighted to see that your objectives now go beyond just going back to your home realm. 
 
      
 
    Viv cursed in her mind when she realized that he was completely right. At first, she had been a tourist. Clearly, Nyil had a lot of stuff going, but it did not really concern her, as she was just a transient. Now, she cared. It was like going to some obscure country for two weeks of hiking, getting trapped there by a government crackdown, and joining the guerilla. She had been pulled in so deep that even if someone popped out from nowhere to offer her a ticket back, she would not accept it. 
 
      
 
    Not while Arthur was vulnerable, not while over a thousand people depended on her for their survival. 
 
      
 
    And not, she had to admit, until she had her revenge.  
 
      
 
    “Fuck.” 
 
      
 
    //Welcome home, Your Grace. 
 
      
 
    Viv glared and was quickly reminded that glaring at Solfis was an exercise in futility. The cold shower of the recent realization also calmed her down. Revenge was good, but she would not drag Kazar into it. She would find another way. And if Prince Lancer actually won both the throne and the war, she would probably have to give up, at least until she gathered a lot of support. She was not completely insane. 
 
      
 
    Damn. 
 
      
 
    What a world. 
 
      
 
    //Should we return to the group, Your Grace? 
 
      
 
    “Hold on, let me get the bow and arrows. No need to let them go to waste. Let’s go and talk to the Hadals. I’m curious.” 
 
      
 
    They moved out and found that all the civilians had been freed and moved. The Hadals were now lounging on top of the cages like sated tigers. Their leader, a woman, followed Viv with their eyes as she approached. She dropped gracefully down when they were close enough. 
 
      
 
    “Hi,” Viv greeted, “we have not met yet. Can I ask your name?” 
 
      
 
    “Two-Six,” the other replied in the same raspy voice as Irao. She was smoother than him, less awkward. There was also a bite to her tone and posture that Viv normally enjoyed but was a bit too tired to appreciate right now. Two-Six shared the same skeletal traits as Irao. They looked more exotic on her, and a tad softer as well. Black hair reached to her shoulders, tied in a ponytail that was a bit too thin. She had shaved both sides of her head, and Viv thought she looked a bit like a goth who had adopted the man-bun. She immediately felt guilty for the unkind thought. 
 
      
 
    “Well, hello, Two-Six. Folks may not say it since you’re a recent addition, so thanks. I appreciate you getting those slingers off our backs and rescuing the civvies.” 
 
      
 
    Two-Six nodded, and so did her two bald companions.  
 
      
 
    “Appreciated. The mountain warriors actually did thank us. Lorn did it as well. We are pleased. And relieved.” 
 
      
 
    “You were testing to see if integration was possible?” Viv asked, curious.  
 
      
 
    The woman smiled in return. “Not integration. Cooperation. Living together. Most of us still struggle with . . . normal people. The lads and I are second-generation Hadals. We have less of what makes us us, so we are better able to function around normal people.” 
 
      
 
    “I was not aware that Hadals had different, errrr, strains?” Viv asked, trying not to make it too awkward, but Two-Six just laughed. 
 
      
 
    “No, I mean that my mom was a Hadal but my dad was a normal human.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh.” 
 
      
 
    “She told me that a large amount of mead was involved.” 
 
      
 
    “I see.” 
 
      
 
    She was trying to test her, Viv thought. Two-Six’s mouth smiled, but her eyes didn’t. 
 
      
 
    “Half of our group are first-generation. They tend to survive better because they were better trained, you see? It’s hard to make it to adulthood when half of the world kills you on sight.” 
 
      
 
    “Hopefully this will change now that you have joined us,” Viv answered. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. Hopefully. I know that you took a risk and expect us to pull our own weight, so I decided to join the war effort. More of us will assist as time goes on and we . . . recover. This is the first time in my life that I can show myself for what I am and not get hunted.” 
 
      
 
    Contrary to Irao, her eyes were black, not yellow and slitted like a cat’s, but as Viv watched, they shone red in the dim light, and she thought there might be some illusion at hand. Obviously the Hadal was still on-guard, and Viv only understood too well why she would protect herself. After what must have been decades of persecution, any entity that welcomed them must be seen as a trap. It didn’t really matter to Viv so long as the woman carried her own weight. 
 
      
 
    As Viv pondered, Two-Six came to a decision. Her mask of casual snark disappeared, and her expression grew serious but not aggressive. 
 
      
 
    “Look, I’m not going to threaten you. You know what we can do. We know what your golem can do. Just think though. Right now, most of us wait for the hammer to drop on us. If you are what you say you are, you stand to gain our eternal gratitude. All the remaining Hadals survived for a reason, and all of them will eventually make their way here. I’ll be your hand in the dark in the meanwhile, but please just give it a real chance. You won’t regret it, I swear.” 
 
      
 
    “I was honest when I said that all were welcome regardless of species so long as they behaved,” Viv assured. “I just hope that one day you will trust me enough to believe those words.” 
 
      
 
    Again, utter platitudes, but the Hadal liked it, or so it seemed. Viv decided to move and check on what was going on before the conversation grew awkward. It turned out that the Temple Guards had things well in hand. The mountain soldiers, less so. They had fourteen fatalities out of about fifty fighters. It was an incredibly high number. Most armies would have broken long before it happened. As such, she and her allies had to wait for a full day before everything got sorted and the bodies were incinerated using very efficient pyres. The return to the capital was not the triumphant march Viv hoped it would be. They had many of the rescued civilians with them who were to be split among distant families. The handful of small villages Corel’s raiders had found were nothing but graveyards now.  
 
      
 
    Marredyn, the mountain leader, took Viv apart during the humble celebration feast he insisted on having. They made their way to the stairs of his long house, and she caught a few discussions that were happening between mountain folks who could understand Enorian and her own archers. 
 
      
 
    “So, the rules that direct how we live together are called the social contract, right? But a social contract is implicit. That’s just a fancy way to say that it ain’t written down, you see? So you got to write the rules down, or else old Ramak down the street can say it’s okay to eat your apples, and you say it ain’t, and it’s a right mess. So first, you got to write the general mood of the rules. Principles. And there comes the constitution . . .” 
 
      
 
    She felt like she’d started a cult.  
 
      
 
    Marredyn didn’t seem to notice. Up they went, under the rafters. The mountain leader’s office was small and made of wood, and more importantly, only contained a handful of papers. It reminded Viv that she was on the frontier of a world that didn’t have much of an industry that she could see, and that Marredyn had to govern without notes. She wondered if he had a skill for that. 
 
      
 
    As for the leader, he sat down heavily and stared at Viv with hooded eyes. They reflected under the orange glow of a pungent candle. He waited for a few minutes, long enough for Viv to grow distinctly uncomfortable. Only her habit of ignoring cheap tactics prevented her from squirming. 
 
      
 
    She didn’t think that Marredyn was doing it on purpose. 
 
      
 
    “You are going to attack Kazar and try to retake it,” the old man finally said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    It was no secret, or at least no secret to anyone on her side. Marredyn was on her side. If he had not been there before, he was now. 
 
      
 
    “What will happen if you succeed? Will you change the terms we had with Mayor Ganimatalo? After all, Kazar will have to be rebuilt.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t even know what terms those were, and I’m not interested right now. We have a saying where I come from. Don’t sell the rathclaw’s pelt before you’ve killed it.” 
 
      
 
    It was a good-enough approximation. 
 
      
 
    “I see. The mayor allowed us to trade not just with the Church of Neriad but with some select armed forces I will not name for confidentiality reasons. She took a 10 percent share in return.”  
 
      
 
    He leaned forward. 
 
      
 
    “If you waive that fee for the next ten years, we will lend you soldiers. Fifty well-trained mountain warriors with their equipment, just like those you fought alongside with today. Think about it.” 
 
      
 
    Viv did not have to think. She felt something in him that she recognized in herself. It was the leadership skills. She understood it better then. Leadership was possibly one of the few skills where progress came from without, not from within. It was a mark of the world on her soul that told the other: here is a mover, here is a shaker, and here is someone who gets shit done. Marredyn outclassed her completely, but she had another social skill well suited for the situation. 
 
      
 
    Viv let it happen. Something rose with her anger. It was the same vague feeling that permeated her being when she was doing, shall we say, aggressive negotiation. 
 
      
 
    She leaned forward in return. 
 
      
 
    “You know, we found traces of your deadland walkers scouting the mine while you were away.” 
 
      
 
    The man blinked at the non sequitur. 
 
      
 
    “Now I can appreciate that you look after your own first and foremost,” she continued, “that’s why you sent people sniffing around the mine for opportunities even though the Church of Neriad claimed it first. After all, it’s a cruel world. Likewise, I can understand that you want to cover yourself against a leader who you are not familiar with.” 
 
      
 
    Her Intimidation aura spread throughout the room, and even the ever-canny Marredyn took a deep breath. 
 
      
 
    “But what I can’t tolerate is people fucking with me, because I represent Kazar, and fucking with us is not something that’s in your best interest. Not now, not ever. So I’m going to be perfectly clear. You will send those soldiers because you can’t afford to ignore your villages being so casually destroyed and your people murdered and taken. You are going to send those soldiers because if you don’t do shit, when I return in one month, someone else will be sitting in your chair wearing that fancy turban. I’m not someone you screw with that easily, old man, and I don’t appreciate you trying.” 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Leadership: beginner 7 
    
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Intimidation: intermediate 5 
    
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Hm. That Intimidation rise was slightly worrisome. 
 
      
 
    “Fair enough, young one, fair enough,” Marredyn replied with a chuckle. He showed no more signs of tension. “You will forgive an old man his tricks. I was not asking for much, I assure you, but I agree. It was inappropriate. Please accept my apologies.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll accept actions, not words. Also, I have a proposal.” 
 
      
 
    The old man’s eyes glinted with the fires of greed. It would take more than Viv to affect him in the long run, it seemed. 
 
      
 
    “Do tell.” 
 
      
 
    “We could train your men for food.” 
 
      
 
    “Our men are already trained.” 
 
      
 
    “Your men are trained like a militia handling well-made but antiquated equipment. You have lost much of what you used to be.” 
 
      
 
    “And you have found a way to recover it?” 
 
      
 
    “I have.” 
 
      
 
    He remained silent for a while. 
 
      
 
    “What we have lost, eh? We have lost much, and not just training methods. We are those who didn’t stray far and returned as soon as we could, but the deadlands stopped receding. They had reached an equilibrium.” 
 
      
 
    “There is a way to claim back more ground, and you already use it. I can make more ward stones. Although we both know that it’s not what you need. You need to reclaim your legacy. You need more breathing room than just the leagues of harsh terrain you stubbornly cling onto. You need to live, not just survive, or you will never fully flourish.” 
 
      
 
    “You are exaggerating. We have traditions that keep us strong. However, I have to admit that we could accomplish much more with more means. Suppose we accept your offer of training against food, what then?” 
 
      
 
    “You can always join us through a military alliance.” 
 
      
 
    Marredyn laughed. 
 
      
 
    “No, I know what you are going for. We will not bend to a Kazaran. Never.” 
 
      
 
    “We shall see how things develop, shall we? In the meanwhile, I need an answer.” 
 
      
 
    “Two hundred crates of fresh greens over the next two months by weekly delivery. A hundred of various tubers and millet to feed my fifty men for this duration. This is a generous offer. Please do not push me now.” 
 
      
 
    Viv made a quick calculation. Two hundred crates was a massive amount, practically a full warehouse. They had only brought several times that number to begin with. It would not just stretch their food, but it would also bring variety to everyone’s diet, an important aspect of morale. Marredyn’s offer was indeed generous. More importantly, her political instincts told her that the old grumbly man had thrown his pride into the mix. To object now was to invite a worse trade, and she would accept it anyway. They were desperate. 
 
      
 
    “Deal. And thank you.” 
 
      
 
    “We have suffered more losses in soldiers yesterday than we have in the past two years combined. Thank me after this is all over by bringing me my people back.” 
 
      
 
    “That is the plan.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 66: The Gathering Storm 
 
      
 
    Training picked up. The mines now had the peculiar mood of a home army camp on the eve of deployment. Half of it was all business, but the other half did their best to make the circumstances more pleasant. The baths were kept clean and well-flooded, there were new constructions rising every week, and a few kind souls had spent a lot of time and mana to create bushes of wildflowers, bringing some much-needed green to the desolate place. Viv spent her days either practicing outside or accompanying convoys to and from the Yries camp and specific hunting grounds that only the Hadals dared travel. She fought the moles again, the bats, two giant worms, a sort of trap lamprey that dropped from the ceiling, and a particularly pungent gut spiller. The Yries asked her to help clear the vale outside their cave, which she did for a few more services. Her efforts bore fruit, and she got a pleasant surprise after a particularly intense practice with the inquisitors. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Mana Sense, Mana Manipulation, and Mana Absorption have merged into the advanced skill: Mana Mastery at novice 1. 
    
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    It was a breakthrough, one that had a distinct and lasting impact on her perception of the world. Mana pervaded everything, absolutely everything. Even the stones had a potential, an impact on their surroundings that went beyond the mere physical. The entire world of Nyil was . . . malleable. Someone powerful enough could turn it into a salt plain or an eternal garden. It would take an impossible existence but it was technically feasible. Mana colors were not true colors but categories of intents left on reality. She could taste them, feel them, see them . . . not manipulate them, though, since she did not have the proper distribution, and that was strange. 
 
      
 
    She could see the red around a lit torch, but she could not grasp it with her mind. It felt strange to her, distant, though not alien. It just did not recognize her. The part of her soul that moved the world did not have the limbs to touch red mana. Trying was a strange and frustrating experience, but the frustration lasted only so long as she didn’t try to touch the black. When she did, well . . . 
 
      
 
    Once, Varska had said that using mana was struggling against the will of the world. It certainly felt that way with colorless mana, which was simply raw potential. Black mana was an entirely different beast altogether. Before, it was like an overeager Labrador puppy. Now, it was a bloodhound. Even if Viv’s control was far from perfect, the energy still flowed in and around her with lithe, deadly grace. It begged to be unleashed. It almost felt . . . alive. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Lost Heiress: 1/10 
    
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Her Attunement had also reached 24.2 percent. The idea that such an abstract concept could be measured with math baffled her to no end, yet it came from the god of magic, so who was she to judge? Concretely, she was on the verge of casting her artillery spells the way they were meant to be, not their simplified version. Her mana channels also reached the mage level, and her ability to cast continuously increased dramatically. All in all, it felt like a massive improvement after months of relentless pursuit. She sometimes wished she had gotten it a bit before, but quickly told herself that it may not have helped much. 
 
      
 
    The Yries made good on their promises, and they delivered heavy armor and weapons with regularity. The trainees selected for this week’s shipments immediately switched to their proper gear and discarded those that had been pilfered from revenants. The armors themselves were iron, very dark, and made by means unknown. They had a glassy, pitted quality to them that gave off a raw vibe that worried her until the town smith and the church conducted some tests. 
 
      
 
    “This is prime work, if ugly. I threw an ax at it, and the thing barely got dented. The owls sure know how to build things.” 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, the rest of the goodies arrived, mostly Yries crossbows. Those were not new. They were the sort of cobbled-together weapons the strange beings had used on the revenants, yet they were effective, and the guards took a liking to their own. Many took to decorating their weapons, with some turning into real works of art. The only parts left untouched were those dedicated to firing, and they were mercifully standard, so bolts were interchangeable. 
 
      
 
    Viv got her silverite tool delivered with the black mana stone used as pommel. It was not a short staff, of course. She wasn’t some sort of field marshal. It was a knife. 
 
      
 
    A big-ass knife. 
 
      
 
    To stab people, because why not have the option? She was going to bring that thing into battle and did not see the point of looking like a cheerleader. It also came with a sheath that complimented her off-gray robes pretty well. 
 
      
 
    The design was both simple and exquisite and truly showed what a master forger could achieve when skills and magic were involved. She didn’t think that a modern computer-based cutting machine could have done any better. Most of the surface was left untouched except for a few shield glyphs that immediately proved useful. 
 
      
 
    Pok. 
 
      
 
    “Aw, DAMMIT!”  
 
      
 
    Hss. 
 
      
 
    “Hah, I got it this time. 
 
      
 
    Paf. 
 
      
 
    “Gah, not the shin, you ASSHOLE!” 
 
      
 
    Day after day, the children of Kazar would sneak up on her and throw small stones to help her train her Acuity Reflex. The skill allowed her to cast at an incredible speed when in danger, replacing finesse-based reflexes with mental ones. It was an incredibly useful survival tool, and she was more than happy to see it develop. The only problem was that she was convinced that the little twerps had gotten skill increases too. They were merciless. Solfis had even been forced to implement one-hour breaks between attempts so that she could practice in relative peace. 
 
      
 
    Arthur was a bit surprised about the violence at first, yet she understood the concept of mock battle and training. 
 
      
 
    “No.” 
 
      
 
    “Squee?” 
 
      
 
    “Not you too. No.” 
 
      
 
    “Squeeeee . . .” 
 
    

  
 
    She was not the only one making progress. A month after the start of the training, Solfis went to visit her as she was recovering near the well. He had brought Ban with him. The old, retired militiaman looked even more thunderous and wiry now, all lean muscles like taut steel cables. His long white beard jutted out of his heavy helmet while his dark gaze zeroed on Viv with laser-like intensity. As for the Lost Heiress, she was trying to chill, and the atmosphere had just turned dead serious. 
 
      
 
    “Yes?” she asked, regaining her composure. 
 
      
 
    //We have achieved success, Your Grace. 
 
    //Ban has reached a milestone, and he is able to upgrade his path. 
 
    //There is only one condition left to achieve. 
 
      
 
    “I need to swear allegiance to the Harrakan Empire,” Ban said, looking miffed. “Can’t say that I’m ecstatic.” 
 
      
 
    “The Old Empire? The one that blew up completely?” 
 
      
 
    //You are considered as heiress to the empire, Your Grace. 
 
    //I am aware that I stretched the rules to nominate you when we met. 
 
    //However, it appears that the dead god, Nous, has a sense of humor. 
 
    //Ban must swear allegiance to you. 
 
      
 
    “Errr, fine? I guess? Is there a ceremony or . . .” 
 
      
 
    “Not so fast,” the old man stopped her. He took a deep breath, quite flustered. 
 
      
 
    “Look, I swore to myself that I would never bend the knee again to any man. Or woman, I suppose. I am forced into a situation I don’t like one bit. That said, hmm, if it will improve our chances against Prince Lancer, then, harrumph, I suppose that I can make that sacrifice. However . . .” 
 
      
 
    And there Ban’s expression grew so dark that Viv could have sworn that it was a skill. It was particularly impactful because Ban was quite strong, his black armor was quite thick, and he had a full metal practice stick that looked like it weighed a ton. 
 
      
 
    “Betray the ideals you’ve shown, ask me to kill children or the like, and you’ll get my spear through the guts, even if it kills me. You won’t see it coming, but you sure as Enttiku will feel it going out. We clear?” 
 
      
 
    “Perfectly clear.” 
 
      
 
    Solfis didn’t say anything, so Viv assumed it was all fine. 
 
      
 
    Ban sighed again, a powerful movement that shook his whole torso. 
 
      
 
    “Right. Right. I, Ban, son of Greror, solemnly swear to serve the heir, long may she live, for the good of the empire and its people. Gah! Harrak eternal.” 
 
      
 
    //Harrak eternal. 
 
      
 
    “It . . . It’s working.” 
 
      
 
    Viv inspected the man as his eyes grew wide as saucers. 
 
      
 
    [Harrakan heavy recruit: dangerous, a man who follows the path of the Harrakan heavy infantry. He focuses on heavy pole weapons, group formations, and squad tactics.] 
 
      
 
    Ban relaxed, and his eyelids fluttered. 
 
      
 
    “By Neriad’s balls, that is one powerful path. If this is the norm, then no wonder real infantry tore us to shreds. Fuck. This is so unfair.” 
 
      
 
    //Ah, yes, the world is unfair. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t patronize me.” 
 
      
 
    //But it is quite nice when it is unfair in your favor, is it not? 
 
      
 
    “. . . Yeah.” 
 
      
 
    //Let us stack the odds. 
 
    //Back to it, recruit. 
 
      
 
    “It feels so strange not to be called a maggot anymore . . .” 
 
      
 
    //That’s the spirit, recruit. 
 
    //Now go back to training with the other maggots. 
 
      
 
    Viv watched them leave and returned to her practice. 
 
    

  
 
    The next pleasant surprise happened one morning as a regular Yries convoy reached town. The owl creatures had come often to trade stuff, and the Kazarans had only been too happy to oblige. It had the added effect of giving jobs to the less martial members of the community. This time, the visitors were unexpectedly joined by Lak-Tak, the large female stone weaver. She requested to see Viv, and a crowd gathered before the mine’s entrance to watch the scene, with the light of the morning sun shining from behind the mountains. 
 
      
 
    “Friend Viviane, you have been truthful and fair in your dealings with us so far. After we were chased from our homes, we had a poor opinion of your species. We still do, but we think you and Farren and the others might pave the way forward to greater cooperation.” 
 
      
 
    Lak-Tak spoke in a slow and determined voice, each syllable clipped but perfectly clear. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Lak-Tak. It means a lot coming from the Yries,” Viv replied, appreciative. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. By greater cooperation, we mean more exchanges and more trades. You can even come and visit sometimes, but generally we would like to be left alone.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course.” 
 
      
 
    Blunt. 
 
      
 
    “To symbolize our friendship, we have designed a shield that will prove useful to you. We remember that you were hurt by a quarrel. This shield will stop the quarrels and arrows that will come this way. Please note that this is not an oath. Also, please note that the shield only blocks quarrels that hit it. You still need to hide behind.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, thank you. That will be very useful.” 
 
      
 
    Marruk grumbled something, but Viv thought that it was a delicate attention. The powerful Kark fighter could only “gate-keep” (haha) the enemy from one direction at the time. And it was true that the Yries quarrel that hurt her had passed through her partially formed shield, only looking a bit corroded. The snipers probably had arrows that were even more efficient. It did not hurt to have more protection, not to mention that she usually didn’t use her hands to cast anyway. That was more of a mage thing. She was much more instinctual. 
 
      
 
    “This is a very thoughtful gift,” Viv added in her most earnest voice as she was handed her newest piece of gear. It felt nice to get free stuff once in a while. 
 
      
 
    “You are welcome. Please kill Lancer. If not, please keep him away from us. After that, please remain the same.” 
 
      
 
    “I will not turn on you, if that’s what you fear. I promise.” 
 
      
 
    “I think that you believe your own words. I also know that humans desire much. I hope that you remember this moment when it will be convenient and easy to go back on your word. Then, you will know your own measure.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. And I hope it never comes to that.” 
 
      
 
    “It will. Iron is very valuable. Goodbye, Viviane the Lost Heiress. Stay alive and stay yourself. The drill is almost finished. We will send it up soon.” 
 
      
 
    The Yries passed a spindly limb over her heart, or at least Viv thought it was her heart. It might have been her gallbladder. She nodded once and departed with the other Yries squawking excitedly at the sight of greenery. They were gone soon after. 
 
      
 
    Viv looked at her shield. It was round and surprisingly light given its girth. It came with a harness that she had to wear to fix it on her back, which allowed her to just reach for it over her head in an instant. The surface was sheer and gray except for a single inscription on the side that did not feel magical. 
 
      
 
    “It’s the symbol for Yries!” the town smith grumbled. “Can’t have you go into battle wearing foreign colors. Gimme dat." 
 
      
 
    Viv did because the rest of the crowd cheered at his words. The piece was returned to her later with a flat layer of metal half a finger thick added on the opposite side of the symbol. The smith had inscribed the tree of Kazar on it. It was rather cute. 
 
      
 
    “I won’t mess with that inscription of theirs. For all I know, it’s part of the enchantments, and besides, it’s bad luck to erase an artist’s signature.” 
 
      
 
    The added layer probably messed with the balance, but it was not like she knew how to wield a shield anyway. She inspected it. 
 
      
 
    [Reinforced Yries Aegis (enchanted): this masterwork was designed specifically to protect its wielder against piercing attacks by spreading the impact over its entire surface.] 
 
      
 
    Nifty. Now she only needed a proper helmet.  
 
      
 
    Training continued, with Viv keeping her shield with her to protect her back at least. Eighteen more trainees changed paths over the next two weeks, while the rest dropped. A few of the guards gained skills related to crossbow handling and integrated them into their existing path. The mountain tribe soldiers did not change paths since an oath of allegiance was required. The army of Kazar was close to taking shape, and Solfis successfully requested joint maneuvers. Viv found herself spending a few afternoons hunkering behind Marruk, walking around behind ranks of infantry. The golem had advised the adoption of a combined line of shields and ranged weapons, in this specific case, crossbows, which were effective in small-scale battles. Viv had no idea if it would work or not. She was not a student of military history to begin with, and skills would fuck with her assessment in any case. Better to let the experts decide. 
 
      
 
    Lorn had approved. 
 
      
 
    It was impressive how important formations were perceived to be, and how much effort was spent making sure that the army would hold together until past the wall where it would (hopefully) split. Even with skills backing the movement of the soldiers, there were accidents and bumbles. They did little to soften the sight of three hundred men and women moving in unison to reclaim their home. She just hoped that most of them would make it.  
 
      
 
    So far, the army was a patchwork of different forces. She could count on the twenty or so Temple Guards still alive, the deadliest force they had. Then came the twenty Harrakan heavy infantry. Together, those formed the core of their shock troops. Behind, they had fifty borrowed mountain soldiers with decent weapons and armor and another hundred guards in leather, gambeson, and the rare brigandine. The crossbowmen were all guards. Over a hundred poorly-equipped militia made up the rest of their force. Viv and the others had done their very best to recover and repair equipment from the hordes of revenants they had slain, but no amount of gear would turn them into anything else but chaff. They were useful for holding the line, and that was it. Viv hoped that they would not pay too heavy a price for their courage. Finally, Kazar also had its hunters and a handful of Hadal strains, but those would operate by themselves. 
 
      
 
    Things were taking shape.  
 
      
 
    Food was growing scarce, and yet their diet remained varied thanks to the hunts and mountain tribe deliveries. Viv was growing tired of the eternal broth and congees. She missed desserts. She also decided not to voice her opinion on the subject.  
 
      
 
    Finally, after almost two months of exile, it happened. Viv was getting changed in her assigned room, which had windows over the mine entrances, when she heard a voice. 
 
      
 
    //You may want to wait a minute. 
 
      
 
    “I have news,” Irao’s raspy voice came through the door. 
 
      
 
    //And it can wait a minute. 
 
    //There is a fine line between lack of social graces and lack of common sense. 
 
    //See that you do not cross it. 
 
      
 
    “I’m presentable!” she announced, clad in a comfortable dress. 
 
      
 
    Irao let himself in and stared at her for a second. 
 
      
 
    “Yes?” she finally said. 
 
      
 
    “I want to say that I did not want to see you getting changed. I also find you pretty but too dangerous and have no romantic interest in you. It is a nice dress though.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not flirting with you, Irao, the dress is for my own comfort.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, sorry. I wanted to make sure.” 
 
      
 
    Outside, the golem let out a strange warble that sounded suspiciously like a laugh. 
 
      
 
    “You had something to say?” Viv asked, split between amusement and cringe. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Prince Lancer finished overseeing the land theft, gathered over three hundred slaves, and then departed. He left Kazar in the hands of a nobleman with over a hundred bridgers to back him up, as well as one earth hybrid caster. He departed three days ago.” 
 
      
 
    Viv immediately bounced forward, her feet carrying her past her humble cot. 
 
      
 
    “So this is it. We need to alert the council.” 
 
      
 
    “I had my kin do so. You may join them when ready.” 
 
      
 
    Viv grumbled about having to change back into her slightly damp and sweaty robes. Gogen’s brood kept the place, and Viv’s underwear, clean. They still needed a few hours to do so. Viv made her way down to the main square and met everyone in the room. Some of the resting warriors saw her pass and gave each other knowing elbow bumps. The hunters and Hadals had reported movement and the preparation of a convoy, so everyone was expecting news any time. 
 
      
 
    “So, this is it,” Farren said. He was distinctively paler. His fingers worried a corner of one of their few inventory books without him realizing it. Lorn nodded, expression grim yet determined. His group had suffered the most casualties relative to their size since the beginning of the year. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s give ourselves a few days before the main group leaves. The scouts can go now. As for the main convoy, it will be soldiers, then the medical group, then the smiths and quartermaster, and finally the non-combatants, as agreed.” 
 
      
 
    It was decided not to split the Kazarans. Unarmed folks were just prey without dedicated fighters to protect them, so they might as well follow. It was sink or swim anyway. If the Kazaran army failed, the population would have to choose between slavery and death.  
 
      
 
    Viv hoped it never came to that. 
 
      
 
    “We are ready with medical supplies. Our alchemist did his best, and we have twenty-three batches of flesh-mending potions to split among the fighters. They are low quality due to lack of, well, everything, so do not expect miracles.” 
 
      
 
    “We are fine food-wise. We rationed in order to have enough for another three weeks but we can increase the rations for a few days so that everyone goes to battle well-fed,” Farren added. 
 
      
 
    Viv was looking forward to that, she had lost a bit of weight, and she didn’t have many reserves to start with. 
 
      
 
    Denerim spoke next. The inquisitor had remained aware of his status as an outsider, so his interventions were few. “I suggest that we hold a mass prayer before . . .” 
 
      
 
    His words were interrupted when a soldier barged in. His eyes found Viv immediately. “Goodmother! That is, ma’am. Your drake is very sick. It has collapsed on the ground.” 
 
      
 
    Fuck. 
 
    


  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 67: Fever 
 
      
 
    Viv was out of the room before the soldier could utter another word. She sprinted out the door and out into the complex in front of the mines. It wasn’t too hard to find Arthur because kids hung on every corner, running around in panic. They all pointed toward the baths. 
 
      
 
    Viv ran. She spotted the dragonette’s prone form and slid by her side. Her body radiated heat. 
 
      
 
    “Eeeeee.” 
 
      
 
    Fever, a big one. Viv took the heavy creature in her arms and hissed in pain, changing her posture. The scales scalded her. Had to bring that down a bit, as Arthur was decidedly uncomfortable. She ran into the baths and dove into a nearby pool still wearing her dress. Arthur shivered. Her clawed hands pierced Viv’s skin a bit, and the caster grit her teeth, but her charge sighed in relief.  
 
      
 
    Viv’s mind was a mess. 
 
      
 
    She should have paid more attention to the dragon instead of spending so much time training and doing politics. She should have checked her health. She should have interacted more with the small one, instead of doing the bare minimum for months, because she thought she was too busy. She was a shit surrogate mother. Now Arthur was burning and she didn’t know why. 
 
      
 
    As despair gripped her heart and the fever kept going, Viv inspected the dragonling in her arms. At first, she felt very little because of her turmoil, but soon her perception became more acute and the strands appeared clearly to her mind. Arthur had colors about her. More specifically, she had all of them. Ropes like a kaleidoscope shimmered across her skin while her horns appeared to pull mana from around. Viv could see thick black tendrils emerging from her own body. It did not hurt at all, nor did it feel intrusive. Her mana was full, and this just looked like overflow being captured before it could dissipate.  
 
      
 
    Viv had never noticed, never paid attention. 
 
      
 
    “Squeee.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry. I’m here now.” 
 
      
 
    The dragonette held Viv hard, clearly dismayed. Viv felt the incredible power in her limbs. She had witnessed Arthur tear revenants and men to ribbons in mere moments, yet even now in her hour of pain, the little one only used enough strength to keep herself latched. Viv cupped some water and rubbed a snout she could not see, above her shoulder. Arthur’s breath came raspy and hurried. 
 
      
 
    “What’s wrong with you, won’t you tell?” 
 
      
 
    And she did. 
 
      
 
    Viv watched, mesmerized, as Arthur used blue mana to manipulate liquids, more specifically the water they were in. Characters coalesced with slow purpose. They were blurry but readable. 
 
      
 
    S. 
 
      
 
    Hard C. 
 
      
 
    W. 
 
      
 
    E. 
 
      
 
    “Squee,” Viv summarized. 
 
      
 
    “Squee!” 
 
      
 
    She didn’t know what she expected. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know why you have a fever. I don’t know if you’re sick or poisoned or about to blow up. Do you need me to get you anything?” 
 
      
 
    Arthur grabbed her a bit tighter. 
 
      
 
    “Alright, I’m not going anywhere. We can just stay here and wait it out. You can relax.” 
 
      
 
    And she did try, but it proved difficult. Arthur was on and off, sometimes moving and sometimes sleeping fitfully. Viv had to lie back against the bath’s stone walls to let her arms rest a bit. At some point, Marruk brought her a bowl of something she gulped down without tasting it. Kids would occasionally whisper from beyond the walls in frantic voices. There were no changes. Late afternoon turned to evening, and evening to night, and Arthur was still burning. Viv had to change bath because the previous one was quickly turning nice and steamy.  
 
      
 
    The hours went on. 
 
      
 
    Viv tired and let her mind wander. She yawned. Someone knocked on the door. 
 
      
 
    “Yes?” 
 
      
 
    “May I come in?” Farren asked. 
 
      
 
    “Eeeeeeee!” 
 
      
 
    “Hm, let’s talk through the door. Arthur is feeling territorial.” 
 
      
 
    “Fine. I would like to point out that the moment we have been waiting for and working toward is finally upon us. We need to make ready to depart. As much as I appreciate you taking care of your pet, you are carrying the hopes of over a thousand people. Don’t you think that you should set your priorities straight?” 
 
      
 
    “Calm down, Farren, Kazar isn’t going anywhere. A few hours won’t make a difference.” 
 
      
 
    “What if it’s not just a few hours? You rushed out of the council like a charger. We just stopped existing. What if it’s a day? What if it is five?” 
 
      
 
    “What if? What if? With what ifs I could bend Lancer over and make him sing an anthem. What’s your point?” she asked, annoyed. 
 
      
 
    Farren sighed, and it was clear that he, too, was angry.  
 
      
 
    “You are placing your pet over all the people who followed us into the deadlands. That’s my point. What is wrong with you? Don’t you see how much you are risking? Is it even dying?” 
 
      
 
    “She, and I don’t know, and she’s not a pet.” 
 
      
 
    “You don’t even know. You could let ‘her’ stay under supervision and take care of what really matters.” 
 
      
 
    “She’s sick and worried, and I will take care of her until she gets better. People are not dying right now, Farren. We can afford to let Lancer’s main force get a bit farther just in case he gets any idea and decides to head back.” 
 
      
 
    “This isn’t about the timing; it’s about your decision-making.” 
 
      
 
    Both were raising their voices then. The kids around the bathhouse were making themselves scarce. 
 
      
 
    “How about that, then, since you care about what matters? Kids love Arthur; she’s the mascot. If we left her to scream alone and dejected on the eve of departure, what would it do for morale? Have you considered it?” 
 
      
 
    “You’re exaggerating.” 
 
      
 
    “I am not. Her scales are so hot I would burn myself without the water.” 
 
      
 
    “Fine, I see that you have made up your mind. Have it your way, fearless leader. I just thought that your words meant something. I thought that you were rational and reliable. Neriad’s cock. Pah!” 
 
      
 
    Viv’s eyes went wide as saucers at the unexpected rant. Farren was usually so composed. What crawled up his ass, she wondered? Besides, he was full of it. She was not letting the invasion down, just taking a short delay because Arthur was a few degrees short of the gold melting point and that would affect her pouch, which she was still wearing.  
 
      
 
    The dragonette squeaked weakly, and Viv poured some more water on her snout. Farren could deal, and the invasion was still on schedule, but it did raise an important point. In a way, Viv had had it easy. Not the whole almost dying and snipers things, obviously. In the social way. None of her allies, or friends, had been at each other’s throats despite their numerous differences. She had only made minor efforts to gain the trust of those who counted the most in her eyes. Arthur. Solfis. Marruk, though it had taken some time. Varska, technically, since the mage had not survived her betrayal. Farren . . . Farren was a weasel even if he meant well. 
 
      
 
    Yeah, she was lucky. 
 
      
 
    All those people in her life had become solid, and her family and friends back on earth had grown blurry despite her improved memory. It had happened so progressively that she had not realized. They were . . . not in phase with what was happening to her. If Earth had not blown up, they would probably be moving on now. By contrast, her new world was solid in a way that she had not experienced before. They all had their thing. Marruk always kept an eye on her back. She also hated wasting food, even scraps. Arthur liked to take out her two gold talents and look at them before she went to sleep. Solfis had upgraded his opinion of the surrounding mortals from meatbags to useful tools. They were very real and very alive, and it had not cost her much to bring them around. Perhaps today was a real test of her character. 
 
      
 
    She was okay with her decision. 
 
      
 
    Arthur was important to her. The invasion would not stall if they delayed half a day. She would not sacrifice the little one for a perceived schedule, even if it made Farren mad and possibly destroyed her reputation. There were many uncertain things in Viv’s life. This was not one of them. 
 
      
 
    Evening passed, and it was now night. Arthur stopped hugging her to drink clean water once. Her temperature had not dropped. There was no change that Viv could see, so she stayed as she was, the earlier worry less now that Arthur didn’t look to be in pain. Her thoughts wandered to music. She had loved music on Earth, and she now missed it more than ever. The melodies were still alive in her mind, yet it was not the same as listening to the original. She hummed a few under her breath to Arthur’s delight. At some point, the dragonette untangled herself to attend to a natural need, but she returned quickly, temperature already rising. 
 
      
 
    “Can you write anything else in the water?” Viv asked, now curious. 
 
      
 
    “Squee?” 
 
      
 
    “Whatever you want and only if you feel like it.” 
 
      
 
    Once again, Arthur manipulated the flow of mana closeby like it was a part of her. New characters appeared. 
 
      
 
    Mama. 
 
      
 
    “Awwwww!” 
 
      
 
    Gold. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe later. You have to recover first, yes?” 
 
      
 
    “Squee.” 
 
      
 
    Feeling chuffed, Viv returned to being the dragonling’s cat tree, the eucalyptus to her koala. She yawned harder. Tiredness caught up, and she managed to sleep by half an hour increments, until Arthur woke her up once again. 
 
      
 
    Her temperature had dropped. In fact, she was getting cold. 
 
      
 
    “Arthur? Arthur, are you alright?” 
 
      
 
    The tiny one had closed her eyes and was breathing fast. 
 
      
 
    “Arthur?” 
 
      
 
    The dragonling was now letting out a congested breath doubled with a kettle-like whistle. 
 
      
 
    “Hks hks hks HKS KSHAAAA!” 
 
      
 
    A sound like a woosh, and Viv fell back. The bath was made entirely out of stone. That stone was now on fire. Angry red flames smoldered on the ground and the far wall in tiny puddles of death. Arthur sniffed once more as her breath returned to normal. 
 
      
 
    Viv felt a very distinct caress on her forearm where Arthur’s head had been resting, the specific jolt of nerve endings realizing their neighbors had died an ignominious death. Any time now. 
 
      
 
    “Aaaaa FUCK! OW!” 
 
      
 
    “Squee?” 
 
      
 
    Viv lifted the flame-spitting lizard like a handbag and crashed in yet another pool of frigid water. Every hair on her forearm had been vaporized, and she could see a reddening track where Arthur’s head had been resting. Third-degree burn.  
 
      
 
    It hurt like a motherfucker. 
 
      
 
    “Aaaaaaa sa mère. Awawawawaw.” 
 
      
 
    //Your Grace, your vitals are— 
 
    //ABSOLUTE OVERRIDE: IMPERIAL HEIR IN MORTAL DANGER. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t you fucking dare, you bone twit. Get me a healer, stat.” 
 
      
 
    //ORDER ACKNOWLEDGED. 
 
      
 
    “Squeeeeeeeee!” 
 
      
 
    “It’s okay. Ugh. Nothing too serious.” 
 
      
 
    It was, in fact, quite serious. Pretty sure she had lost a lump of flesh, but this was the land of magic, and she was not amputated yet. The cool water helped the abominable pain. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Pain tolerance: intermediate 9 
    
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Earth her would be screaming on the ground right now. Not much of a comfort. It REALLY hurt, but she could not show it because Arthur was inconsolable. 
 
      
 
    “Squeeee . . .” 
 
      
 
    “That’s fine, honey, just a small accident. You didn’t do it on purpose.” 
 
      
 
    Viv started to sweat, and her breath accelerated as well, but she had to keep a strained smile for the panicking Arthur instead of stringing insults at eighty decibels like she wanted to. 
 
      
 
    “I swear I’m not mad. It’s fine.” 
 
      
 
    Farren burst in with a health potion and Denerim in tow while Solfis peeked in from the door. The inquisitor had the strongest healing spell out of everyone present. Viv guessed that he had a rather high Attunement for someone who was not a mage. 
 
      
 
    “What in the name of Neriad happened here?” Farren asked, all anger dissipating. He looked like he had just woken up. 
 
      
 
    “Hks hks hks hks . . .” 
 
      
 
    Viv grabbed the dragonette by the neck with her intact hand and aimed the head toward the far wall. 
 
      
 
    “KSHAAAA!”  
 
      
 
    It was a sneeze, except that every droplet of snot had been replaced by napalm. 
 
      
 
    Farren froze at the sight. He looked at the flame burn for a while, weaker but still hot enough that the room’s temperature was increasing.  
 
      
 
    “Can I get the fucking potion?” Viv asked. 
 
      
 
    “Hold on, let me take care of you first. It’s not my first burn,” Denerim said. He started using Life Mana on Viv’s arm. The flesh of the burn slowly melted into a pinkish puddle. It was a horrifying sight. 
 
      
 
    Viv’s burn was as large as half her palm, which meant quite large for a forearm. Denerim revealed damaged muscle fibers. Viv averted her eyes when they reached the bone. She returned her efforts to making sure Arthur could not see the damage. In vain. The dragonette was already stronger than her by an order of magnitude. She managed to free herself gently and looked at the damage. 
 
      
 
    “Squeeeeeeee.” 
 
      
 
    “It was an accident, alright? I will be fine.” 
 
      
 
    “You will have a scar,” Denerim corrected. 
 
      
 
    “SQUEEEE!” 
 
      
 
    “By the gods, man, will you shut up? Ugh.” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry. Not used to kids.” 
 
      
 
    “Ahem,” Farren said. “I feel like an idiot.” 
 
      
 
    “You don’t say . . .” Viv replied. She could not help herself. Her annoyance was getting to her. 
 
      
 
    “Not for my previous statement, and I stand by it. I just realized that with all the implausible strangeness related to you, the golem and sorcery and everything, it simply never occurred to me to take a closer look at your drake. Now, I assumed it was a marsh drake since it’s a relatively easy species to tame, even without skills. An albino drake, to be precise. Something a rich heiress would have. I assumed it had been teleported with you and that its status was obfuscated to mask your origin. Now, I feel like a complete imbecile.” 
 
      
 
    Farren smiled. It was fake as hell. His eyes had grown manic. 
 
      
 
    “This is not a marsh drake.” 
 
      
 
    “Indeed not,” Denerim said, still working on Viv’s arm. 
 
      
 
    “Marsh drakes don’t spit fire. No magical species with scales and wings spits fire except for that specific one, and now I know for sure that you are an outlander.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh?” Viv said. “Finally figured it out, did you?” 
 
      
 
    “I had suspicions like half of the leadership of the camp, I suppose, but now I know for sure. No native of Nyil, not a single person, not even a madwoman, would act like that toward a fucking dragon.” 
 
      
 
    “Squee!” 
 
      
 
    “Language.” 
 
      
 
    Farren blinked and realized that the hard-breathing and slightly off-put dragonette could follow the conversation. Arthur huffed and closed her eyes before catching Viv again in a hug.  
 
      
 
    “You are completely, fully insane, and you will be vaporized just like everything in a league’s radius when the old ones find out, but right now, we cannot do without you, and there is no adult dragon around here anyway. I just pray that you are not in the village when it happens.” 
 
      
 
    “So you must see why it’s also in your interest that we delay the expedition for a day, right?” 
 
      
 
    “. . . No?” 
 
      
 
    “Alright, just imagine that an ‘old one’ figures out that you mistreated a young dragonette by leaving her alone in her hour of distress?” 
 
      
 
    Farren swallowed his saliva with some difficulty. 
 
      
 
    “I’m going back to bed, and when I wake up tomorrow, everything will be better because the world will make sense again. Goodbye.” 
 
      
 
    He left. 
 
      
 
    Arthur and Viv had been successfully distracted for half a minute and went back to their previous activity: squealing and trying very hard not to do so, respectively. Denerim was done anyway. Viv’s burnt tissues had been melted off, and only healthy tissue remained. He spread half a flesh-mending potion on the wound and had her swallow the other half. It tasted like lukewarm herbal ass. Or freshly regurgitated cow vomit, perhaps. She gulped it down anyway. 
 
      
 
    “Lots of folks make the mistake of applying flesh-mending potion directly to burn wounds. It just makes the flesh hard and scarred. You would need a healer for a full recovery.” 
 
      
 
    “Are there burn-specific potions?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course there are, but flesh mending is general purpose, so potions are far more common. In any case, it appears that young Arthur’s fever was related to her biology. Congratulations on your growth, young one.” 
 
      
 
    “Squee!” 
 
      
 
    “I just hope that there won’t be too many more surprises along the way,” Viv said. 
 
      
 
    “You can always write a book on proper draconic education and health,” Denerim deadpanned. 
 
      
 
    “Squee.” 
 
      
 
    “She likes books. In any case, if you feel better, we will leave soon, but I think that you should sit that fight out,” Viv said. 
 
      
 
    “Squee?” 
 
      
 
    “The enemies have bowmen, Arthur, and you are still weak. You should rest.” 
 
      
 
    “Squee!” 
 
      
 
    “Of course you can come with us. I’m not leaving you here alone. Let’s go to bed if you’re getting better. Your mother needs her rest.” 
 
      
 
    It felt incredibly weird to say that word out loud, but Viv was okay with it, she realized. She also wondered how dragonlings managed in the wild. Did they instinctively find a lair to huddle in? Or did their mothers usually watch after them for long periods of time? She didn’t know and suspected that the research on the matter of dragon-rearing simply did not exist here, just as Denerim explained.  
 
      
 
    Viv collapsed in her cot, and Arthur became her weighted blanket. They were woken up halfway to noon by Marruk. 
 
      
 
    “The convoy has started, though people have decided to let you sleep a bit more. We’ve got horses and an escort. You can nap a bit more and then we’ll catch up.” 
 
      
 
    “Alright.” 
 
      
 
    When Viv was ready, the mines stood empty. She noticed that people had taken the time to clean and organize before they left, and the familiar ground now stood halfway between the dusty wreck they had first found and the survival base it had become. Outside, the greenery would remain for a while. The suncult marea on Varska’s memorial was still going strong, and the Yries had agreed to take care of it. They would send a few of their own here to secure the entrance. 
 
      
 
    She looked at her progress. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Current status: 
 
        
        	 Mana channels (mage) 
 
        	 Extreme compatibility 
 
        	 Divine spark: luck 
 
        	 Draconic surrogate mother 
 
       
    
  Mana distribution: 
 
        
        	 Black 100% 
 
       
    
  Current Attunement: 24.3% 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    She was strong now, almost as strong as Varska had been in terms of battle potential. Less flexible, but much more devastating. Varska had not been a battle specialist, after all. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Physical 
  
      	  Mental 
  
     
 
      
      	  Power 
  
      	  16 
  
      	  Focus 
  
      	  35 
  
     
 
      
      	  Finesse 
  
      	  20 
  
      	  Acuity 
  
      	  35 
  
     
 
      
      	  Endurance 
  
      	  23 
  
      	  Willpower 
  
      	  36 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Both Endurance and Willpower had increased by one. She didn’t have a baseline, but she thought that it was not great for such a long period of effort. Solfis had mentioned that strenuous circumstances (as in actively being in danger) or targeted exercises would allow rapid progress past this point, but not to expect miracles. She had grabbed all the low-hanging fruits. From then on, it was a question of commitment. That was fine though. Under Solfis’s advice, she had focused on controlling her abilities instead of expanding them. She could already shear a man in half from fifty meters away with the strength of her mind. There was no need for additional firepower. Now, it was about using it properly from afar and then living to tell the tale. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Class Skills 
  
     
 
      
      	  Meditative trance 
  
      	  Expert 2 
  
      	  Mana mastery 
  
      	  Novice 7 
  
     
 
      
      	  Arcane constructs 
  
      	  Beginner 3 
  
      	  Danger sense 
  
      	  Beginner 6 
  
     
 
      
      	  Leadership 
  
      	  Beginner 8 
  
      	  Intimidation 
  
      	  Intermediate 5 
  
     
 
      
      	  Acuity reflex 
  
      	  Beginner 5 
  
      	    
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    She had seen progress around the board except in intimidation. It wasn’t fair that Farren had not been scared by the revelation. She supposed that he was mad more than anything else. In any case, she had the means to protect herself from snipers and the like. Unless Lancer had left a nasty surprise, they had a chance. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  General Skills 
  
     
 
      
      	  Polymath 
  
      	  Beginner 3 
  
      	  Athletics 
  
      	  Intermediate 2 
  
     
 
      
      	  Survival 
  
      	  Intermediate 1 
  
      	  Householding 
  
      	  Apprentice 8 
  
     
 
      
      	  Hand-to-hand combat 
  
      	  Apprentice 6 
  
      	  Pain tolerance 
  
      	  Intermediate 9 
  
     
 
      
      	  Small blades 
  
      	  Beginner 7 
  
      	    
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    This had not changed except for Pain Tolerance. She discreetly pulled the sleeve on her enchanted robe and checked her arm. All the hair was gone, and some parts remained a little bit red. She also had a scar. It was more a light discoloration than something truly mangled, luckily for her. In a way, it looked like a flying dragon looking down. Viv shrugged and chose not to think about it for now. It was a scar. Fine. She had other scars. She would have more scars before this was all over. 
 
      
 
    It was time to go. 
 
      
 
    With one last look at the abandoned base, she rode out. 
 
    
  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 68: Swing of the Pendulum 
 
      
 
    Viv reached the tail of the convoy by afternoon. Her borrowed horse trotted merrily along the line of well-organized and neatly packed carts. Gone was the image of refugees groggy and stunned by their misfortune. The Kazarans moved on with cold determination hiding their deep fears. She saw it in the fake smiles, the deep sighs, and the licked lips. Those people were terrified, but they had hope, and so they were throwing themselves down the lion’s jaw, hoping to kill it before the fangs snapped shut.  
 
      
 
    It was the same with the fighters. At the top of the column, they marched in good order. The militiamen had turned their pilfered cloth armors and weapons into a semblance of uniform by all wearing a white upper shirt. Gray flags bearing the tree of the city floated on top of spears like so many pennants. The core of the army, both newly made Harrakan heavies and mountain soldiers went ahead in neat ranks. Finally, the elites under Lorn and Denerim opened the march, with scouts fanned before them. They, too, showed nervous calm and well-contained anxiety.  
 
      
 
    The first night came.  
 
      
 
    Despite their decent speed, it would take almost a week to head back. A lot of people had trouble sleeping despite their exhaustion if the number of late-night strolls and isolated couples were any indication. The morning came with a copious breakfast. They had decided to go for broke and finish their reserves. If they succeeded, they could just get grain literally off the stalks and eat it boiled. If they failed, well . . . 
 
      
 
    The convoy passed through the mountain tribe territory on the third day. Villagers came to wave red cloth at the passing fighters and sing songs of encouragement. Laborers in the field cheered for the Kazaran fighters and their own. A few of the villages distributed fresh water and flasks of extremely powerful booze at crossroads. The convoy took on a festive air. That night, the council gathered. 
 
      
 
    “Any indication that we’re walking into a trap? Lancer could have pretended to leave.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think so,” the man in charge of the scouts replied. His name was Michar, and he was seldom present, preferring to stay on the field. “We followed their tracks for a good fifteen leagues, and a few of the Hadals went much farther. The prince is gone with two-thirds of his troops.” 
 
      
 
    “Can they be trusted? The Hadals, I mean,” Lorn asked. 
 
      
 
    “I think so. They’re damn good, I’ll tell you that. If they decide to lie, there isn’t anything we can do. But I trust them. They showed their worth during several hunting missions.” 
 
      
 
    “Alright. Then we shall proceed as planned.” 
 
      
 
    Viv eyed the only Yries to join the strike. He was a tiny one named Rak-Tok, and he had brought with him the key to success: a SUV-sized, self-propelled drill that looked like someone had fixed the digging part on a steampunk locomotive, modified for speed so that it could keep up with the column. Viv wasn’t sure how it was powered and dared not ask. 
 
      
 
    It looked suitably badass. 
 
      
 
    The mood turned more serious as they went over the mountain. On the afternoon of the sixth day, they arrived at the edge of the chain. Beyond, the green wall of the Deadshield Woods expanded to the horizon, and before it, the thin golden stripe of ripe fields. Finally, sitting on its small elevation in the middle of that defiant band was Kazar herself, shining red under the lilac boughs of its great tree while the twilight sun bled across the land. Their prize, waiting for their return. 
 
      
 
    They drank and made merry on that last afternoon of free time. They were far enough that the scouts had absolute control of the place. In fact, they reported no enemy agents. There were just a handful of militia in a waystation at the foot of the mountain. Viv didn’t drink. She meditated instead and then told a few stories to Arthur, who was still convalescent. They went to bed early. 
 
      
 
    They woke up with the aurora. 
 
      
 
    Every soldier put on and then checked their gear, including Viv, who had also found a standard helmet her size. They assembled in a column and walked down the mountain. The bodies of the enemy sentries lay by the side of the road, throats sliced open in ghastly red smiles by their scouts. Those soldiers who had not known combat saw the bodies and shivered. A few lost their breakfast, but no one gave them shit for it. The army advanced without a cry, their approach covered. The pallid pink lights of the early morning caressed the plain.  
 
      
 
    They went past many fields. Those who had stolen their land had barricaded themselves in their warprize homes, aware of how tenuous their claims were. The scouts made sure that no one left to warn their enemy. The Kazarans stopped close to the city at the edge of the deadlands, just behind a ridge. It was the shortest distance to the walls they could get to without being seen. 
 
      
 
    There was a lull when soldiers went from march formation to ranks, with the crossbowmen arraying themselves behind the shields. Viv stepped to the front and waited until everyone was ready. They were looking at her. They were expecting a speech. Viv made a circle and cast the Sound enchantment, the only colorless one she had truly mastered. 
 
      
 
    “Kazarans, this is it. The moment we’ve all been waiting for. The conclusion of two and a half months of grueling work and selfless sacrifices to reclaim what was taken from us. All of us gave our all to make today happen. We trained from dawn till dusk. We fought through confusion and despair. We never doubted. The world is not fair, but if there is one group here on this gods-forsaken continent that deserves a lucky break, it’s us.” 
 
      
 
    “Yea, aye,” came from the ranks. 
 
      
 
    “Success isn’t assured. Success is never assured. What we can do is prepare and, when the time comes, go in with no fear and no regret. I will tell you this, there is no need to regret. We have stacked the odds in our favor. Every piece of equipment we could make, borrow or steal, you’re carrying right now. Every technique and skill we could use have been practiced till our fingers bled, and if there is anything more we could have reasonably done to prepare, well, I can’t think of it. Look around you now. We left afraid and lost, and we have returned with friends, with steel in our hands, but more importantly, with the belief that we will succeed, and we will. We will reclaim our homes, our fields, and our dignity because our families are waiting behind, and we carry their only hopes. Now remember, stay focused, stay together, and give those fuckers hell. I’ll see you lot on the other side. For Kazar!” 
 
      
 
    “For Kazar!” 
 
      
 
    It was on. Orders fused from every officer. They knew what to do.  
 
      
 
    “Form up, form up!” 
 
      
 
    “Hah!” 
 
      
 
    “For the temple . . .” 
 
      
 
    “. . . for Neriad!” 
 
      
 
    “Harrak eternal!” 
 
      
 
    “The mountain will never fall!” 
 
      
 
    Rak-Tok locked himself in the cockpit of the drill and made the engine roar. Horn calls shook the air at the front of the formation, and far, far in front of them, alarm bells rang in answer. 
 
      
 
    The line of fighters crested the hill, and the prize appeared before their eyes, and they were ready.  
 
    

  
 
    Viv had been in battle before, back on Earth. She had also faced the beastling horde, but this was different. It had been rushed and more police operation than true war. Now she felt an energy in the line of fighters that modern warfare lacked. Squad tactics brought with it a sort of excitement that could not compare to 250 throats yelling battle cries and descending down the slope with the slow momentum of the nascent avalanche. It was partly her doing. She had taken the spirit of the mob and sublimed it into the spirit of the warband. The allied yells ballooned her, pushing her up and forward with imaginary wings. In front of her, the walls neared slowly. They were walking fast, not running. The drill had to get there first.  
 
      
 
    Viv saw activity far into the distance, near the gates. The enemy was probably thinking that it was their destination since it was the only way in, but Viv had made it this far by creating her own doors, and she had brought a fucking tunnel borer.  
 
      
 
    They were walking on fields now. The slope to the wall was very near when Viv’s danger sense screamed at her and she dove. At the same time, Marruk raised and angled her shield, which had been reinforced. It still looked like a door though. 
 
      
 
    A massive arrow clanged against its surface and was sent twirling through the air behind them. 
 
      
 
    “Try again, bitch,” the stout woman muttered. She never swore. Viv looked at her own shield and thought the poor girl might be feeling offended. 
 
      
 
    //That two-storied mill right in front of us, Your Grace. 
 
    //On the roof, left side. 
 
      
 
    “Purge!” 
 
      
 
    A black line like a thunderbolt surged from above her head and smashed into the roof of her target, sending gravel and stones tumbling down. 
 
      
 
    //He dodged by jumping off. 
 
    //I will hunt him later, but I fear that he might not be alone. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s just stick together for now.” 
 
      
 
    The boring machine approached the wall and slowed down. The engine roared, and the drill started to turn. It moved on at a slow pace. 
 
      
 
    For one moment, Viv feared that the walls might resist. They had been enchanted by Varska and then possibly upgraded by a siege specialist. She need not have bothered. The yries creation went through it like an incendiary round through butter. It barely slowed down. They saw its butt go through the breach, and then the Temple Guard followed it. They were in. 
 
      
 
    The drill turned as it was instructed, letting their elites establish a beachhead. Viv looked on amused as the yries went to open a second one, which was not exactly in the contract but could not hurt their chances. The wall was now a human-height pile of rubble, over which their side was climbing carefully as the footing was unsure. Viv followed the vanguard, and they were inside of the city. 
 
      
 
    It felt unnatural seeing all those white stone houses with flattish roofs, so familiar and yet alien now, harboring invaders and foes. As she watched, a few militiamen with spears and the white and blue of Enoria ran away in terror, followed by a pair of men in full plate and conical helmets. Those were the bridgers, and they were as well equipped as she feared. 
 
      
 
    “We need to move to the center of the city,” Lorn ordered loudly, “single column.” 
 
      
 
    They had expected resistance immediately, but as far as Viv could tell, the foes were still gathering around the gate. It was worrisome until she remembered that if the entire enemy army was inside the walls, the defenders were pretty much fucked. 
 
      
 
    The troops moved on with Viv encased in ranks of soldiers and Marruk before her, Solfis by her side and her new shield over her head. She was searching for the earth caster and leaving the rest to her allies. The fabric of the world was quiet for now. Everyone was saving their strength. The colorful weave of mana smoldered at a low pace, waiting to be unleashed by hundreds of minds. It was quite the spectacle. 
 
      
 
    //I have located the archer. 
 
    //I will intercept while the buildings offer you cover. 
 
    //Please do not be reckless. 
 
      
 
    Solfis must have calculated that this offered the best odds. Viv hunkered down as the column progressed at a snail’s pace. They had to move past a few blockades that looked improvised but were annoying enough to delay them. Two minutes into the slow trek, screams erupted from behind. Lorn moved back while the column stopped and took cover. Viv thought that it was a bad idea, they had to keep moving, but she was not in charge and frankly didn’t know shit about battling other humans. Solfis landed by her side, right claw bloody. 
 
      
 
    //The Enorians have formed hit squads to slow us down.  
 
      
 
    As he spoke, there was another yell not far behind, and an Enorian fighter in chain mail crashed on the streets, throat slit. 
 
      
 
    //Two-Six has taken exception to it. 
 
      
 
    “Alright, Temple Guard with me,” Lorn ordered. “Ban, lead your men to the main square, double line with crossbows. Deploy when you see the foe. Cover the witch!” 
 
      
 
    “Aye!” 
 
      
 
    The Temple Guard left the front on an intercept mission, and Viv found herself only three lines and one Marruk away from the front, which meant that she could see stuff again. The old man Ban was perhaps new at being a heavy, but this was clearly not his first rodeo. 
 
      
 
    “Move up, you asshole! What are you waiting for, an invitation?” 
 
      
 
    They came to another obstruction, this one just a few overturned carts. Ban had his men lift them and push them aside under the cover of a forest of pointed quarrels. They were through in fifteen seconds. 
 
      
 
    “Enough of this bullshit. We’re going in!” 
 
      
 
    The heavies roared, and the city guards behind answered in kind. They accelerated.  
 
      
 
    “Where are the snipers?” 
 
      
 
    //No signs, Your Grace. 
 
    //They may be waiting for you to be distracted. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not moving a foot away from you,” Marruk declared. Her yellow eyes searched rooftops and elevations for danger. 
 
      
 
    Finally, they were in the main street between the city gate and the square where the tree and Varska’s tower stood. The way widened enough for ten men to walk abreast. The formation spread out. The Harrakan heavies took point once more, not slowing down with the guards just behind. The militia covered their backs. They moved up, and Viv was getting tired trying to feel earth mana. They found the enemy as they rounded the corner.  
 
      
 
    Anchored between the temple of Neriad on Viv’s left and large houses on her right, there was a line of militia with shields and bows. An officer in mail and with a shiny sword stood upon a low wall. He pointed his blade at Viv and yelled, voice improved by magic, “Here she is, the Great Black Slu—” 
 
      
 
    Twang. 
 
      
 
    Viv looked sharply to the side to find that Corel’s replacement, investigator Tars, had fired her crossbow. The man reeled and reached for his cheek where the bolt was now firmly embedded. He fell backward. 
 
      
 
    “None of that now,” she simply said.  
 
      
 
    “Hold there!” Ban yelled. “Crossbowmen readyyyyy!” 
 
      
 
    The two formations stopped fifteen meters from each other. Viv could see a mole on a terrified militia’s face. Some of them had clearly been dragged from their beds.  
 
      
 
    “Fire!” 
 
      
 
    Both sides shot at the same time. The Enorians were using short bows, hunting implements, mostly. Their arrows plinked against the thick shield wall of the heavies and bounced off massive helmets. One of them found an eye, and the soldiers simply pulled it out and crushed it. Their side, however, was using yries-made crossbows. At such short range, they were absolutely lethal. 
 
      
 
    Viv watched the first rank of militia get mowed down. Many fell with screams, and many more kept tumbling with every passing second. There was still no trace of the earth caster. 
 
      
 
    But . . . Viv was a pure caster, and he was not. 
 
      
 
    “I should be on the offensive,” she realized. 
 
      
 
    //Yes. 
 
      
 
    Viv cursed and started blasting Purge spells, making sure to stay vigilant. She was too used to someone telling her what to do when it came to pure battle operations. Her inexperience impeded her. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck. Purge!” 
 
      
 
    The spells had a devastating effect on the Enorian militia. They yelped and pulled back in disorder until the Kazaran side lost sight of them behind the curve of the slope. They had retreated to the square. 
 
      
 
    “Forward!” Ban ordered. 
 
      
 
    They moved on. Viv saw more of the temple on the side. Neriad’s statue shone under the early morning sun. The tree was so close. A few more dozen steps, and she would see Varska’s tower. 
 
      
 
    Time slowed down as she finally found what she had been expecting. The smell of blood and shit faded as the wind picked up and carried the purifying aura of thousands of purple leaves forward. She was already hot under her helmet, and everyone was breathing heavily. Under her feet, a massive trap activated. Someone had buried a circle under the stone and triggered it just now. 
 
      
 
    Viv breathed out as hours of intensive practice let her flood the ground with black mana, just like her lover had shown her. The ravenous power wreaked havoc through the carefully crafted construct, splintering it. The trap hiccupped and died. Black mana kept expanding until the enemy caster cut all contact. The main enemy army came into focus then, with the bridgers at the front this time. Armies placed chaff at the front when defending and elites when attacking. They were obviously waiting for the spell to activate. It wouldn’t. 
 
      
 
    It was too late when they realized that it had fizzled out. Most of the heavies and mountain soldiers were already in the plaza. There was one fateful moment of suspense when both sides looked at each other in perfect silence, and Viv could see the white of the eye of a kid in armor to the side. Then the officers roared at the same time, and two massive waves of metal-clad humans rammed each other with skill-backed fury. The sound of impact was more car accident than battle. 
 
      
 
    “Werfer.” 
 
      
 
    Men screamed and died, and the lines wavered, yet they held. Viv remained vigilant. She still had not seen her enemy. Every second, she arced a simple Purge spell above the head of her allies and shoved it into the enemy lines out of sight, but it was getting difficult to focus. Her new mastery of mana played against her. 
 
      
 
    Humans were magical here. They all had some measure of Attunement to some colors, and skills used mana, and there were a lot of those being thrown around right now, but it was not all. They were pushed, needled, and reinforced by the powerful emotions animating the crowd. Viv realized that she had never truly understood how deep the resentment ran in her allies’ mind. She did now. The battlefield was a scene of purposeful, methodical savagery. The officers bolstered men who exchanged blows around or through shields, steel weapons stained red. The mana of the world danced exquisitely, and she made the mix darker with every dark spear she threw.  
 
      
 
    Her side buckled, and they would have bled much more without Viv’s steady strikes and Tars’s vicious point-blank range crossbowmen. As it was, the fight was too vigorous to determine a winner. The bridgers were simply too disciplined and battle hardened to fall to their much less experienced opponents. In the mighty din of battle, Viv’s mind would have lost focus without the magic changing her to her very core. Calculations and concepts ran on overdrive, and she felt more than saw the coming retaliation. 
 
      
 
    “NOPE!” 
 
      
 
    A vast shield spread over her line, the largest she had ever conjured. Many bridgers cowered, but it was defensive and blocked a hail of obsidian spears ready to rain upon her side. Compared to Varska’s attack against the beastling wave, it was small and pathetic. The void devoured the conjured stone, and her own attack followed shortly after. Viv cut a summary circle and glyph under her feet for more oomph, and then she conjured the true form of her “arty” spell. Charged with the meaning of annihilation, the projectile launched with the power, momentum, and penetrative power that qualified it as her first war mage construct. 
 
      
 
    “Blast.” 
 
      
 
    A javelin as thick as a leg curved gracefully through the air and to the point of origin of the spell, the second-floor balcony of a manor. She saw a wall rise defensively in a mere second. The spell went through it without slowing down.  
 
      
 
    //I see blood, Your Grace. 
 
    //I shall make sure that the caster is no longer a threat. 
 
    //Two-Six is covering you, but please be careful. 
 
      
 
    Viv nodded and focused forward. She was at the highest elevation of Kazar, and Kazar was the highest elevation around. Therefore the number of places from where she could be shot was limited. With the snipers a lesser concern and the caster disabled or about to be, it was time to go to town. 
 
      
 
    “Move us forward,” she told Marruk. 
 
      
 
    The stout guard pushed through and replaced a wounded soldier in the battle line. Viv peeked from above her shoulder and dove immediately back. A small arrow was intercepted by Marruk, not one from a sniper but from a militia. It didn’t matter. She knew exactly where the foe was. 
 
      
 
    “Purge net.” 
 
      
 
    She aimed at the highest concentration of bridgers and flayed them. Their armor was solid enough that she failed to cut them to pieces, but the wounds were so devastating that her victims fell in droves anyway. 
 
      
 
    “Purge net.” 
 
      
 
    Again, the spell flared, and again it was received with a concerto of cries. Her side was pushing now as the others collapsed under the devastation, but as the heavies advanced, the front extended, and Enorian militias could now join the fray. The lines stabilized once again, and Viv simply kept casting, killing again and again and again, even as she could not see exactly where she was hitting. It was like lobbing grenades into a sealed room and felt . . . almost cruel. Solfis returned quickly with a man in uniform dangling helplessly from his grip. He was surprisingly alive. 
 
      
 
    //The earth shaper unexpectedly surrendered, Your Grace. 
 
      
 
    Viv imagined what her own reaction would be when facing a magic-absorbing bone terminator, and surrendering definitely topped the list, so she was honestly just surprised that it didn’t happen more often. She dismissed him for now to focus on the closing battle. 
 
      
 
    There could only be one outcome at that point. Viv’s side had too many aces, including a spellcaster on her third step. Lorn’s Temple Guards suddenly appeared from behind the bank and smashed into the militia’s flank. Tars’s guards and the Kazaran militias also had the same idea, and they had managed to flank the mass of Enorian defenders. It was too much for the defenders. A large chunk retreated to the town hall while individuals ended up surrounded, begging for mercy. They were disarmed and taken aside.  
 
      
 
    Both groups reorganized in front of each other, almost within spitting range. For some reason, there was no exchange of arrows or quarrels while this happened, which Viv thought was weird before realizing that she had stopped casting spells as well. A momentary truce, perhaps? 
 
      
 
    Lorn took the tip of the formation, and Viv realized with worry that Koro was not among their numbers. She could be just hurt though. Similarly, the seriously wounded were taken back while fresher combatants took the front. On the Enorian side, the remaining bridgers had formed a line three-people thick in front of the entrance. They were needled by an angry-looking officer with a deep, precise gash in his shoulder that Viv thought she might have inflicted. He looked livid with anger. And blood loss, probably.  
 
      
 
    “We offer you Neriad’s peace,” Denerim said without anyone’s input. Viv frowned, but she realized that she was using a religious order as warriors, and she could hardly blame them for being, well, religious. 
 
      
 
    “Surrender now and you will be held prisoner humanely, until you are judged.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a lie,” the enemy officer screamed. “They are under the spell of the Great Black Slut. Do not trust a word that comes out of their mouth!” 
 
      
 
    Denerim’s face showed a perfect mix of disbelief and annoyance. He closed his eyes and whispered a few words. A golden radiance fell behind him on the statue of Neriad in front of its temple. An otherworldly wind lifted the inquisitor’s dark and gray hair, now tinted a radiant gold. 
 
      
 
    “Neriad is still with me.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a trick!” the officer growled, though many of his men looked less than enthusiastic. 
 
      
 
    “Do you mind if I say a few words?” Viv asked.  
 
      
 
    Denerim sighed heavily. “I am not convinced that it will help coming from you, but . . . sure, be my guest.” 
 
      
 
    “Alright, lads, you lost. You can surrender according to his terms, or you can deal with the rest of us.” 
 
      
 
    Solfis, still holding the wiggling form of the earth shaper, stabbed forward with his right foot. A man who had pretended to be dead screamed and dropped his knife as he was dragged up. 
 
      
 
    “No! P—” 
 
      
 
    Solfis calmly grabbed the man’s head with his right claw and pulled with the casual grace of a sommelier opening a bottle of champagne from a great vintage. Arterial blood spilled in the deafening silence. Marruk took a few swings of her gore-covered mace while, left and right, guards reloaded their crossbows with malicious intent.  
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    “No!” the officer said. “We are Enorians. We will never give up against an agent of vanity and fornication!” 
 
      
 
    “Alright, then the truce is over,” Viv declared. 
 
      
 
    Her words floated in the air even as her own side looked surprised at the abrupt end of negotiations. 
 
      
 
    “Purge.” 
 
      
 
    Viv’s spell was overcharged, and as fast as she could make it, the deadly black spear skewered the officer in the throat and then went up. He fell like a stringed puppet. 
 
      
 
    “Truce! Now, who’s in charge of you lot?” Viv asked the terrified ranks. 
 
      
 
    “Hm. You are?” 
 
      
 
    “Good lad. Drop your weapons and come out slowly, single file.” 
 
      
 
    It was over. The prisoners lined up with fear and doubt but without resistance. Viv let the Tempe Guard handle them, as they were more familiar with the rule of war. 
 
      
 
    “I should go help with the wounded,” she said. 
 
      
 
    //Your Grace, remember that the Enorians have a political leader. 
 
    //We must capture him and receive his rendition. 
 
      
 
    “Oh yeah, and then submit this lot to judgment. I take it that raping and enslaving the defeated counts as a crime, yeah?” 
 
      
 
    //Indeed, Your Grace, according to Enorian and Neriad tradition. 
 
      
 
    It was then that the earth shaper spoke. His voice was pretty calm for someone who was so obviously terrified. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, then let me state for the record that we had nothing to do with the way your dead were treated after the battle. It was the prince’s decision, I swear.” 
 
      
 
    Viv wondered what the fuck he was on about, then realized that by “battle,” he probably referred to the rearguard action in which Varska . . . Varska . . . 
 
      
 
    Wait. 
 
      
 
    “What the fuck did you say?” she asked with a deceptive calm. 
 
      
 
    “I . . . uh . . .” 
 
      
 
    Solfis lifted the man and smoothly smashed his head against the pavement. He lay there, mewling. 
 
      
 
    “WHAT THE FUCK DID YOU JUST SAY?” 
 
      
 
    “The . . . the fallen were declared traitors to the kingdom, the gravest of crimes. Their remains were brought to the deadlands and . . . discarded. I am so sorry.” 
 
    
  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 69: As Deep as Lava 
 
      
 
    “Where is Prince Lancer? Where is he?” 
 
      
 
    “In the forest! In the woods!” 
 
      
 
    Viv snapped out of her rage when she felt a hand on her shoulder. She was standing in a circle with only Marruk and Solfis by her side. The others had left her some space. The hand belonged to Denerim. The veteran inquisitor was smiling bitterly. From so close, the crow’s feet near his eyes and gray in his hair made him feel dignified, more sympathetic mentor than deadly warrior. Viv took a deep breath and frowned. 
 
      
 
    And looked. 
 
      
 
    Black tendrils ending in thin blades rose all around her, coiled like cobras. Some of the appendages were dangerously close to her prisoner while Denerim himself stood twisted to avoid two. His apprentice, Orkan, stood a few paces behind. He, too, had his attention on the roofs. 
 
      
 
    “Viv.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, yeah.” 
 
      
 
    He did not have to give her the grand speech. She was an adult. Yadda, yadda executing prisoners bad. Yadda, yadda let go of your anger and embrace the lord or some such trite shit. She got the idea. The prince was gone and surrounded by soldiers. She had to be . . . realistic. The tendrils were reabsorbed. 
 
      
 
    “The enemy baron is still in the town hall according to the prisoners. He’s attempting contact with the prince,” Denerim continued. 
 
      
 
    That got her attention. 
 
      
 
    “Contact?” 
 
      
 
    “He has a two-way communication device, apparently.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go.” 
 
      
 
    Viv was going to commit the fantasy equivalent of screaming into a phone. The last of the Enorian prisoners were being carried away, and the path to Resh Ganimatalo’s old quarters was clear. They strode to the baron’s quarters, easily recognizable by the four guards surrounding it. Denerim ordered them to surrender, and they did, which showed that they had good instincts. Viv pushed the door and . . . 
 
      
 
    “Locked.” 
 
      
 
    She called forth black mana, but Marruk stopped her. 
 
      
 
    “Please, let me. It would be nice if we had a door to close later.” 
 
      
 
    “Right.” 
 
      
 
    Marruk kicked the door open, and by that Viv meant that the stout warrior booted the piece of wood and it flew off against the opposite wall with a resounding clang. The Kark had the grace to look embarrassed. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, my power has increased a lot lately.” 
 
      
 
    “You love doors but hate hinges, huh?” Viv noted as Solfis went through the threshold. Once more, Denerim and Orkan were covering her back. It seemed that her closest allies were not letting their guard down. 
 
      
 
    Inside, they found the room devoid of decoration save for a simple office filled with documents. A man stood to the side in a decorated doublet. Viv recognized the same sniveling asshole who had delivered the prince’s ultimatum three months and an eternity ago. He was near a white altar, its surface covered by the flaming figure of a young nobleman in elegant cloth. This was not a metaphor. The prince’s likeness was made of flames which danced merrily in the air and bathed the room with warmth. It frowned and turned as they entered. 
 
      
 
    “Your army is captured and defeated. We have come to accept your unconditional surrender,” Denerim said. 
 
      
 
    “Never! The warriors of true Enoria will no longer tolerate—” 
 
      
 
    Viv tuned out the man’s babble. All she could see was the prince looking positively princely and even annoyed in this typical way people who think themselves superior have. The sneer. The upturned nose. The vague shame of being seen in the same room. Her deep resentment latched on his fine features, the brown hair that reached his jaw and the circlet adorning his handsome brow. He did look like royalty alright. For now. 
 
      
 
    “So you refuse to give up the city?” she finally said, cutting through the heroic verbal diarrhea.  
 
      
 
    “Over my dead body!” 
 
      
 
    She gave a quick look at Denerim, who shrugged uncaringly. Orkan chuckled. 
 
      
 
    //Unfortunate phrasing, meat. 
 
      
 
    Viv’s purge cleanly decapitated the nobleman even as he finished drawing his sword with a flourish. The prince’s expression turned even more sour. The fire that made his body shifted when he leaned forward. The height of the altar was designed to allow his reflection to look down upon those he spoke to, one more petty act, but Viv was tall and Solfis, taller.  
 
      
 
    “You will regret this action. To kill your betters is a heinous crime, punishable by death,” he said in a deep, flowing voice. The sound crystallized Viv’s hatred.  
 
      
 
    Another moment tinged with the unmistakable gaze of fate weighed on the traveler’s mind. She dismissed it. Viv stood at a turning point and there was nothing on this planet that would prevent her from walking the path she had picked the instant she heard of the device. 
 
      
 
    Lancer was out of her grasp. 
 
      
 
    That would have to change. 
 
      
 
    “Oh no, the asshole wants me dead, big news.” 
 
      
 
    Lancer’s face twisted in barely contained fury, and she knew she had been right. One of the aspects of modern life on Earth was exposure to many forms of content, but on Nyil, this was not the case. Viv wagered that Lancer had been raised in a Puritan environment with clearly defined social roles. She also wagered that people knowing their place was important to one who so readily sacrificed pawns to his great cause. 
 
      
 
    Prince Lancer had never been roasted by a commoner. 
 
      
 
    She had to make it sting. 
 
      
 
    “But we both know that you won’t do anything about it, you coward. You’re going to run back home with your tail between your legs like the glorified robber you are because you’ve already got what you wanted. All those speeches about Enoria and Kazar are just horseshit you fed your goons to part them from their money. You came here, played slaver and thief, then absconded into the night with your ill-gotten gains, and you won’t return because the only thing you need is Daddy to notice you. You don’t give a shit about those you left behind. They are just idiots you conned, you half-assed circleted highwayman. Fuck off. Solfis, I don’t want to see that cockless fuckwit’s ugly mug one second longer. Turn that thing off.” 
 
      
 
    //It will be my pleasure. 
 
      
 
    The prince had grown aghast during her tirade and had tried to interrupt her, but she had just yelled louder and steamrolled the conversation. Now that she was done, his outrage finally exploded. 
 
      
 
    “You DARE! You—” 
 
      
 
    Solfis picked a small statue from inside the fire image, and the spell dispersed. The altar shut down. Silence returned to the room. 
 
      
 
    Viv felt emotionally drained. Ranting had been an exhilarating experience, but now the consequences of her action loomed and the weight of the other’s gaze pressed on her shoulders. She turned to face their judgment. 
 
      
 
    “He will come for us now,” Marruk said, stating the obvious. “Maybe he would have left us alone before, but now he will come back to wash his honor. You provoked him.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you mind?” Viv asked, and she found that she cared about the Kark’s answer. 
 
      
 
    “Will you go find Varska’s body?” the shield warrior asked in return. Viv blinked at the unexpected question, but the answer was obvious. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll try. Revenants don’t move that much, so maybe, with the beacon . . . Maybe the bodies didn’t wander off far.” 
 
      
 
    Three months was a long time, even at shuffling speed. God. That fucker. 
 
      
 
    Marruk nodded to herself. 
 
      
 
    “One day I may return to my people. I stay with you now because you care. If one day I fall, it comforts me to think someone will look for me and bury me for myself and not because tradition and propriety said it should be so. You also care about Varska, and that is why you are angry. You pursue a blood feud. We Kark will always respect a good blood feud. Also, you are from far away, so every person you stand for here is a foreigner. It means a lot to me.” 
 
      
 
    So that was that. Orkan just bumped his chest with a predatory smile. It changed his face from punk rocker to knife-wielding psychopath. 
 
      
 
    “Very Hallurian of you, Viv. I approve!” 
 
      
 
    Denerim just shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “I serve the god of righteous combat, Viviane the traveler. I can tell that slaughtering unarmed prisoners is bad, but the causes of wars remain a much more nuanced concept. Perhaps you condemned your followers to death and slavery. Perhaps you will triumph and prevent an evil man from ascending to the throne. I do not know, and I will not lose myself in pointless considerations. It is enough for me that you stayed your hand when you could have killed the earth shaper. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah . . . but honestly, I don’t understand why Lancer even did those things. Why desecrate the bodies? Why commit a clear atrocity? It’s just evil for the sake of it.” 
 
      
 
    “As for that, I can answer,” Denerim said. He stepped forward and pointed at the dim altar. A symbol lay on its base: a crowned helmet inside of a circle. 
 
      
 
    “The sigil of Maranor, goddess of power and wife to Emeric, god of luck and the current head of the pantheon. Only one who has her blessing can set up such a construct.” 
 
      
 
    “So the prince worships her?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, and that would explain some of his morally questionable choices. Maranor rewards those who apply and pursue power without compromise. Making an example out of traitors and sacrificing agents all fit within her values.” 
 
      
 
    “Wait, is Maranor a dark god?” 
 
      
 
    Denerim looked at Viv with pity. 
 
      
 
    “Not all light gods are benevolent, Viv. There is still a difference between abandoning bodies without burial and eating them to turn into an abomination. Yes?” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, okay . . . So he really can’t let the insult go then?” 
 
      
 
    “If he truly wishes Maranor’s favor, he is obliged to squish you like a bug. If he is to undo the stain on his reputation, he must eliminate you, or the other heirs will use his failure against him. Your outburst may have come on the spur of the moment, yet it only hastens the inevitable. He will return for Kazar.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. Okay. Well.” 
 
      
 
    Viv’s mind stumbled to a halt. She stood victorious in an office with a cooling corpse by her side, blood staining the embroidered doublet. Her allies occupied the room, each one an alien from her perspective. Outside, the army she had gathered was taking possession of the city. She should have felt joy, she thought. Relief and exhaustion competed in her brain instead. Even her anger had fizzled out. It was just too much. 
 
      
 
    Viv gently slapped her cheeks. 
 
      
 
    “Right. Enough moping, I want to go help with the wounded first. Then we have to create a prisoner’s camp. Wait, where is the earth shaper?” 
 
      
 
    //I let him go with the other prisoners. 
 
      
 
    “Right. We need to create a camp for . . . fuck. Five hundred people? What a nightmare.” 
 
      
 
    “Not to mention that the new tenants must be evicted. I would like to supervise this, if you agree,” Denerim said. 
 
      
 
    “Not a political mission . . .” Orkan moaned, but he shut up after one murderous glare from his mentor. 
 
      
 
    Viv shook her head and they left. She ordered a city guard to clean the mess as she passed by and grabbed Tars from the main square. 
 
      
 
    “We need somewhere to put the prisoners and the evicted. I was thinking about the fairgrounds with our festival tents if we can find them.” 
 
      
 
    “Pretty good idea. I’ll get those, and the soldiers probably have tents as well. We’ll set a perimeter and start working on getting those leeches out of our homes.” 
 
      
 
    “Right. See if the earth-shaper can erect walls, make himself useful. Siege specialists must have ways to move dirt around.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, I almost forgot about him. Are you going to the infirmary?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “Do hurry then.” 
 
      
 
    Viv went on. She walked past Enorian soldiers sitting dejectedly on the ground, most of them lowering their heads when she looked. Many of her fighters saluted or hailed her, but something felt wrong. She expected happiness. Instead, the Damocles sword of retribution hung heavily in the air. She had sold this as a reclamation, and that was what her side expected. The current war had touched people to the most personal part of their beings, and resentment ran deep in their cold gazes. Denerim, Orkan, Marruk, and Solfis formed an unyielding square around her until she entered the temple’s first floor, now reconverted as an infirmary. Denerim used all his life mana on a heavily wounded man and then excused himself. Solfis addressed Viv as well. 
 
      
 
    //There should have been more sniper action during the engagement. 
 
    //The most likely conclusion is that they escaped. 
 
      
 
    “Would they, though?” 
 
      
 
    //Soldiers are much less willing to fight to the death than marauders. 
 
    //Especially for a lost cause, and especially on foreign soil. 
 
    //Nevertheless, I shall coordinate with the Hadals to make sure that they do not resurface. 
 
    //Please keep Marruk and Orkan by your sides at all times. 
 
      
 
    “Will do.” 
 
      
 
    Brenna, the head healer, arrived just as the golem departed. The older woman wore a white apron stained red, and she had her gray hair up in a sensible ponytail. 
 
      
 
    “Here to help?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “I appreciate it, but your time is better spent keeping the cleansing under control. We have hundreds of people with life mana eager to help right now, so the situation is not dire. There is someone asking for you, though, if you are willing. I was about to send a runner.” 
 
      
 
    “Asking for me?” 
 
      
 
    The woman’s dark eyes searched Viv’s face for the gods knew what. She licked her lips. 
 
      
 
    “He’s dying.” 
 
      
 
    “Then lead me to him,” she replied without hesitation. 
 
      
 
    Brenna led her deeper into the complex and stopped before a closed door. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t exhaust yourself mentally or we all suffer,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “I cannot not see him,” she replied, hoping she was making sense. The nurse’s expression of grief and sympathy hinted that she did. 
 
      
 
    “I see. Just, keep what I said in mind.” 
 
      
 
    The man was not alone in his room. There was a young girl with red eyes trying very hard not to cry and a nurse who was continually casting something, probably a painkiller. Once again, Viv knew that the man should be dead, but that magic and stats kept him going. He was missing a good chunk of entrails below the lungs. She could see the glistening mess of reddish guts hanging in by a thread. He looked seventeen, still even had pimples. A hooked nose. His breath was sharp and labored. 
 
      
 
    “You . . . you came!” he gasped. 
 
      
 
    She smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Of course I did. What’s your name, soldier?” 
 
      
 
    His hand was cold and sticky. She held it in a strong grip. 
 
      
 
    “Gotra, ma’am, city militia. Back in Kazar. We sure showed them . . . ey?” 
 
      
 
    His voice was weak, and he had to stop for breath. It wouldn’t be long. 
 
      
 
    “I killed their baron. It’s over. The city is ours again. We won,” she tried. 
 
      
 
    “That’s good.” 
 
      
 
    Then, after a while. 
 
      
 
    “I’m scared.” 
 
      
 
    What could she even say? 
 
      
 
    “We are all here for you.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s that Enorian squad. They attacked us by surprise to slow our troops down, but we stood our ground.” 
 
      
 
    “You did. We succeeded because you were here to hold the line.” 
 
      
 
    “So I was not useless?” 
 
      
 
    “No. You fought for us all, and because of you we have homes and fields to return to. You made this happen. If Neriad really helps those who fall in righteous combat, I don’t think he could find a better candidate than you.” 
 
      
 
    Words, words, words. Just sound and wind. That was fine though. It was about being here for him. That’s what mattered. 
 
      
 
    “Good. Good. I remember walking with everyone in line, and we had your back. You were at the front with the Kark and Solfis. It was my honor.” 
 
      
 
    “No, Gotra. I assure you. The honor is all mine.” 
 
      
 
    He nodded. 
 
      
 
    “I think I’m ready now. Goodbye, sis.” 
 
      
 
    The girl cried now, and the priestess muttered a prayer. A golden wind rose and washed away the stench of blood and offal. The boy was gone. The girl thanked Viv for coming, and the nurse gently shooed her away. Viv moved out. Her bodyguards remained silent. 
 
      
 
    The Lost Heiress walked slowly back to the exit when a sigh in a deep alto distracted her. 
 
      
 
    “Koro?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    The tall Amazon woman was resting in a chair, expression vacant. Viv approached and realized that something was wrong. Koro was no longer in armor, and the sleeve on her right hand was loose. 
 
      
 
    “Koro?” Viv repeated. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, it’s you. Good show in the battle.” 
 
      
 
    The tall woman lifted her limb, which had been amputated at the elbow. 
 
      
 
    “A fire strike. I was covering Lorn. Too much damage to reattach.” 
 
      
 
    “Fuck, I’m sorry.” 
 
      
 
    Koro smiled bitterly. 
 
      
 
    “It’s fine. I still have a hand and my mouth. It’s enough to ask Yan to marry me, right? He can’t need both?” 
 
      
 
    Viv stepped forward just in time to receive the crying head of the amazon on her armored chest. She caressed her thick hair while her ally bawled her eyes out. It was a rather short but very intensive display of emotion. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sowwy . . .” 
 
      
 
    “Hey, hey,” Viv said, and she leaned forward until their eyes were level. 
 
      
 
    “Arm or no arm, we’re not leaving you behind, alright? You are not left behind. You’re one of us, now and forever. Alright?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. Yeah. Sorry. I’ll be good, promise. I’ll complain to you later over a cup. Just go and make yourself useful, tiny caster.” 
 
      
 
    The skies outside were remarkably cloudless. The stench of blood was starting to lift. There were a few streams of smoke rising over the city, but nothing too bad. A man was dragged forward by four guards, followed by a woman with a black eye and her arm in a sling. She was grim. He was furious.  
 
      
 
    “I welcomed you into my home, whore!” 
 
      
 
    The irate man fought on as the soldiers put a noose over his neck and hanged him. The tree of Kazar was already bearing many unusual fruits. Farther on the plaza, enemy civilians massed under the pitiless gaze of soldiers. They were getting rowdy. She approached, wondering where Denerim was. 
 
      
 
    A tall man with a thick beard saw her and yelled. His voice was backed by a Leadership skill. She could feel it. 
 
      
 
    “How can you do this to us? We are citizens of this country and the rightful, legal owners of those homes! You rebels have no right to treat us like that.” 
 
      
 
    Aaaaaaand that did it. 
 
      
 
    The few birds grew silent. Kazaran soldiers and workers alike took a fearful step back. Wings of abyss exploded above Viv’s shoulders, splitting and coiling with her fury as the world seemed to take a deep breath. Sound glyph swirled around her quickly reddening face like a flock of crows. The wisest among the Kazarans placed their hands on their ears in anticipation, and winced. 
 
      
 
    Then Viv exploded with the roar of a fighter jet taking off. 
 
      
 
    “No right? No right, you say? I’ll tell you by what right you are being clumped here. You are guilty, you hear me? You are all guilty. Every last one of you motherfuckers deserves to die. You paid money to steal the land and labor of people here. That’s what you fucking did, you thieves. Don’t lie to yourselves. You stole what wasn’t yours because you couldn’t be arsed to create your own wealth. You came and caused the death of hundreds of folks, because of greed. Kids have died. Countless people have suffered because we didn’t matter to you, because you didn’t see us as people. The person I loved is dead because of you. And now you come to me and make demands? You dare? You fucking dare? Now that you’re on the receiving end of the beat stick? You assholes. You unbelievable, irredeemable pieces of shit. You fucking cowards. I will fucking kill you if you open your mouths. I will gut you like fishes and eat your fucking livers. You will get your collective, disgusting asses to wherever we say you go, whenever we say you go, or I swear on every last god of this miserable ratfuck hellhole of a planet that I will have Solfis tear you limb from limb and make your children watch. And I will enjoy it! Now you have exactly ten fucking seconds to sit your asses down. Obey or die. Shut up or die. I’m this close. This fucking close. Just go ahead, limpdick. Push me over the edge. See what happens.” 
 
      
 
    He didn’t push her over the edge. 
 
      
 
    Most of the prisoners were sitting down under the sonic onslaught already. A few more were casually thrown among the rest by guards who picked pieces of cotton from their ears and returned to their previous mission after the outburst was done. Viv huffed, anger momentarily spent. It would come back. 
 
      
 
    It always did these past few days. 
 
      
 
    She realized that Solfis was standing close, head tilted. 
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    //We are on schedule. 
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
      
 
    //Nothing, Your Grace. 
 
    //I confirm that there are no hostile snipers within the walls. 
 
    //I shall remain vigilant, but my core is now at 50 percent, and I will conserve energy until you can charge me again. 
 
      
 
    “Sure.” 
 
      
 
    Viv moved around a bit, but people seemed to have things well in hand. Denerim and the guards were overseeing the ousting to keep lynchings to a minimum while Tars made the prisoners build their own camp. Civilians were resettling, with squads moving out to liberate the closest farms. The wounded were all cured, though still weak. Viv expected that a city council would happen in the evening. It was still early morning now. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s check Varska’s tower,” Viv suggested. 
 
      
 
    //Lead the way. 
 
    //We can use the opportunity for a debriefing. 
 
      
 
    Not looking forward to that. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 70: No Ivory Tower 
 
      
 
      
 
    Viv pushed the door to Varska’s tower with some effort. The hinges hadn’t been worked in a while. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll help,” Marruk said. 
 
      
 
    “It’s fine,” Viv grunted. Better not let Marruk Doorbane near. The air hit her. It smelled musty and a bit off. The tower had always carried the fragrance of flowers before. 
 
      
 
    The first floor had been ransacked but not destroyed. Only the oldest and rattiest loveseats remained. A few pieces of fabric were scattered across the room, mostly undyed local works. The windows were shuttered. Viv made to open the nearest one, but Marruk held her back gently. 
 
      
 
    “Opening the window yourself is the number one way of being shot by archers in a city. Let me do it,” the Kark said. 
 
      
 
    //Marruk is correct. 
 
    //Although the risks are small, let us remain cautious. 
 
    //At least for a week. 
 
      
 
    “Alright, alright!” 
 
      
 
    Viv’s steps left footprints on the stairs’ dusty floors. The second floor, the one belonging to the housekeeper, had been emptied of food and valuable cooking implements. Varska’s room had been on the third floor. It was completely empty. 
 
      
 
    //I estimate that most of the stolen furniture can be found in the surrounding residences. 
 
      
 
    “They can fucking keep it.” 
 
      
 
    Varska’s tea room had been deprived of its sets. The table was still there. All around, wardrobes and cupboards leaned with open drawers like drooling rejects, lustre long gone. Marruk opened the window to let the air and light in. It did not do the room any favors. 
 
      
 
    Viv crashed on her favorite couch. She didn’t feel the need to check upstairs and see hundreds of hours of magical flora rotting in their pots. The smell was enough. 
 
      
 
    “So. Yeah.” 
 
      
 
    //Would you like to talk now?” 
 
      
 
    “I feel like a stiff drink and being left the fuck alone. Nevermind. I messed up. I was too defensive, too conservative. Too slow. I should have been much more aggressive to force the enemy caster to react. Most of my spells are variations around ‘throw destructive black mana at things until they die’ as well. I should have expanded my list. As it was, I only did half the damage I could have done, and our side suffered as a result. ” 
 
      
 
    //I respectfully disagree with your assessment. 
 
      
 
    Viv cut short, surprised. Solfis was always the most critical of her teachers during everyday practice. 
 
      
 
    //Your assessment was that you saved too much power instead of using it. 
 
    //If you had used more power, the battle would have been won much sooner. 
 
    //If you had prepared more spells, the battle would have been won sooner. 
 
    //Is this understanding correct? 
 
      
 
    “I guess?” 
 
      
 
    With the windows open, the freshness of lilac leaves replaced the scent of dust. Viv’s adrenaline decided that it was a good time to make its exit. She yawned. Her exhaustion was more mental than physical, and only the fear of a mass lynching kept her from requesting a nap. 
 
      
 
    //Your Grace, listen carefully. 
 
      
 
    Viv forced herself to wake up. 
 
      
 
    //Every decision in battle or politics is a choice between several options. 
 
    //This choice is made with incomplete and often incorrect data. 
 
    //When you planned the reconquest of Kazar, you and I aligned on a training regimen. 
 
    //We worked on your defenses. 
 
    //You practiced with great rigor. 
 
    //You could not have worked on this and developed yourself offensively at the same time. 
 
    //Thus, an arbitration was made. 
 
    //I believe that at that time, it was the correct decision. 
 
    //Any plan must strike a balance between refining the path to success and eliminating the points of failure. 
 
    //The acquisition of men and equipment increased our chances of success. 
 
    //Keeping you alive eliminated the most critical point of failure. 
 
    //Thus, you worked on keeping yourself alive. 
 
    //And it worked. 
 
    //As is, I estimate that you are responsible for close to 50 percent of overall enemy casualties. 
 
      
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
      
 
    //The enemy wore heavy armor.  
 
    //It helped against everything except for you. 
 
    //You did well, Your Grace. 
 
    //You accounted for ambushes and the sniper, hence your caution. 
 
    //As a result, we have suffered minimal losses and you are unharmed. 
 
    //This is close to the optimal result. 
 
      
 
    “When you put it like that . . .” 
 
      
 
    //You are correct in identifying what needs to be done next. 
 
    //It does not mean that it should have been done before. 
 
    //I am stating the obvious since your mental abilities appear to be impaired right now.  
 
      
 
    “Hey!” 
 
      
 
    //Heir’s moping successfully ended. 
 
    //Returning to main objective. 
 
    //We must consider the next step in your indoctrination of the locals. 
 
    //As well as your personal training. 
 
      
 
    “There will be no indoctrination.” 
 
      
 
    //Prince Lancer will return next spring, summer at the latest. 
 
      
 
    Viv fell silent. 
 
      
 
    //Barring any catastrophe on his side, he will come to avenge his shame, destroying the city in the process. 
 
    //This time, there will be no fields to return to. 
 
    //He will see to it. 
 
    //Unless, of course, you manage to stop a far superior force with what we have on hand. 
 
    //This endeavor will require a mobilization of the local population at an unprecedented scale. 
 
    //We must therefore consider the indoctrination of the locals. 
 
    //Or you could leave them to their fate, of course. 
 
      
 
    Solfis’s malevolent gaze lowered on Viv as he stood by the door. He waited for her answer with alien patience. 
 
      
 
    “How do we proceed?” 
 
      
 
    //Today’s battle had over 90 percent chance of victory. 
 
      
 
    “Wait, really?” 
 
      
 
    //Yes. 
 
    //It would have been unwise to spread that belief, however. 
 
    //The memory of a desperate struggle will serve the meatbags well. 
 
    //Human nations are built on beautiful deceit. 
 
    //But please consider that the prince’s first attack could have theoretically been repulsed with massive casualties. 
 
    //And the risk of quick retaliation. 
 
    //During today’s siege, the enemy was missing two hundred trained troops and most of their elites. 
 
    //At the same time, we had acquired material and almost a hundred trained soldiers. 
 
    //When the prince returns, he will have a decisive force. 
 
    //You must prepare to oppose him. 
 
      
 
    “We’re already fully committed. I don’t see how we could get more at this stage.” 
 
      
 
    //Your role is not to come up with every solution, Your Grace. 
 
    //Your role is to gather allies to do it for you. 
 
    //There will be a purge. Then the harvest must be completed. 
 
    //During that time, the meatbags of Kazar must be led to accept that the prince will return. 
 
    //And that they must work to prevent his success. 
 
    //All the details can come later. 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure that he will come?” Viv asked. “I will assume that it will happen no matter what. I’m just curious as to why you seem so confident.” 
 
      
 
    //I agree with the point that Denerim made. 
 
    //My algorithms also return that an Enorian candidate for the throne may not leave a rebellion unresolved. 
 
    //Not if they wish to wear the crown. 
 
    //Your very existence undermines his claim. 
 
    //The prince will come for you, one way or another. 
 
      
 
    “You also kind of want me to kill him, don’t you?” 
 
      
 
    //Of course, Your Grace. 
 
    //Few things please me more than crushing a man’s dream before I crush his ribcage. 
 
    //Especially provincial, thin-blooded upstarts. 
 
    //One is allowed to enjoy his work. 
 
    //And I enjoy my work more than most. 
 
      
 
    “First we go through the current crisis, and then I’ll start working on the next step.” 
 
      
 
    //As you wish, Your Grace. 
 
    //As long as you do not wait too much. 
 
    //As for spell casting, I assume that you understand what is required. 
 
      
 
    “I need to become a caster that can work around an army.” 
 
      
 
    //I deem this response as inexact, Your Grace. 
 
      
 
    Viv let out the kind of full-chested sigh of annoyance that replaced a screaming tirade. 
 
      
 
    “Please expand.” 
 
      
 
    //The spies reported the presence of a war caster, a red mana specialist, if you remember. 
 
      
 
    “Lancer’s girlfriend.” 
 
      
 
    //She is the one you must stop. 
 
    //The likelihood is high that she is well trained and capable. 
 
      
 
    “How do you figure?” 
 
      
 
    //Lancer is arrogant, but he is not a fool. 
 
    //He will not bind his fate to a second-rate mage. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe. Do you have a training regimen then?” 
 
      
 
    //We will work on long-range battle as part of the imperial war mage doctrine. 
 
    //Meanwhile, you remain an instinctive caster. 
 
    //Therefore, it falls to you to come up with new spells and ways to use your skills. 
 
    //There are no black mana war manuals in my knowledge database. 
 
    //There is no rush. Let the idea float on the back of your organic, messy mind, Your Grace. 
 
      
 
    Viv thought about it and considered something else. 
 
      
 
    “You know, I intended to keep a low profile, but that’s pretty much impossible now. There are weapons from my world, projectile weapons. I think that I may be able to replicate them.” 
 
      
 
    //Can your weapons pierce through three fingers of steel? 
 
      
 
    Viv considered the question. 
 
      
 
    She did not have access to modern materials, and finding the proper ingredients for black powder would be difficult. Charcoal and sulfur were most likely doable, since she remembered that sulfur was yellow, stank, and often appeared near volcanoes. With this, any alchemist worth their salt (peter) would be able to find it. Unfortunately, she didn’t have any idea where to start nitrate, much less potassium nitrate. Try as she might, she could not remember the first thing about it. Not even its color. It was probably mineral in nature? Maybe? She didn’t know. Between the time it would take to experiment with alchemy and the average physical ability of the people here, it would take a very long time before she could create something with the stopping power to take down a superhuman fighter in a steel armor three centimeters thick. Hell, even the average grandma could probably survive a 9mm round to the chest here, at least for a while.  
 
      
 
    On the other hand, she could disintegrate a mortar round mid-flight. 
 
      
 
    “Probably not.” 
 
      
 
    //Unexpected. 
 
    //My next question was to ask if it was worth condemning Kazar in the long run. 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
      
 
    //Perhaps you remember the traveler who created the Hadal strain of humans. 
 
    //He was slain, and his work was buried. 
 
    //I estimate that the appearance of new destructive technology will lead to a similar result. 
 
      
 
    “How would they even know that it’s a foreign technology? Even here, inventions must occur organically.” 
 
      
 
    //I am sorry, Your Grace, but such secrets fall under the purview of Maradoc, who blessed you. 
 
    //I fear that if his clergy takes an interest in you, he will favor them. 
 
      
 
    “So, no deal?” 
 
      
 
    //Perhaps we can pursue it in secret, in the future.  
 
    //If we have several years and can hold against every other nation of the continent. 
 
      
 
    “You can still bring new ideas,” Marruk said, “like guerilla warfare.” 
 
      
 
    Viv and Solfis stopped and stared at the quickly blushing Kark. 
 
      
 
    “What? We have a forest between the enemy and us. Is this not perfect?” 
 
      
 
    “We could get to them before they get to us . . .” Viv considered. 
 
      
 
    //The crossing of the Deadshield Woods will be fraught with peril. 
 
    //For them. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, let’s keep that in mind and get out,” Viv said as she took a quick look outside, “because the tree is running out of branches to hang people from.” 
 
    


  
 
    Mass executions ran throughout the day, with screaming men and sometimes women dragged to the main plaza to face their end. Viv went to Denerim as soon as she found him. 
 
      
 
    “I thought that we were supposed to prevent . . . this!” she hissed in his ear. The inquisitor looked at her with undisguised annoyance. 
 
      
 
    “You set them on the path, remember? As for me, I’m not here to prevent justice from being dispensed. I’m just here to make sure it’s done to the guilty and without torture.” 
 
      
 
    “Was rape always punishable by death?” Viv asked with some doubt. She was pretty sure that the guilty received a public lashing. 
 
      
 
    “It is when committed by enemy forces, at least since your council gathered and voted the law in effect. It happened early in the afternoon.” 
 
      
 
    “What the hell was Farren thinking?” 
 
      
 
    “He voted in favor after working in the hospital for an hour. For someone who is decent at moving hearts, you are woefully bad at understanding what dwells in them. Popular justice quickly veers to the chopping block, Lost Heiress. Remember that next time.” 
 
      
 
    The inquisitor left her to stop another lynching. Orkan approached and patted her shoulder, red tattoos reflecting the torches nearby. 
 
      
 
    “He’s not mad, don’t worry.” 
 
      
 
    “This is not how I envisioned victory.” 
 
      
 
    “First conquest, ey? Don’t worry, you get used to it.” 
 
      
 
    Viv sure hoped the fuck not. 
 
      
 
    By nightfall, the Kazarans had run out of rope, but not out of axes. Viv was reminded of the Terror, that dark period of history that followed the French revolution. Paris had been stained red by the blood of the beheaded in an unprecedented frenzy of governmental violence. It only ended with the instigators facing the guillotine themselves.  
 
      
 
    “I can’t go out there and stop this. They would not understand,” Viv muttered as yet another head joined the pile. 
 
      
 
    //Why would you, Your Grace? 
 
    //Every invader that falls is one less mouth to fill.  
 
    //And one less prisoner to guard. 
 
      
 
    The lost traveler excused herself behind a pile of crates and quietly threw up. 
 
    





  
 
    Viv slept in Resh’s quarters that night, then moved to the mage tower the next day. The events of the previous day had hit her hard, not because she was unused to the violence of this world, but because this time she had a hand in it. Conflict in Param obviously involved a long succession of war crimes. It was just the first time she was responsible for one. 
 
      
 
    Fortunately, she had an emotional support dragon. 
 
      
 
    “As recognition for your help these past few months and to mark your growth and flame spitting, I am proud and happy to grant you . . . your third gold talent!” 
 
      
 
    “Squeeeeeeeeeee!” 
 
      
 
    Viv watched Arthur pad excitedly to her lair and religiously open her pouch to add this new piece to her collection. The pure, untainted joy acted as a balm for her sour mood. The morning had not been kind. 
 
      
 
    The prisoner camp was growing, with the prisoners themselves working to cut wood and build the dwellings they would use. The earth caster was instrumental in creating larger structures, which proved necessary with the influx of newcomers. All the farms from Kazar to the mountain had already been liberated, with clumps of Enorians joining them every hour from the other side. Lorn had ordered the dead to be detached and properly buried with last rites. Viv hoped that it showed a shift to a more humane approach to justice, but the Temple Guard captain soon revealed his hand: he was freeing rope for a new batch of victims. In particular, the advance of Kazarans across the fertile strip was known, and a few irate Enorians had burnt the farms rather than see them fall into the hands of their previous owners. The arsonists’ corpses now swung in the wind.  
 
      
 
    For the rest of them, Viv finally gathered enough presence of mind to put her foot down. She ordered that every person from now on would be judged in the traditional Kazaran way, inside the temple of Neriad, and after investigations. She presided over them herself and managed to slow down the executions at the very least. Denerim had a few words on the matter. 
 
      
 
    “At least you are learning. I wish you had had the courage yesterday.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s my first time, alright?” 
 
      
 
    With the guilt lessened, the minutiae of the conquest spread over a week. The mountain warriors left, their duty fulfilled. Seized properties had to be redistributed. Several issues arose, such as someone asking for their half payment back after it turned out that a promised loom had been taken by the prince’s expedition. The defendant claimed that it was not his fault that the loom had been taken. Viv judged in favor of the plaintiff, but made sure to hammer a reasonable repayment deal between the two before sending them off. She had never expected to be practicing corporate law in a fantasy village surrounded by the undead. 
 
      
 
    She also made sure that the prisoner village would be getting enough food. Thankfully, the harvest was proceeding as planned and they would not starve anytime soon. She organized the first shipment of grain to the yries quickly after that, then it was time to decide what to do with the Enorians who had not committed too many atrocities. 
 
      
 
    “We could just send them into the woods and let the monsters deal with them,” the newly minted trade representative offered. 
 
      
 
    “No, please, especially not people with families,” Farren said. 
 
      
 
    “We could have them clear new sections of land,” Brenna said instead. “That way, they will be able to grow their own crops next year.” 
 
      
 
    “Will the Kazarans ever accept them though? And having them clear the forest presents a few risks. First, the noise may attract strong monsters, and second, hard work requires more food. We must be cautious because we have no more reserves.” 
 
      
 
    “I have a proposal,” Viv said. 
 
      
 
    The rest of the folks in the town hall’s meeting room turned to her. They sat around the same table where Lancer’s messenger had delivered the prince’s ultimatum. His blood still stained the carpet. 
 
      
 
    “I can create more ward stones, push the deadlands back. It will be much easier than clearing the forest, and the land is much more fertile. We can make a big show of having them labor for the city for a set duration, say three years maybe? Then they are officially forgiven in a ceremony.” 
 
      
 
    “I still say, let them walk back to Enoria,” Tars grunted. She touched the scar on her cheek. 
 
      
 
    “This would be murder without escort, and we know it,” Farren replied, “Viv’s proposal has merit. It also gives us the time to ransom them back if possible. What about the revenants, however? Those lands you speak of are occupied.” 
 
      
 
    “I will go to the place where our fallen were disposed of and activate the lure beacon. With any luck, we can recover the bodies and clear the area at the same time.” 
 
      
 
    The others nodded.  
 
      
 
    “Proposal accepted then. The last item on our list is the relocation of the Hadals to the scout’s forward base . . .” 
 
      
 
    It turned out that the Hadals wanted to occupy a dark, underground cave in the forest that the scouts had been using as a supply cache. Nobody had any objection since the scouts favored the move themselves. A few of the second generations had already started to come and trade meat for commodities. With everything stable, Viv decided that it was time to reclaim the dead. The meeting ended shortly after. 
 
    



  
 
    Viv set out at dawn the day after following a breakfast of boiled wheat equivalent. It was a shit beginning to what was shaping out to be a shit day. Solfis, Arthur, and Marruk were coming, though the golem was starting to run a bit low on battery. A smattering of soldiers was joining as well, including a few Temple Guards. They had all lost people in the escape from the city and were eager to reclaim their bodies, which would be carried in coffins stored on a pair of carts. 
 
      
 
    It was a miserable procession through the desert. The earth shaper had told them where the bodies had been dumped: near a bridge over a chasm. The silence as they made their way was becoming so oppressive that Viv turned to the others for conversation. 
 
      
 
    “You know, if Varska had died in some senseless war, I think I would be done grieving by now. It has been two months. Instead, every new insult applies a fresh coat of pain and now . . . I just can’t let it go. Not anymore.” 
 
      
 
    “The essence of a blood feud,” Marruk said with an understanding nod. She seemed to be in her element.  
 
      
 
    “The Enorian princeling tried to trample us. Now we must kill him and his followers to let the world know not to trifle with us.” 
 
      
 
    Viv stared at the Kark’s content face. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, did you not leave because . . . you know?” 
 
      
 
    “Because blood feuds are destroying our civilization? Yes. But if you are already in one, you might as well go all the way.” 
 
      
 
    She leaned forward. 
 
      
 
    “Do you have any blood feud stories from your homeland?” 
 
      
 
    So Viv told everyone about the Count of Monte Cristo. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 71: Change 
 
      
 
    The expedition set up behind the bridge. Viv crossed it to deploy the lure and then trotted back to defensive positions. The plan was to use the bridge as a chokehold. The revenants would rush to the lure, and, finding no target, turn their undying hunger to the only people around with a pulse. It also gave them an avenue of retreat provided that nothing managed to gnaw on their horses while they had their backs turned. 
 
      
 
    The plan worked well. Without a necromancer to guide them, the mass of creatures was just fuel for a devastating Viv. Most of the early stages were spent throwing mass yoinks into the melee and killing the rare elite. The first change happened after fifteen minutes. Solfis had been inspecting their assailants with glowing eyes. He suddenly moved forward. 
 
      
 
    //Target acquired. 
 
      
 
    The massive golem crawled on the other side of the bridge by digging his talons into the very stone. Viv judged that it was more disturbing than being swarmed by reanimated bodies. At least those had joints. The golem returned shortly later with a writhing revenant bearing a gray undershirt. 
 
      
 
    //Target retrieved: Sonali of the scout corps. 
 
      
 
    He looked just as mummified as the rest to Viv, but when Solfis drew closer she could see that the gambeson was newish, undyed, and embroidered in the way the locals affectionated. The corpse was also relatively fresh. 
 
      
 
    “That’s Sonali alright. Poor bastard was about to return to Baran too,” one of the crossbowmen said. The revenant was disabled and purified by Torm, the highest-ranking servant of Neriad present. He was the shield bearer who had pathed up during the “failed lich” battle, easily recognizable by his drooping moustache, ponytail, and receding hairline. He placed the purified body in one of the coffins, which was then closed. 
 
      
 
    //I have recorded the names and appearances of the missing. 
 
    //I shall retrieve them as they arrive. 
 
    //Please do not cast . . . mass yoinks . . . on their backlines, Your Grace. 
 
      
 
    “I understand, and I have a favor to ask.” 
 
      
 
    //Speak. 
 
      
 
    “Do not let me see her.” 
 
      
 
    Solfis nodded slowly. 
 
      
 
    //I understand, Your Grace. 
 
      
 
    The morning went on, and most of the guards sat down, with a few of the more adventurous crossbowmen taking potshots at elites and showing them to Viv. Once or twice per hour, Solfis would move forth and through the fumbling masses to retrieve a single body, which was then identified and put to rest. The carts filled with the dead. The inevitable happened around noon. 
 
      
 
    //Target acquired. 
 
    //Please avert your eyes, Your Grace. 
 
      
 
    Viv stopped casting for a full minute, which finally allowed Marruk and Torm to practice a bit. Viv looked at some of the revenant milling behind them, on their side of the chasm. A strike team of guards went from one to the other, disabling them and dragging the bodies to a pyre. They checked for loot, of course. 
 
      
 
    Arthur landed with a detached head in one claw and a purse in the other. Viv emptied its contents. 
 
      
 
    “No gold, sorry . . .” 
 
      
 
    “Squee.” 
 
      
 
    “You know, if you find seven silver talents, the banker will gladly exchange it for one gold talent.” 
 
      
 
    Arthur’s jaw fell open, revealing an impressive array of serrated teeth. 
 
      
 
    “Squ . . . Squeeeeeee—” 
 
      
 
    “And she’s off. Maybe I should have kept precious metal exchange rates to myself,” Viv muttered. The dragonling had climbed to the sky and was already diving back on a nearby target. 
 
      
 
    //It is done, Your Grace. 
 
    //Torm put your companion to rest. 
 
    //You will be relieved to learn that her body did not suffer further abuse after her demise, beyond being discarded. 
 
      
 
    “That is plenty enough.” 
 
      
 
    //Indeed. 
 
    //The coffin has been shut, if you wish to return to casting. 
 
    //As for one of your previous comments, I have decided to share a self-reflection with you. 
 
    //If someone had defiled my creator Irlefen’s body, I would have pursued them to the end of Nyil. 
 
    //And made them suffer until their mind broke. 
 
    //Mostly, I find the concerns of organics futile and petty.  
 
    //In this case, I understand that the mage was dear to you and that the insult to her memory must be repaid in blood. 
 
    //You know that I will support you no matter what. 
 
    //I want you, Your Grace, to know that I support you because I want to. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks, Soflis. It means a lot coming from you. I appreciate it.” 
 
      
 
    //Excellent, Your Grace. 
 
    //Now please remember to make sure that I do not need to avenge you. 
 
      
 
    “I promise to do my very best. Alright. Enough of that. Time to thin the herd. 
 
      
 
    Viv returned to the fray and disintegrated revenants by the dozen. On the other side of the bridge, ash from the dead reached knee height. The slaughter continued into the afternoon until the last stragglers were disposed of by roaming groups of looters. Everyone piled the meager findings on the ground by the cart containing the sealed coffins. The expedition had found all but one of the bodies, the last one perhaps too damaged to have been moved. There were still revenants down the chasm. 
 
      
 
    “Solfis, could you carry me down? I want to finish the job. Arthur, come back please.” 
 
      
 
    The golem easily descended the sheer cliff with Viv held under her armpits. They found a moaning pile of broken bodies under the mighty arches. 
 
      
 
    //They will regenerate given time. 
 
    //Do you wish to start casting now? 
 
      
 
    “No need. Come on, Arthur, give me a hand here.” 
 
      
 
    “Squee?” 
 
      
 
    “Well you’re not going to match the desolation of Aristan without practicing a bit, you know?” 
 
      
 
    “Squee!” 
 
      
 
    The small dragonling extended her neck from Viv’s own arms and hacked and spit a bit, culminating in a rather unimpressive performance. It looked like she was projectile vomiting thermite. Nevertheless, the results spoke for themselves and the pile quickly ignited. Viv then remembered why she usually preferred her own, cleaner method. 
 
      
 
    It was the smell. 
 
      
 
    Just inhaling the smoke was basically getting airborne burnt human flesh into your lungs. Viv shuddered, and they made for the rest of the group. The loot was quickly divided between the participants, Viv getting the lion’s share, and they were set out to leave when one of the guards hailed her. He looked extremely pleased with himself. 
 
      
 
    “Goodmother! Sorry, Your Grace. Your Grace, I have pathed up!” 
 
      
 
    “Congratulations!” Viv said with genuine pride for the young lad. The others heard him and everyone gathered to offer their heartfelt pleasure, but the guard was not done. 
 
      
 
    “Inspect me, Your Grace!” 
 
      
 
    Viv did so. 
 
      
 
    [Witch-pact crossbowman] 
 
      
 
    “It’s because of the yries weapon. The path allows me to use it to the maximum of its abilities. It is a good path, Your Grace!” 
 
      
 
    “Wow, I don’t know what to say. Is this fine, though? What if the weapon breaks?” 
 
      
 
    The man waved his hand dismissively. 
 
      
 
    “Weapons break and get repaired. Or remade. What matters is that I got it from another race. Oh, wait until I tell the others!” 
 
      
 
    The man seemed happy, and the atmosphere improved on the way back.  
 
      
 
    She slept fitfully in the tower and moved out the very next morning to handle the next pressing matter: the fate of the prisoners.  
 
      
 
    It didn’t take long to find a handful of men to get rocks. In fact, there was an abundance of crossbowmen eager to get a few headshots, probably because of the new path. Unfortunately for them, the place was almost empty. Fortunately for Viv, she didn’t have to carry the local equivalent of menhirs. 
 
      
 
    They proceeded the same way as they had back at the mines. Solfis helped her engrave the glyphs, and she cast the spell when she was ready. It quickly turned out that once per day was her maximum, which surprised her, and the golem managed to recharge his core while she recovered. 
 
      
 
    On the evening of the second day, the council accepted her proposal, and she announced to the grimy-faced prisoners what their fate would be. Looking at all those desperate eyes shining in the twilight sun, they probably expected her to skewer them with pitchforks and then oven bake their babies. The promise of new land and freedom after only three years gave them the sort of suspicious hope that waits as much for deliverance as for the other shoe to drop. The first to get land would be picked at random and stay in the camp until they built their dwellings. It would also prevent the Enorians from growing idle and the camp from acquiring the deep stench of overcrowded villages. The guards reported that tensions and incidents decreased. Of course, Viv did not stop there. She had the perfect, modern solution for handling mistreated minorities. 
 
      
 
    Propaganda and mental reconditioning. 
 
      
 
    Every evening, she would tell how they had been lied to, how they were victims of Prince Lancer, who stole their money and left them to die. The prince had seduced them away from the path of righteousness with his pretty words, then had abandoned them to the Kazarans’ righteous fury. But not all was lost! In their immense mercy, the Kazarans understood only too well what it meant to be downtrodden and after a more than reasonable punishment, the offenders would be redeemed. 
 
      
 
    Viv used light makeup and a sober dress to present herself as virginal and distant, yet another victim of the prince’s lying tongue. She told them of her efforts and how she would create good soil for them out of the deadlands, and, more importantly, she told them what they wanted to hear. That it was not really their fault, and that, deep inside, they were better than this. 
 
      
 
    Strangely, it was easier than talking about the constitution, and she immediately understood why. She cared about those Kazarans who had fought by her side even if they were not perfect. The Enorians could go fuck themselves. She wouldn’t go out of her way to ruin their lives, but if they got eaten by a passing wyvern, she wouldn’t shed a tear. 
 
      
 
    It was two weeks after the conquest when Viv did what she felt was important. She organized general elections for every position in the city, including her own, as a way to mark the occasion. They had won and had what was shaping up to be a bountiful harvest, and Irao had reported that the prince had left the Deadshield Woods. Viv ran on a platform based on her successes and her aura as the one who had introduced elements of democracy to start with. She didn’t even have to resort to Solfis-backed negotiations with the handful of misguided rivals who opposed her. If anything, she had to rein in her supporters, who were rather invested in her success and had the weapons to back it up. It was the Athenian democracy all over again.  
 
      
 
    Eventually, they ended up with almost the same names and a new representative for the laborers. Voting booths had been a huge success, as had been the application of purchased dye on the thumb of the voter to show participation. The people of Kazar were . . . proud. Invested. Things were moving, most of them of their own accords. Most people were busy with the harvest. 
 
      
 
    It was now time to experiment with magic and make use of Denerim’s continued presence to work on regrowing limbs. 
 
    






  
 
    //This is a good place, Your Grace. 
 
      
 
    Viv looked around and agreed. With new stones set at regular intervals, they had freed acres of arable land. It would take a while for the farthest expanses to desaturate, however, which gave her a window of opportunity to experiment. The place Solfis had selected was a small basin between two low rises. A few stones emerged from the packed ochre dust haphazardly, while scraggly black growths clung to the rocky slopes. The ubiquitous dark clouds of the deadlands still clung stubbornly overhead, pushed back slowly but surely by southern winds.  
 
      
 
    Viv sighed. It was desolate. Just what they needed. Now that they had stopped, however, she was struck by an unexpected bout of nostalgia. 
 
      
 
    “You know, we had a thing called the internet in my old world. It was like a magical network of knowledge that covered cities and houses and that almost everyone could access. It let us check the sum total of our civilization’s knowledge.” 
 
      
 
    //Your nation must have been great indeed. 
 
      
 
    “Not really. Most people used it for jokes, erotica, cat photos, and the spread of stupid rumors.” 
 
      
 
    Solfis remained silent for a while. 
 
      
 
    //I am at once disappointed and unsurprised. 
 
    //A contradiction. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, but I digress. I used to have a good friend I met through the internet and whom I actually never met in real life. He was a person who took great delight in exploiting systems, finding loopholes, those sorts of things. He was at his happiest when he used a tool for an unintended purpose with great effect. I wish I could talk to him now.” 
 
      
 
    //Does this relate to experimentation? 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. I realize that I’m pretty good at learning magic, if my fast progress is any indication, but I’m just . . . unimaginative. I have this awesome power at the tip of my fingers and I’m just using it to melt things.  
 
      
 
    //Arguably, you do this very well. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, but I can do better. I need more tools if they exist. I need to consider stealth, mobility, and utility. Anyway, I will start by experimenting with the Change meaning. Try it out a bit.” 
 
      
 
    Now that there were no immediate crises, she would take the time to explore new things, starting with one she had not touched yet. 
 
      
 
    It was partly out of fear. The concept reminded her of the roiling, pus-filled ball of putrid flesh they had faced in the mines. The failed lich. The memory of that stench still haunted her nostrils on occasion, giving her goosebumps. It had been that bad.  
 
      
 
    Enough of that now. 
 
      
 
    “Bzzt.” 
 
      
 
    Viv tried to charge her most basic spell with the meaning and . . . failed. She was familiar with annihilation, but this was radically different. Black was the color of entropy, in a way. Annihilation was merely the most drastic and final expression of it. Change as a concept implied that something came after. 
 
      
 
    Viv tried again. She willed the spell to alter its target, and it did. She felt the bolt leave charged with meaning, and when it hit, the dust reacted. Plumes of earth grew from the ground like a time-lapse. Then the spell stopped and half of it fell back in various sizes of granulated sand. What was left behind resembled a sculpture in a zen garden, if the zen garden was curated by outer-space squids. 
 
      
 
    “Hmm.” 
 
      
 
    She tried again with various degrees of power. The dust she hit would change shape and become more compact, or more porous. Sculptures hit a second time, expanded quickly then collapsed. On a hunch, she refined the concept. 
 
      
 
    ‘Change into a wall.’ 
 
      
 
    The next spell was, well, more wall-like. It still looked like a prop from a cheap sci-fi movie, but it did reach waist height. 
 
      
 
    //I detect residues of black mana in the structure. 
 
    //It will make it resistant to spells. 
 
    //However . . . 
 
      
 
    Solfis picked a small stone and casually tossed it at the sculpture. It shattered. 
 
      
 
    //Any decent soldier may simply run through it. 
 
      
 
    “I see. It might also block line of sight, which is valuable in itself. Let’s experiment a bit more.” 
 
      
 
    Casting on an actual stone as opposed to dirt led to similar results, though slower. The stone walls still looked eldritch and menacing. They had the same organic appearance as what the yries built but none of the elegance. Solfis tested them and found that they were slightly more sturdy. 
 
      
 
    //Do you believe that you can form better walls? 
 
      
 
    “Probably. I need to get used to the concept first. Annihilation requires a lot of power and conviction, but change is very flexible. They are really different. In fact . . .” 
 
      
 
    She tried to annihilate a wall with a purge net and found that the meaning came to her sluggishly. It probably would not affect her later, but she didn’t think the two meanings could work together at all.  
 
      
 
    Viv slowly worked through more experiments. Through practice, she realized that she could make the walls go higher by affecting a larger area and forming a hole next to it, which led to an obvious discovery. 
 
      
 
    “Alright, so I cannot really create matter. The dust walls are simply unpacked dust. That’s why they are so flimsy. Same for the stone, I draw it from below. Whatever I touch will probably retain its original mass, only change form. Similarly, the tighter the construction, the more effort it takes to deform it.” 
 
      
 
    //It implies that you can create fast but fragile obstructions while on friable terrain.  
 
    //Rocks will allow you to make sturdier structures, but they will also take more time and energy. 
 
    //Is this assessment correct? 
 
      
 
    “Let’s find out.” 
 
      
 
    A few more spells cast on the rocky slopes confirmed the golem’s hypothesis. Perhaps it would change when she got the hang of using the concept a bit more. Whatever. She would practice, but she was not done with experimenting yet. The next target was obvious. She had to cast it on something alive. 
 
      
 
    “Bzzt.” 
 
      
 
    The dark, scrawny plant instantly got mangled. 
 
      
 
    Viv had used only the smallest hints of power. She approached the shredded matter for some impromptu dissection. The leaves were either shredded or fused like acid scars. The core had been half shorn, while the rest had become ossified. 
 
      
 
    //This is the concept you wish to use to regrow limbs, is it not? 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I see what you mean. That concept is to regeneration what a chainsaw is to surgery. With that said, I can probably fine-tune it to work with a life mana construct. It will just take some practice. We need more live targets, so I propose that we walk to the forest.” 
 
      
 
    //As you wish. 
 
      
 
    The stroll let Viv clear her head. The new concept was playing tricks on her mind. It resonated within her, vast and unexplored, a thought that was not just her own. Annihilation was visceral. Angry. A thing as straightforward as a blade. Change was ethereal and complex. Abstract. Mental. Flexible. Both concepts existed within her and outside of her. They were part of magic, and as such, they belonged to the world. She merely touched upon them. It felt incredibly strange to “acquire’ ideas in such an organic fashion. There was no earthly experience that could quite compare. 
 
      
 
    Viv considered what Varska had told her. Mages took a more analytical approach to casting, and she wondered if it was not a bit of a mistake. You could read, or be taught that concepts gave spells a meaning corresponding to a color’s facet, but you could not truly understand it until you experienced it. Love and rage could not be explained with words. They could be alluded to or evoked but not truly, truly rendered. It was the same with casting. Although, perhaps it was still the most efficient way for a lot of people. 
 
      
 
    Viv arrived at the edge of the forest almost an hour later at a brisk pace. The ward stones she had placed were really expanding the living lands. Now it was a matter of seeing if the encroachment lasted. 
 
      
 
    “Bzzt.” 
 
      
 
    Viv attempted the spell on a few trees, turning them into modern art exhibits, or so she thought. The inspection skill disagreed. 
 
      
 
    [Mangled trunk: remnant of a deep wood fir submitted to destructive black mana.] 
 
      
 
    “To change its form in real time, the acolyte of Gomogog we fought back near the tree must have had some incredible control.” 
 
      
 
    //I estimate that divine assistance should be credited with this feat, Your Grace. 
 
      
 
    “Do you think that I could target a tree and turn it into some sort of regenerating monster?” 
 
      
 
    //Statistically, if you destroy every tree in the Deadshield Woods, you might be successful once or twice. 
 
    //Although my algorithms return that it would be an inefficient use of the next centuries.  
 
      
 
    “Right. There is one last thing I want to test.” 
 
      
 
    Vic coated herself with the armor but infused the parts with the meaning of Change. Immediately, the infantry armor shape she was used to melded and weaved. It looked like she was wearing liquid dark fog. There was no apparent effect until she took a step forward and the surface shifted a bit. 
 
      
 
    //Can you make the armor stop changing so much, Your Grace? 
 
      
 
    She willed it, and the multiple tendrils and vaporous patterns covering her floated instead of writhed. It lasted until she moved and the thing shifted again. Viv was about to ask what Solfis meant when the golem’s skull snapped to the side. Viv about-faced with some alarm, but it was only Irao standing straight by a damaged tree’s remains. He was still wearing his dark armor. His slitted yellow eyes considered Viv without much emotion. 
 
      
 
    “Yes?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “I felt an unknown camouflage and came to investigate. I check every major anomaly on our territory.” 
 
      
 
    “Camouflage?” 
 
      
 
    //The Hadal is correct, Your Grace. 
 
    //The armor changed with its environment in a way that gives you stealth capabilities. 
 
    //Additionally, the stealth effect is reinforced by a distractor. 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “Your coat actively deflects the attention. Some of my abilities work in a similar way,” Irao explained as he circled her with interest. “It is sloppy, but you have only been at it for seven minutes.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you use black mana as well?” 
 
      
 
    The man nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Not the same meaning as you though. I use Obfuscation. Different process for a similar result. I can show you.” 
 
      
 
    And he did, but try as she might, Viv did not get it. 
 
      
 
    “You must deny the world and have the world deny you.” 
 
      
 
    Irao used his abilities, even intentionally lowering their efficiency after Solfis suggested it. She still failed to understand.  
 
      
 
    //It might be good to let the idea decant in your mind, Your Grace. 
 
    //Imperial records show extended periods of time between concept understandings. 
 
    //Your spongy brain matter can only adapt so fast to the raw fabric of reality. 
 
      
 
    “I guess.” 
 
      
 
    //You may also have a low affinity for a concept that centers around hiding. 
 
    //You tend to make yourself highly visible. 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean? I hid all the way from Harrak to Kazar!” 
 
      
 
    //And now you are heading a revolution. 
 
      
 
    “Well . . . Okay I guess.” 
 
      
 
    Ah, the hypocrisy. Looking down on her father only to follow the exact same path. The apple didn’t fall far from the tree and all that. 
 
      
 
    Viv felt the worst kind of annoyed. She was pissed at herself.  
 
      
 
    “Alright, I shall name the camouflage armor . . . Sneaky Ghillie Lemon Squeezy.” 
 
      
 
    //May I object? 
 
      
 
    “No. Next, we are going to pay Denerim a visit. We need to create a roadmap on that arm regrowth thing.” 
 
    



  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 72: The New Normal 
 
      
 
    It was evening, and Viv invited Denerim and Orkan to have dinner in her brand-new tower to discuss the spell. It was hers now, well, hers and Gogen’s, since the taciturn cleaner had moved in with one of her brood. Viv merely had to pay her and budget for food. With the grains and other things coming in, they had delicious fresh bread with nuts, eggs, green vegetables, and tubers in abundance as well as grilled monster skewers. Spice was a bit lacking now, but the fresh, magical ingredients made up for it. 
 
      
 
    “You know, I almost expected you to leave quickly now that the city is back in our hands and we have kept atrocities to a reasonable level,” Viv said. 
 
      
 
    “I would have if my god or my hierarchy had called me back. As it is, we have a little project that interests me greatly and is worth staying in Kazar,” Denerim added. 
 
      
 
    “And at the Spotted Feather!” Orkan added, eyes dreamy and brain filled with tits. 
 
      
 
    “Ahem.” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, mentor, what I mean to say is that inquisitors must sometimes remain for extended periods of time in the same location because not only does it allow us to settle down and get back in touch with the realities of the common folk, but also it lets people get used to our sight so that we do not remain symbols of impending doom.” 
 
      
 
    The Hallurian nodded to himself, tattoos mostly dark in this peaceful setting. His handsome angular face had gained a smug expression that suited him strangely. Denerim, of course, was not amused. 
 
      
 
    “Orkan, what did I say?” 
 
      
 
    “Be sensitive?” 
 
      
 
    “No. Well, I said that too. I meant, do not share confidential information with strangers.” 
 
      
 
    “The incredible secret that men can be horny is safe with me,” Viv said, “I assure you. I will never spread this most sensitive piece of information.” 
 
      
 
    “Mentor, should we also hide the fact that the man we’re supposed to report to is a massive twat?” Orkan asked again. 
 
      
 
    Denerim sighed deeply. The time had come for Viv to rescue the conversation. 
 
      
 
    “So anyway, I wanted to talk about the healing spell.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Denerim grumbled, “that would be best. Have you acquired the Change concept yet?” 
 
      
 
    “I have, but just barely. I need to practice more, but I have found a few things. To begin with, black mana does not create flesh, which means that it will have to come from somewhere. Does life mana create tissue out of nowhere?” 
 
      
 
    “Tissue? Like a hanky?” 
 
      
 
    “Shut up, Orkan. To answer your question, not really. People who recover from grievous wounds are often weakened for a little while and must eat a lot to recover. Could we use . . . something else’s flesh?” 
 
      
 
    Denerim looked worried, and Viv thought that it was a stupid idea. 
 
      
 
    “No, but we might be able to convert a nutrient soup by, hmmm, liquefying something else’s flesh.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s a nutrient?” 
 
      
 
    “Orkan, if you spent more time studying the healing scroll I gave you than scratching your back with your curved sword, you would know. Where was I? Ah yes. If we have the . . . meat used to rebuild the limb, I suppose, and Change-aspected black mana, what else would we need?” 
 
      
 
    “Are there healing spells? Not just applying life mana to heal but actual spells.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t use one because Neriad guides me, but . . . perhaps? Glyphs could do it.” 
 
      
 
    “I need to extract information from cells, but I have no idea how to do it.” 
 
      
 
    Denerim considered that for a moment. 
 
      
 
    “I have no idea why you would need to break someone out of jail,” Orkan said, “but if you want to rebuild a leg, why don’t you take the other leg and mirror it?” 
 
      
 
    Viv thought that . . . it was not too bad an idea, actually. 
 
      
 
    “We wouldn't be able to heal double amputees though.” 
 
      
 
    “Healing some is better than healing none. Besides, once you have the hang of it, maybe you will figure out how to do it? And with that you only need a diagnostics spell. We had those in Halluria.” 
 
      
 
    “You did?” Denerim asked, surprised. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. We warborn were hurt a lot. Every day.” 
 
      
 
    His good mood melted like snow under a flamethrower. 
 
      
 
    “When we were kids, half of the cohort was seriously wounded between every meal. To save mana, the healers had this construct to detect where the wound was and focus their mana there instead of healing every bruise. I couldn’t recreate it, but I remember that there were only four glyphs, so it can’t be too hard.” 
 
      
 
    Viv considered the question. Find, flesh, wound, show? No, it wouldn’t work for them because she was trying to copy a limb, not heal it. Find, limb, copy, mirror, show? She would have to experiment. At least this spell would be harmless. 
 
      
 
    “Alright, so to summarize, I need a spell to extract the image of the limb and reverse it to prevent people from ending with two left arms. Then I need another spell to change the flesh goop into said limb, and then we need Denerim’s healing spell to combine with the change spell to heal and reattach the limb. It sounds . . . complicated and messy.” 
 
      
 
    “We have to start somewhere. It is a grand endeavor.” 
 
      
 
    “I wish I could just toss the entire project at some experienced healers,” she lamented. 
 
      
 
    “And those experienced healers would laugh at you. At this stage, no one believes that limbs can be safely regrown. You would be dismissed and ridiculed. I fear that we must at least prove that the possibility exists or be dismissed.” 
 
      
 
    “Healers would not even consider us?” Viv exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    Denerim put his hands together and took a deep breath. 
 
      
 
    “I am willing to bet that you have the same in your home world. Let me try to do it. Ahem. Greetings, ladies and gentlemen healers who have been saving lives for over twenty years. We, an obscure witch and a sword wielder, have totally figured out how to do something that the healing profession has failed to achieve for the past millennium, because we are that smart. And you have never heard about us or our work because we were too busy being geniuses.” 
 
      
 
    “Alright, alright. I got it. We would look like charlatans. I mean, would we? Are you not a priest of Neriad?” 
 
      
 
    “Being honest does not mean that we can’t be fooled. Or that we can’t be morons.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. I guess.” 
 
      
 
    “She does look a bit manipulative,” Orkan considered as he inspected Viv up and down. 
 
      
 
    “Oi!” 
 
      
 
    “It’s the eyes. They’re a weird color. People will assume that you’re using cosmetics to catch the eye.” 
 
      
 
    Viv grumbled, but relented. No use shooting the messenger. 
 
      
 
    “Fine. I guess I have my work cut out for me.” 
 
    



  
 
    Viv settled into yet another routine. She would practice fine-tuning the Change meaning on a bunch of innocent trees most of the day, with late afternoon reserved for administrative questions. In reality, there wasn’t much to do for her most of the time. She had delegated a lot of the mayor prerogatives to experts she trusted and only checked their reports. The role was now more about big decisions and projects than handling day-to-day affairs. She also set up a night school with the aid of Brenna, who thought that it was a good idea to teach people how to read. Some of the more determined laborers joined. They had to use clay tablets and styluses because they didn’t have enough paper. 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, the harvest was going well. Viv cleared new land and created timber to warm the entire city. The silverite focus helped her by channeling the power held in her nascent necrarch core with almost no efficiency loss. When the power ran out, she would just head to a ward stone to recharge it. She was starting to stall on the Change word, however, and that depressed her a bit. 
 
      
 
    One morning, Solfis interrupted her regimen to drag her to the deadlands, more specifically to one of the many ridges dotting the valley. Viv blinked as she approached and realized that the many stones were entirely covered with small, tiny script. She read the closest one. 
 
      
 
    “Joram approached the older fighter, sword at the ready. Barok barely held on his feet after so many fights, yet despair needled him forward. Joram saw the determination in his bloodshot eyes, despite the sweat covering his taut muscles and the blood dripping down a powerful leg. They were evenly matched during spars. This was no spar, and both men knew it.” 
 
      
 
    “What the . . . is this in Old Imperial?” 
 
      
 
    //Indeed, Your Grace. 
 
    //It has come to my attention that you may be stretching your willpower stat. 
 
      
 
    The strange idiom resonated within her borrowed knowledge. 
 
      
 
    “I am burning out?” 
 
      
 
    //The past few months have been harrowing. 
 
    //Thankfully, you are not alone. 
 
    //Unfortunately, those who surround you cannot quite fulfill the same purpose as the departed mage. 
 
    //Imperial training books cover mental health, and yours is vulnerable. 
 
    //Since I cannot provide companionship by selecting an appropriate mortal . . . 
 
      
 
    “I told you, no kidnapping and no slavery.” 
 
      
 
    //Then I have decided to provide you with a relaxing hobby. 
 
    //One that you mentioned missing before. 
 
    //Reading. 
 
      
 
    “Wait . . .” 
 
      
 
    //Those are some of the books that I have in my database, transcribed on a cheap support. 
 
    //This side of the cliff contains treaties on magic. 
 
    //This side contains fiction and historical recounting. 
 
    //I grouped them since everything the meatbags recount is essentially fiction. 
 
    //On account of your faulty brains. 
 
      
 
    “What about that?” she said, pointing at the paragraph she had been reading. 
 
      
 
    //Gladiators of Harrak. 
 
    //You had voiced an interest in homoerotic fiction. 
 
      
 
    “Oh.” 
 
      
 
    //I could patrol while you masturbate. 
 
      
 
    “I would never do such a thing out in the open like some deviant.” 
 
      
 
    //You fleshy things will put a finger up your nose in public. 
 
    //Or in your mouth. 
 
    //Yet doing the same to genitalia and anus causes shock. 
 
    //I fail to see the logic. 
 
      
 
    “That’s because you lack all of those, and besides, only uncouth bastards do that in public. Enough about fingers in bums, thank you very much.” 
 
      
 
    Viv paused and stared at the cliff. It was the work of hours. Yes, the golem never ran out of patience. It was still a thoughtful gift. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Solfis, I appreciate it. Really.” 
 
      
 
    //You should spend a few hours reading and drinking hot klod. 
 
    //We can train tomorrow. 
 
    //Those missing fleshy bits are not going anywhere. 
 
      
 
    Viv decided to spend the evening with Koro to cheer the tall woman up. She was still inconsolable despite Yan taking some time to entertain her. She felt useless. Viv didn’t know what to say. This wasn’t her domain of competence, so she just listened, and it felt like doing something valid. Later, as they were going home, Arthur grabbed her attention. The dragonette dragged her to a spot of dust in the street and formed characters. 
 
      
 
    Bank much gold. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, you finally got enough for one gold talent! Congratulations, your hard work is paying off!” 
 
      
 
    Looting enemies agreeable. 
 
      
 
    Viv was a bit surprised by the apparent change of topic, but that only lasted until the next series of characters. 
 
      
 
    Make bank enemies. 
 
      
 
    “We are not doing a heist, nor are we doing a robbery, Arthur!” 
 
      
 
    “Squeeee.” 
 
      
 
    “To start with, a good amount of the gold stored there belongs to me. Secondly, this is only one bank of many.” 
 
      
 
    The dragonette perked up, crimson eyes gaining a greedy, dangerous glint. 
 
      
 
    “Remember the rathclaw, dear. Do not bite more than you can chew.” 
 
      
 
    “Squeeeee.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, think about it another way. The gold comes from the ground where miners gather ore, and then it is smelted and turned into ingots. It’s a long and tiresome process. But humans do it anyway. If you destroy the bank, you will get a lot of talents, but the humans will flee. Yes?” 
 
      
 
    “Squee?” 
 
      
 
    “Meaning that the source of gold will be gone.” 
 
      
 
    “Squee.” 
 
      
 
    “While instead we can use power and money to have humans work for us. Then every year we get gold talents . . . forever.” 
 
      
 
    “S . . . squee?!” 
 
      
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
      
 
    Arthur bounced. Then bounced again. She then proceeded to hop in a circle. 
 
      
 
    Viv sat down and watched the dragonling reboot her brain. Perhaps it was a terrible idea to unleash rabid draconic capitalism upon Nyil, but the place was a shithole anyway, so fuck it. Better the tax services than fantasy napalm. Probably. In the short run anyway. 
 
    


  
 
    Another distraction offered itself a few days later, when Orkan knocked on Viv’s door one bright morning as she was finishing her tea. He was alone, for once, and unusually nervous. She offered him a cup. 
 
      
 
    “You know,” he said, “men don’t really do that in Halluria. Sitting down for tea and plotting is something reserved for the fairer sex.” 
 
      
 
    “We’re not plotting yet, but if you prefer I can give you booze and you can bump your chest. Just don’t stab a knife in the table to make a point. It’s brand new.” 
 
      
 
    The Hallurian just leaned down against his seat and chuckled. His red tattoos pulsed gently, and for the first time, Viv thought that she saw him relax. He really had that rocker look, complete with a devilish smile and dark hair that reached below a sharp jaw. His eyes twinkled. 
 
      
 
    “See, that’s exactly what we never got. Backtalk. Hallurian women deflect and disarm, always with a smile. Even in private. Even, you know.” 
 
      
 
    “Mid-coit?” 
 
      
 
    “You really don’t take me seriously huh? I meant pillow talk. They never let their guard down, just like we never let our guard down.” 
 
      
 
    Orkan unconsciously swished the tea in his cup like expensive liquor. 
 
      
 
    “It’s going to sound weird because Hallurian women mostly obey men, but I found the treatment . . . demeaning. I could not engage in a meaningful conversation with a girl. It was all a contest of wit to try to dazzle me.” 
 
      
 
    “There wasn’t one of them you opened to?” Viv asked, surprised. “Come on. Stay together with someone long enough, and they’ll let you know what they think of you. Familiarity breeds contempt.” 
 
      
 
    But Orkan shook his head. He finished his glass and placed it back on the table, whereupon Viv gave him a refill. The gruff warborn was sharing. It felt like a precious moment. 
 
      
 
    “You’d think that. It probably happens to lower-ranked people, but not to those destined to be warlords. Everything is political. Everything is a game. Everything is a battle. In that sort of environment, you can never let your guard down. Ever.” 
 
      
 
    “It sounds . . . suffocating.” 
 
      
 
    Orkan caressed his throat thoughtfully. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. That’s a good comparison. Strangely, it didn’t bother me so much at the time. Not sure why.” 
 
      
 
    “Did you ever travel outside of Halluria?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course not. We are not welcome anywhere.” 
 
      
 
    “Then perhaps you just never knew anything different?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. Yeah, that makes sense. I never knew you could just sit and have tea and talk and just . . . not try to get something out of the conversation. I spent so much time of my life doing what was expected of me, what I thought I should expect of myself. I never stopped to ask what was really happening and why I was doing all those things. You know?” 
 
      
 
    “Wait, I understand that you left Halluria and joined the temple, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “I assumed that you had questioned your society and that’s why you defected.” 
 
      
 
    “No. No, that only happened later. I didn’t defect because I was fed up with my life. It was something else.” 
 
      
 
    “A woman?” Viv asked, wiggling her brows. She only realized after that it was probably a sad story, but Orkan laughed. 
 
      
 
    “Hah! Not even that. But enough about me, even though it is a fascinating topic. I actually came for a proposal. See, Denerim’s busy helping the fort garrisons and writing reports, so I was thinking, it’s the perfect opportunity for some retraining. I thought you might want to join.” 
 
      
 
    Viv’s doubt must have shown on her face, because the Hallurian stopped her with a shake of his head. 
 
      
 
    “Hold on before you talk about paths and stats and the fact that I can probably kick your ass using two fingers. It’s mobility training.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
      
 
    “Halluria is a land of jungles and deserts. You can’t fight on it unless you can move through it. If you do go against that prince, you need to know how to move through forests without falling on every root. Also, it helps you with running away. Back home, a mage who doesn’t know how to hide and flee is a dead mage. You got to be able to reposition, and finally . . .” 
 
      
 
    “Finally?” 
 
      
 
    “You spend too much time standing around doing your weird forms and mauling trees. Can’t be good for the mind. A good walk among the greenery will do you good.” 
 
      
 
    “We have to watch out for the monsters.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh yeah, maybe we can bag something delicious. With my quick wit and your magical brawn, nothing can stop us!” 
 
      
 
    Viv considered her options but only for a few seconds. They were a month into the harvest, and it would take another two weeks to finish most of the work. She could use a few strolls, not to mention that Orkan was both deadly and tolerable. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I’d love that.” 
 
      
 
    “Would you like to go now? We should get your golem as well.” 
 
      
 
    “Sure, why not?” 
 
      
 
    Marruk agreed to stay behind since running through forests was not exactly her jam. Viv had made zero progress in athletics since she had arrived, but she was still a trained soldier, and she had the magical body to back it up. They walked to the edge of the forest, now separated from the strip of fertile land by an expanse of destroyed plants, and dove under the boughs of older trees. The sun was soon blocked, and the true forest gradually submerged them in its curious embrace. The heavy boughs and thick vegetation swallowed sounds in a curious, unnatural way that made Viv want to whisper. As if something was listening. For a moment, she wondered if the forest knew she was basically a one-woman logging company, but dismissed the idea as idiotic. She could sense the rich shades of mana moving around, and they didn’t behave like they were guided. She was sure of it. There was still something mysterious and quiet about the endless expanse. 
 
      
 
    Orkan paid it little mind as he sometimes led her and sometimes followed her through beast trails and thickets of brambles. Viv had her scout armor and skinsuit on because the robes were too cumbersome. She feared no needle, and Orkan deliberately guided her through rough terrain. 
 
      
 
    “You can’t always choose where you have to go through. If you can walk even the most treacherous paths, then you are much harder to corner.” 
 
      
 
    His wisdom went against what she had been taught, yet she accepted it anyway. She was on Nyil now. Stats made all the difference. 
 
      
 
    Besides moving, Orkan also showed her several useful plants, including one that could be used to soothe and clean wounds. Many were edible. She had a try. She remembered that edible and palatable were not the same thing. 
 
      
 
    During the whole exercise, Solfis remained at the periphery. Every time they took a break, Viv would search the foliage for the golem’s familiar form, and he would lean from some nook and let her spot his yellow glare. The knowledge comforted her. Solfis was the best fairy godmother and guardian angel she could have hoped for. 
 
      
 
    They stopped at a clearing at noon and ate a bit. Viv decided to prod her companion. He seemed willing, nay, eager to talk. Like someone who had never been heard before. She had to admit that she was curious as well, and not just because Orkan had a sort of roguish charm he didn’t act on.  
 
      
 
    “Can I ask why you left, or is it too personal?” Viv asked.  
 
      
 
    Orkan looked down from his inspection. The open ground they stood on was a slightly elevated rock with dry golden grass and plenty of places to sit. She didn’t perceive anything magical around, and Orkan had checked for snakes. She handed him a meat roll. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you. It’s not personal, no.” 
 
      
 
    “Too many people have asked you the question?” 
 
      
 
    “There is that. I don’t mind telling you though. Those who interrogated me were temple officials. They didn’t give a shit about me, only wanted to check if I was lying. You care, though, I mean, I think.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. You don’t have that zealot faith of the newly converted. You know, those who reject where they came from with violence.” 
 
      
 
    “So you’re wondering why I left luxury and free sex behind huh? It was weird, to be honest. I was a really, really good duelist for my clan. One fine morning, I went to train a fresh troop of warborns. I did it sometimes to improve morale. They were all standing there with their stupid faces full of worship, expecting me to dispense some grand revelation on how to kill the best. I was a bit tired that day, so I had us play a team-based tag game. It’s valid training. They had so much fun. They were so young.” 
 
      
 
    He was staring at the meat roll in his hand, still untouched. 
 
      
 
    “It occurred to me that those fifteen used to be twenty, that only twelve would graduate and only six would survive their first real battle. On average, you know? I kept looking at them, trying to wonder which six it would be. I couldn’t. I kept seeing them in my mind after the training was done. I had them on my mind for days and days. Then I had to participate in a sanctioned duel against some rising star from out in the boonies, near Sahnfor. We went there by caravan. He was just a kid.” 
 
      
 
    Orkan went back to inspecting the edge of the forest. He showed no regret for the past, only a sort of detached weariness Viv could understand. She had felt the same way back home, after the glamour of power had faded from the parties she went to, and all she could see were bellies and trophies and makeup-covered wrinkles.  
 
      
 
    “I killed him, of course. Then I left my room in the middle of the night. Sahnfor stands at the edge of the desert, and the sky just seems to go on forever. It’s so high. I’m still not sure why I dressed up and picked up my swords. I just know that I walked straight through the desert to Baran, just like that. No fanfare, no desperate battle. It only . . . wait, did you hear that?” 
 
      
 
    They both stood up. At first, they saw nothing. Then a strange shape crested the plain of green canopies several hundred meters away. Viv blinked and frowned, but the thing was still there. It looked like a horizontal, flat disc of dark material striated with white veins. Four black legs kept it far above the tallest tree as they went up and down with slow, ponderous motions. Then the thing blurred and she heard an impact from where she was. The creature lifted the carcass of something large and furry and froze. There was a shrill cry. The creature flung the carcass away as if it weighed nothing and resumed its pace. 
 
      
 
    “What the fuck is that?” Viv muttered. 
 
      
 
    //That is an aberrant. 
 
    //And we are going to kill it. 
 
    

  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 73: Aberrant 
 
    
  
 
    From closer, the aberrant was even worse. The striated disc of its upper body was a malevolent, cancerous mass of vile matter covered in bulbous growths and bony spines. It looked tough too. 
 
      
 
    “Why would we ever attack that thing?” 
 
      
 
    //First, the aberrant is on a course to the edge of the fertile strip. 
 
    //Should it arrive there, it will kill villagers until we can stop it. 
 
    //Second, this is good practice for you. 
 
      
 
    “I can think of better ways to practice.” 
 
      
 
    //None so efficient as real-world experience. 
 
    //Additionally, the aberrants are particularly resistant to mana intrusion. 
 
    //It will be a good experience for you. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure about that.” 
 
      
 
    //Please create a workable plan to take it down. 
 
      
 
    Viv stared and saw the creature suddenly lurch forward and pin something on the ground. A second later, it lifted the carcass of a tree, and Viv thought she saw a sort of maw on the thing’s underside. She also realized that the captured tree hovered at a maximum height, away from the disc. 
 
      
 
    “That’s fucked up. I think it can’t reach its own mouth.” 
 
      
 
    //Accurate. 
 
    //In addition, the flesh is too compact for the aberration to possess a digestive system. 
 
      
 
    “Wait, do you mean that . . .” 
 
      
 
    //It will starve endlessly until it is put down. 
 
    //Aberrations have a lot of mana, hence why they are so dangerous. 
 
    //Now, can you think of a way to kill it? 
 
      
 
    Viv looked around and saw only trees as far as the eye could see. Actually, that was not quite correct. Some of the tallest specimens were taller than the aberrants. 
 
      
 
    “You could—” 
 
      
 
    //I do not need your help to kill a newly born aberrant, Your Grace. 
 
    //You must find a way to kill it yourself. 
 
      
 
    “Well, hmmm, can you at least carry me around?” 
 
      
 
    Viv was definitely on the dangerous scale of things. She was also fragile and slow. No amount of trudging through the forest would let her keep pace with that monster, or at least not within the next decade. 
 
      
 
    //I will agree to transport you. 
 
    //However, I will not attack the aberrant. 
 
      
 
    “Alright. So if the thing can’t bring food to its mouth, it certainly can’t touch the top of its head.” 
 
      
 
    The articulations looked messed up on the tall, spindly things the creature used as legs. They were black and smooth toward the tip, but the farther up one went, the more organic and sickly they became. 
 
      
 
    “If we can lure it to any tall tree, Solfis can jump on top of it and dig in. With this, the creature should be unable to dislodge me while I use short-range high-powered spells to slay it.” 
 
      
 
    Solfis and Orkan stared at her. 
 
      
 
    “I will act as a lure. It’s very strong but not too fast,” the inquisitor offered. 
 
      
 
    //How can you fleshy beings always come up with plans that appear as both stupid and likely to succeed? 
 
      
 
    “If it’s stupid but it works, it ain’t stupid.” 
 
      
 
    //Is that the wisdom of your old world, Your Grace? 
 
      
 
    “Yep.” 
 
      
 
    //New sensation redefined as disappointment.  
 
    //We are ready to proceed. 
 
      
 
    “Wait, what was your plan then?” 
 
      
 
    //I did not have one, Your Grace. 
 
    //The optimal path would be for me to kill it. 
 
    //However, several training manuals agree that letting young war mages face true enemies under careful supervision provides the best results. 
 
    //We will follow your plan and hopefully not suffer casualties.  
 
      
 
    With this, the golem moved away and Viv reluctantly packed her unfinished lunch. What kind of barbarian interrupted lunch for physical activity? Someone without a digestive system, that’s who. Nevertheless, she followed Orkan on his way to the aberrant. 
 
      
 
    They moved for only a few minutes, then gave the creature a wide berth. Viv selected a tall, lonely tree close to its path and gave one last series of instructions to Orkan. 
 
      
 
    “This is just practice, so don’t take any risk, alright?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not playing hero. If I get hurt or overwhelmed, I will retreat.” 
 
      
 
    “Good.” 
 
      
 
    Viv climbed on Solfis’s back while he crawled smoothly up the rugged trunk. She noticed that he did not disturb any branches with his passage, nor did any bark creak or fall. Only sight or the terrifying weight of his gaze could betray his presence. They were soon in position, waiting for Orkan to engage, and he did. 
 
      
 
    Viv heard the clang of metal, and then the aberrant let out another pitched scream and rushed forward toward them. She caught sight of Orkan running backward. He was focused on the leg trying to skewer him, both blades maintained before him. The aberrant stabbed blindly in front of itself and left deep furrows in the ground. It was definitely fast, but not fast enough to catch up to the wily and cautious inquisitor. 
 
      
 
    “Almost there, get . . . what was that?” 
 
      
 
    Viv’s attempt aborted as soon as she heard a confusing yet familiar sound. 
 
      
 
    “SqueeeEEEEEEEeeee.” 
 
      
 
    There was a white blur, a sound in the middle between cough and barf, and then the top of the aberration caught on fire. 
 
      
 
    It roared an ear-splitting shriek of rage and pain.  
 
      
 
    “Motherfucker.” 
 
      
 
    //That was unexpected. 
 
      
 
    The creature stopped and shook itself, sending burning embers around, but the fire would not let out so easily, and Viv felt a hint of phantom pain from the scar on her arm. Arthur’s fire was hot. Flamethrower hot.  
 
      
 
    Orkan had wisely decided to leg it, a salutary idea when the creature squatted as close to the ground as it could. 
 
      
 
    Then, it jumped. 
 
      
 
    Viv looked up to a nightmarish, four-legged flying saucer of fuckery until the thing landed and planted itself into the ground. The trees shook. The aberrant was still on fire. 
 
      
 
    “Can you get us on the side of the disc?” 
 
      
 
    //Yes. 
 
      
 
    The creature jumped again, going after Orkan’s fleeing form. The inquisitor changed direction mid-race as the creature almost overtook it. Solfis jumped just as the creature landed. 
 
      
 
    Viv resisted the urge to scream when they approached the disgusting disc. It was even nastier from up close. The aberrant had no biology; it was just a revolting amalgam of flesh. 
 
      
 
    They landed. Solfis smoothly clamped all limbs on the creature’s side. It barely shifted under the attack. 
 
      
 
    Viv fought the urge to retch. The aberrant was not just malodorous; its mana felt horrid and sickly. Her improved senses worked against her as she did her best to fight the influence of a nauseous vortex of corruption. The dyes were still there. They were just moving in the . . . wrong way. Unnatural. Toxic. The will of the world swirled in a whirlpool centered around the middle of the disc, and Viv knew that her purge spell would barely peel off a layer of pointless flesh. The aberration was not magic-resistant. It was magic-absorbent. 
 
      
 
    The thing lurched and shook, but Solfis offset the movements with lazy grace. It gave Viv the window of opportunity she needed. She focused and drew as much power as she could in a single sphere above her right shoulder. The spell was simple, a powerful version of her basic purge overcharged to as much as she could contain. Even though the black mana was hers, even if it liked her, she still felt a tug as the aberration pulled greedily at it. 
 
      
 
    “Purge.” 
 
      
 
    A thick beam smashed into the creature’s center. It sent bubbling blood and pieces of foamy bone to the side as her attack mercilessly dug into its flesh and then . . . stopped. The attack had smashed through the creature’s resistance to reveal a pulsating blob of flesh. Unfortunately, the pain sent the aberration into a frenzy, and it stumbled around, stabbing madly with its legs.  
 
      
 
    “Need more focused power.” 
 
      
 
    Viv decided to try a spell she had designated as “stupid” before. She took out her silverite dagger and drew a massive amount of power which she focused on the enchanted blade. A dark coating soon engulfed the powerful metal. She even drew power from the core to hasten the casting. The aberration had finally realized that something was clinging to it and shook like a wet dog. Viv supposed that being set on fire had distracted it. Until now. 
 
      
 
    She did her best to cling to Solfis to prevent her neck from snapping with the haphazard movements. A sword-like blade as dark as the void now extended from her focus. It was charged with destruction. It hissed in the air, eager. 
 
      
 
    The aberration toppled on the ground, perhaps hoping to smush them. 
 
      
 
    Solfis jumped. 
 
      
 
    Viv slowed down her perception. She roared and used her increased strength to slash upward. A massive surge sliced cleanly through the pulsating flesh and the edge of the creature, almost cleaving it in two. It died then. Viv felt the hungry vortex collapse. 
 
      
 
    The massive aberrant shook the earth with its mass while Solfis landed by its side with the grace of a gymnast. Viv watched the creature in its death throes. The legs were thankfully angled away, because the havoc they wreaked on the nearby trees was a sight to behold. They had already formed a clearing of shredded trunks. 
 
      
 
    Viv took a step back when the coming of a draconic dive-bomber graced her ears. 
 
      
 
    “SqueeeEEEEECOUGHEeeeee.” 
 
      
 
    A few gouts of tenacious flames landed on the open, pus-filled sore that was the main body. Its legs finally contracted in one last dreadful grip. 
 
      
 
    Arthur made a U-turn, flapped once to slow down, and finally landed majestically in front of the carcass. She stood on her rear legs and spread her wings as far as they would go. 
 
      
 
    “Squee!” 
 
      
 
    Viv could, of course, not resist such a heroic display. She trotted forward and patted the victorious dragonette on her warm chest. 
 
      
 
    “Oh yes, you mighty hunter you, how good that was. Good, good, good. You came like the wind and burnt it to a crisp!” 
 
      
 
    Viv congratulated the extremely proud dragonling for a while. To be honest, she would have preferred to include the smart being in the briefing, but she was not even sure if Arthur was following. She was free to do her own thing, mostly hunting by herself. Arthur saw Viv in battle and joined. It was Viv’s fault for not being vigilant enough. 
 
      
 
    When she turned around after much adoration, it was to Solfis’s blasé expression. She wasn’t sure how someone who had no facial features could look so tired of life, but Solfis managed it. 
 
      
 
    //It would appear that, due to the aberrant’s limitations, Arthur could have killed it alone. 
 
    //I must re-evaluate the juvenile dragon’s battle potential to account for flight. 
 
    //I must also re-evaluate the mortal’s use of cheap tricks to achieve victory. 
 
      
 
    “It’s called tactics.” 
 
      
 
    //I have much data on tactics. 
 
    //Piggy-backing golems was not mentioned. 
 
      
 
    “That’s because the best tactics are situational. Like how the aberrant could not strike up. Know the enemy and yourself, and you will win a thousand battles.” 
 
      
 
    //This is . . . surprisingly insightful. 
 
      
 
    Viv nodded and omitted to mention that she was merely quoting Sun Tzu. Let Solfis believe that she was smart and resourceful. 
 
      
 
    “So, hmm, do we need to burn it down?” Orkan interrupted, eyeing the carcass. 
 
      
 
    They moved around the body to inspect it. The aberrant had a large toothy opening under the disc, but it had no way to close and didn’t lead anywhere. A saliva-like liquid coated the underside. Arthur’s fire stubbornly gained in intensity, and the humans had to back up a bit to avoid inhaling fumes. 
 
      
 
    //Standard protocol is to burn aberrants to dust in order to avoid unexpected regenerative or toxic effects. 
 
    //In this specific case, I can confirm core destruction. 
 
    //Total incineration is not required. 
 
    //I would normally advise it. 
 
    //Some aberrants are very tenacious. 
 
    //All of them are dangerous. 
 
    //Unfortunately, I failed to carry my point across since we disposed of it too easily. 
 
      
 
    “It’s okay, Solfis. You don’t have to tell me to take the five-Vivs-high unnatural quadrupedal saucer of doom seriously. I could tell that it was dangerous. What with stabbing things and moving faster than a galloping horse. Is there anything to loot on this?” 
 
      
 
    “All aberrant body parts are vile. They cannot be used,” Orkan explained. Viv had not known. Those really were shitty creatures then. At least monsters were delicious. 
 
      
 
    //We should check for the creature’s point of origin. 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” Viv asked. 
 
      
 
    //This aberrant was newly made. 
 
    //It would be good to track down its point of origin. 
 
    //And determine whether or not we should expect more. 
 
      
 
    “Huh.” 
 
      
 
    It was early afternoon now, and Viv didn’t look forward to spending the night in the forest, but the golem had the right to it. It was common knowledge here that aberrants often happened in places of misery. Better check what this was all about. They moved quickly through the forest, following the tracks the creature had made. It was pretty easy. 
 
      
 
    It took them two hours at a brisk pace to reach the main road out of the Deadshield Woods. The tracks ran parallel for a while. It didn’t take long for Viv to realize that Solfis had poorly prepared this time. 
 
      
 
    “We only had enough food for lunch and a light snack. If we keep going, we’ll have to sleep on the loam and break our fast on soft bark,” she remarked. 
 
      
 
    //How very lyrical, Your Grace. 
 
    //Fortunately, my sensors indicate that it will not be necessary. 
 
      
 
    Viv did not have to ask what the golem meant. Orkan pointed silently forward, and she soon heard it, too, heavy footsteps. It wasn’t long before a group of soldiers appeared from behind a bend. 
 
      
 
    Viv felt a sense of urgency for a brief moment, only to remember that troop passage was common. There were still soldiers going to and from the deadlands to keep their centennial vigil, despite the recent troubles. These wore the white colors of Baran, with the officer showing a horse on his tabard. They were dirty, dusty, and exhausted. More so than usual. 
 
      
 
    The head officer was younger than Cernit had been and lacked his rough edge. He spotted them immediately and stopped the convoy with a raised fist. He made sure that his sword was free in his scabbard—which Viv found adorable—before moving forward to meet them. His eyes went from Orkan’s inquisitor uniform to Solfis’s threatening figure. 
 
      
 
    “Hail and well met! I am Lieutenant Solani of the Baranese Corps of Volunteers! At your service! May I inquire who you might be?” 
 
      
 
    The three introduced each other in turn. 
 
      
 
    “We were trying to find the origin of an aberrant we met earlier.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, a mighty one and of good size! We must hurry and warn Kazar!” 
 
      
 
    “That won’t be necessary,” Viv said with gleeful haughtiness, “we already took it down.” 
 
      
 
    The officer was shocked. He waited to see if they were perhaps joking and then bowed smartly, one fist over his heart. 
 
      
 
    “Neriad and Enttiku smile upon us today. Well done, mighty warriors.” 
 
      
 
    Far above them, something squealed. Solani frowned and then dismissed the strange occurrence.  
 
      
 
    “As for how it was created, you need no longer trouble yourself. The answer is right behind us.” 
 
      
 
    He turned and waved. There were thirty soldiers in a vanguard with wagons that should still have some food but quite obviously stood empty. Behind, the first of the civilians crossed in an exhausted shuffle. 
 
      
 
    Viv had not seen such a sorry lot since she had left Afghanistan behind. They were filthy, sick, and malnourished. The men were too old or too young to fight, and the women’s eyes were made deep-set by misery and starvation. The children were silent and clung to skirts with hounded looks. The civilians slowed when they saw the trio, and a few started to cry at the sight of Solfis. 
 
      
 
    Viv could hardly blame them. 
 
      
 
    “Those are Kazaran elites, not necromancers! Everyone please calm down!” 
 
      
 
    More and more people joined, including maimed soldiers walking on crutches. There were, all in all, a good fifty refugees. 
 
      
 
    “You are fools to travel so,” Orkan said with more amazement than anger.  
 
      
 
    “Not fools. Desperate,” Solani retorted. “We picked them up as we went. Better than to leave them to add to the ranks of revenants, don’t you think? Even then, we missed many. The aberrant was one of theirs. He or she starved to death. We found . . .” 
 
      
 
    His voice lowered to a whisper. 
 
      
 
    “We found a fire. Children’s bones. They committed a heinous act and died anyway.” 
 
      
 
    “Cannibalism?” Viv asked calmly. She wasn’t too surprised. 
 
      
 
    The lieutenant nodded.  
 
      
 
    “Normally, we are forbidden from interfering in local affairs. I just could not push myself to . . .” 
 
      
 
    He waved at the refugees. 
 
      
 
    “I understand,” Viv said, and she did. “We’ll just have to find room for them, I guess.” 
 
      
 
    It was lucky that they had a surplus of food right now. If their situation had been critical, Viv and the Kazarans would have been forced to make a terrible decision. She was lucky that it would hopefully not come to that. 
 
      
 
    She really hoped it didn’t. There were few things worse than sacrificing an innocent for your own survival. With her around, new areas could be easily freed, and it’s not like they would run out of building material anytime soon. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Solani said with palpable relief.  
 
      
 
    “What’s with all those refugees anyway?” Viv asked. “Isn’t it a bit early in the war to see them?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, the main battle is on its way, or that’s what my reports say. It hasn’t stopped raiders from getting a little preemptive action. Lots of Enorians in Baran right now. People wouldn’t go to Kazar either before, but apparently . . .” 
 
      
 
    And his expression turned a bit hesitant. 
 
      
 
    “The city is in open rebellion.” 
 
      
 
    Orkan and Solfis both studiously ignored Viv. 
 
      
 
    “That it is,” she confirmed. “So all these good people decided to brave the woods because of that? It feels . . . extreme.” 
 
      
 
    “Only those with no extended families have come. So far. That civil war is looking to be a real bleeder, I think. The mutual hatred between both sides could summon Efestar the dark god of scorn, if they didn’t aim it at each other. Neither side will back down until the other is dead, and both parties have been building up for thirty years. Expect a tide of revenants over the next few months.” 
 
      
 
    Viv felt a bit sorry for the poor bastards, but on the other hand, maybe the prince would just up and die, and wouldn’t that be acceptable? She wouldn’t count on it though. 
 
      
 
    With that, they decided to escort the refugees back home. Solfis took to the woods once more, and Arthur caused another panic when she landed in front of Viv. It didn’t take long before she started a dragon cult among the children, and it seemed to make the adults relax. 
 
      
 
    Viv thought they were naive. Arthur was just selecting the best specimens for her future gold-mining empire. Anyway, she asked another question to Orkan. 
 
      
 
    “So they are fools to travel in large numbers?” 
 
      
 
    “No, but they are fools to travel in large numbers without cornudon-drawn armored carriages. Single travelers probably have the best chances of crossing the woods uninterrupted. Larger groups are noisier and slower. If those guys had come across a beastling tide, even one a quarter as small as the one you guys defeated, they would have been slaughtered. Same for any sort of powerful beast. They can just get in, grab a kid, then get out. Those soldiers could have done nothing.” 
 
      
 
    //The Harrakan throne decreed that tunnels be dug through the mountain range. 
 
    //Because it was easier to bore through 150 leagues of rock than to secure the Deadshield Woods. 
 
    //At least for larger convoys. 
 
    //They dug several such tunnels. 
 
      
 
    Viv thought that perhaps her perception of monsters was skewed. She had to remember that the average local couldn’t cut houses in half. The poor sods. 
 
      
 
    The trio, plus Arthur, escorted the group back without issue. They still had to sleep outside but were brought camping supplies by an amused Two-Six. The Hadal woman had spotted the convoy, but since it wasn’t deemed a threat, it was left to arrive on its own. They reached Kazar early the next morning, and Viv lost another day handling the resettlement of the refugees. Not only would she have to clear another section of the deadlands, but also the refugees themselves were so exhausted and malnourished that even stats could not help them. They needed rest first. 
 
      
 
    The outing remained a pleasant diversion, and Viv felt that she made faster progress with the Change meaning afterward. She agreed to do it again. Hopefully, the monster would be edible next time. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 74: On a Limb 
 
      
 
    Laborers and soldiers alike busied themselves with the very last of the harvest. Tons of cereals were already in warehouses or ground into flour by Kazar’s mills. Only a few vegetables and some orchards at the edge of the forest remained, and they soon became hives of activity. The Kazarans collected the fruits as they ripened, defended the fruits while they ripened, and dressed and cooked the hare-like monsters who failed to break through to the ripening fruits. Marruk broke the yearly record of captured harrans (the monsters) by seven and made a pretty penny with the pelts, not that she needed the money anymore.  
 
      
 
    With the harvest coming to an end, Viv proposed a vote on taxation. After extolling its necessity, they gave the citizen a choice between a small fixed part and a high percentage of their revenue, or a larger fixed part and a smaller percentage. It was basically a choice between being risk averse or not and didn’t make much difference to the city income-wise. What mattered was that people got a choice and the opportunity to discuss it. There was another round of massive, village-wide meetings and quite a few scuffles, but that was liberty and politics for you. 
 
      
 
    The newly arrived Enorian refugees were included in the discussion but didn’t participate much. Most of them were abjectly grateful not to be made into slaves and being given food until they could develop their new lands. A few of the younger men and quite a few women joined the newly formed witch-pact corps of crossbowmen, now supplied by the yries directly with ever-more-polished ranged weapons. 
 
      
 
    The insular and distrustful people had decided to up their presence in Kazar. They were selling crossbows and armors in exchange for cloth and other goods. Viv had started stockpiling weapons in preparation for autumn, when a lot of soldiers would be free from the work rush.  
 
      
 
    They celebrated harvest day. 
 
      
 
    Viv didn’t have to do much. People had been doing this for ages and didn’t need direction. The same grannies and aunties who always did the thing did the thing. The same boisterous dads and grumpy, tender-hearted old farts mounted decorations at the ass crack of dawn as they had for decades. Kazar took on festive airs, and the fairgrounds were once more the scene of vibrant preparations. At Viv’s personal request, their prisoners were even granted enough good food to handle their own banquet, after being told that it was “for decent behavior.” Viv sat at the place of honor while young lads and lasses competed in games of strength and dexterity for each other’s attention. She had to sit with a smile while the difference between Europe, which had pursued musical excellence for centuries, and Kazar, which had pursued survival, was made manifest.  
 
      
 
    For all their horrible flute players, Kazar had a vibrant cultural identity, and they had claimed it with even more fervor since declaring independence. Soldiers and guards loved to add white, embroidered pennants to their armor so that every spear was a flag. A few traces of red dyes were appearing as well with the mountain tribes getting increasingly closer. Arthur had been given a special throne as the town’s mascot (she thought she was some sort of mayor). It was all very intense, but Viv was used to it now. You could only spend so much time taking care of people without genuinely caring for them. Viv was trapped in Nyil, and she no longer minded that much. She only wished she could send a message to her family and friends. Tell them she was alive. And happy. 
 
      
 
    As the festivities were coming to an end, something unexpected happened. The head of the scouts, a dour man by the name of Michar, came to get her. He was unusually embarrassed. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. So. I would like to know if you could be my witness.” 
 
      
 
    Viv froze in her seat and cast a dubious look backward toward Solfis. The golem didn’t react. 
 
      
 
    “As in, for a duel?” 
 
      
 
    “No. I’m getting married.” 
 
      
 
    Michar didn’t strike her as a bridezilla, so it was probably fine. 
 
      
 
    “Hm, I have no objections, I guess? When?” 
 
      
 
    “Tonight.” 
 
      
 
    It was already well past midnight. 
 
      
 
    “Now,” he insisted. 
 
      
 
    Viv’s paranoia woke up and flushed the last traces of sweet wine from her system. 
 
      
 
    “You’re fucking with me?” 
 
      
 
    Michar’s absolutely flustered face told the contrary. He was red as a beet under that slightly green skin tone. He also showed signs of deep shame, not the nervousness one would expect from a shit schemer, and Michar was a shit schemer if there were any. He didn’t have a single cunning bone in his entire body. 
 
      
 
    “It was . . . sort of a last-minute decision, Your Grace?” 
 
      
 
    “You unexpectedly decided to elope?” 
 
      
 
    “No, well, yes, well, there is this girl. She’s not the most social one.” 
 
      
 
    “A Hadal.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. Their first generation. Anyway. We were fucking and I proposed. She said yes.” 
 
      
 
    Viv glared at the man and wondered what had caused his brain to short-circuit, and thought that to propose in medias coitus, or whatever it was called, was the height of dick-fueled retardation.  
 
      
 
    “Lead the way,” she offered with an annoyed sigh. 
 
      
 
    And he did. Right into the forest. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The Hadal base could be found through an unassuming grotto entrance decorated with some red flowers and entire bouquets of mummified beastling heads. It was a cavernous and maze-like underground structure with naked, gray stone walls, not a single fucking light, and passages blocked by heavy doors. It was also silent. The weirdest thing was that it smelled good. Really good. Like laundry and freshly made pastries. She could not feel a single hint of the dampness or cold one would associate with such a place. Even as they reached some sort of main hall, the scent became that of flowers and soap. 
 
      
 
    There were benches in the main hall. They cornered tables loaded with half-eaten victuals, but there was no one sitting there for now. Illumination was provided by a few gems embedded in a stone roof dotted with a few timid stalactites. Irao took the center spot, looking all solemn because he was standing straight for once. Marruk and Solfis had followed, as well as Arthur, and they sat their asses on a bench on their right.  
 
      
 
    Irao seized a tiny bell and rang it once. It gave off a light chime that sounded much louder than it really was. Viv felt a rush of black mana. It was too confusing and fast to follow, but her danger sense remained silent, and so did Solfis. She was not under attack.  
 
      
 
    Hadals were filling the other benches, appearing as if from nowhere. Michar stayed at the back, and a slightly shorter woman materialized by his side. A dark veil hid her form and most of her features. 
 
      
 
    The room was still quiet. 
 
      
 
    “Viviane?” Irao asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know how to officiate a marriage.” 
 
      
 
    Restraining the urge to groan, Viv directed the two lovebirds to walk down the “aisle” and busied herself humming Mendelssohn’s wedding march. She stood by Irao’s side and welcomed the pair with her most serious expression. For some reason, the atmosphere favored whispers. She spoke in a low voice. 
 
      
 
    “We are gathered here tonight to celebrate the union of first scout Michar and . . .” 
 
      
 
    She hesitated then, until a barely audible whisper floated by her ears. 
 
      
 
    “And ‘Hey’ of the Hadals.” (Hay? Hei? She didn’t know.) 
 
      
 
    “Michar, do you vow to take Hay as your spouse, to protect, love, and hold her . . .” 
 
      
 
    She did her best to make something nice and romantic. The rugged Michar was crying like a fountain, snot dripping down his nose.  
 
      
 
    “. . . until death do you part?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I do.” 
 
      
 
    Viv repeated the same for Hay, who nodded vigorously. The “veil” had turned out to be an unadorned white cloth. She was practically bouncing on her feet. 
 
      
 
    “Then by the powers I hold as the leader of Kazar, and in the name of all the light gods, I declare you husband and wife.” 
 
      
 
    Viv almost jumped when she felt something caress her spine, and an old pain woke up for a fragment of a second just as the blue halo of the gems above her took on a light golden sheen. It had worked. 
 
      
 
    “You want to add something?” she asked Irao as an afterthought. 
 
      
 
    The man pondered for a long time. Finally, his yellow, slitted eyes landed on the assembly. Viv knew that they were wearing dark colors, but they were so coated in mana that she could not even discern their faces. 
 
      
 
    “We left. We gathered. Now we live, we choose, we love. I wish you the same. Enough talk, let’s eat.” 
 
      
 
    Viv joined in with the party but must have fallen asleep midway, because she woke up in the tower with a glass of water nearby and a small note written in an angular hand. It said: “Thank you.” 
 
    


  
 
    A few days later, at the bank. 
 
      
 
    The door shifted under the pressure of tiny white claws, and Tom Manitaradin’s eyes widened. He turned from the lobby desk where he was exceptionally present and addressed a shadow behind a potted plant. 
 
      
 
    “Fetch me Lan, please.” 
 
      
 
    The shadow was still a shadow a moment later, but it felt emptier, and the statuesque accountant sashayed to his side.  
 
      
 
    Witch, now heiress, now mayor Viv’s companion, strutted sinuously over the polished tiles. Its paws clicked merrily on the ground, and it was not long until its head popped up from behind the counter. A pair of malevolent red eyes settled on Tom. They used to be feral and murderous, filled with barely contained aggression. Now, they were cold and patient. Still murderous though. 
 
      
 
    Tom saw himself reflected in the slit pupils and pondered the strange intellect behind. The albino drake placed a full pouch on the counter. 
 
      
 
    “Change to gold?” Tom asked. It was the creature’s second visit. 
 
      
 
    Once again, an affirmative rune materialized above its head. Tom knew this to be impossible, yet it happened anyway. He made for the pouch and patiently counted the coins. Those were Enorian currencies, swapped against deadland loot at the temple of Neriad, he wagered. Prize for a raid.  
 
      
 
    By his side, Lan placed a hand over his shoulder to signify that she would begin. A pulse of mana erupted gently from the woman, and those who were sensitive enough could have then guessed that she was, in fact, a priestess of Sardanal. 
 
      
 
    The god of wealth, growth, and insight was well respected in the north, and she was strong enough to bypass an occulted status. Yet she seemed to struggle. He felt the tension in her posture. 
 
      
 
    The creature’s eyes veered to his left as soon as she started praying. Again, an impossibility. In order to distract it, he picked up the owed golden talent and placed it on the desk with reverence. 
 
      
 
    The creature gave one last disdainful look at Lan before centering its attention on its newest treasure. Tom could see the pupils dilate with pleasure. It picked the talent between careful claws and inspected it. 
 
      
 
    Lan’s hand suddenly clamped on Tom’s shoulder with a ferocious strength, and only his experience stopped him from letting out a gasp of pain. He could feel her nails digging into his muscles, and a mild shake did nothing to calm the woman down. Tom managed to keep his composure through a supreme effort of will, although it was not strictly speaking needed. The drake had taken the pouch from its collar and gently, carefully placed the talent within. It turned and departed without a glance. 
 
      
 
    Sharp talons clicked on the tiles. The door opened and closed. They were alone. 
 
      
 
    “What was that about?” he hissed in anger. 
 
      
 
    “Dragon.” 
 
      
 
    Tom’s heart missed a bit. He gasped lightly and felt tears well in his eyes from the sheer, mind-defying absurdity of it all. No, she was messing with him. This made no sense at all. No one on Nyil would be mind-bogglingly insane enough to—she was messing with him. 
 
      
 
    “Lan, this is not—” 
 
      
 
    “Dragon.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Viv sprinted through the underbrush in a gait specifically designed to avoid getting caught by a root. She jumped between two trunks and felt her danger sense flare. The witch didn’t turn. A nope shield rose behind her back before she could really think.  
 
      
 
    A stone disappeared with a hiss. 
 
      
 
    “Shroud.” 
 
      
 
    A line of black mana hit the ground, and a wall sliced up to mask her figure. The earth was twisted and pitted like an asteroid. At the top, towers of solidified gravel extended like gothic spires. The design was both alien and familiar. Another stone hit it a moment later. Viv was already off. She raced under low boughs, jumped on a stump, and caught herself in the middle of a small ridge which she scaled an instant later. Short mana extensions dug handholds as she moved. She went over the elevation and blocked another stone. A line of trees blocked her path. A small burst of mana cleared enough foliage to let her through and right in the middle of a beastling pack. 
 
      
 
    Viv’s shock was extremely short-lived, and she kicked the only standing creature in the jaw. She crossed through the trio of flea-ridden huts, then jumped down another ridge. There were boulders under her feet here. 
 
      
 
    “Sneaky Ghillie Lemon Squeezy.” 
 
      
 
    Viv’s shape was soon covered in an eldritch, tentacular coating of black mana. The mundane name did not express the unsettling appearance of the ever-changing armor. It moved randomly when she did, sometimes turning her into an inhuman beast. It had the added benefit of making it harder for others to spot her vitals. 
 
      
 
    Behind her, the angry shrieks of the beastlings turned into death screams. Time was of the essence. Viv took a sharp turn right and crawled silently under a thicket of pine trees. The shadows swallowed her, and her vision was reduced to a narrow corridor. She looked up barely in time to find her path blocked by a thick webbing and a spider the size of a frying pan. 
 
      
 
    “Aw, fuck that.” 
 
      
 
    The entire structure vanished in a cloud of annihilation magic. She bit her lip and kept going. Her thoughts were distracted. Specifically, they obsessed over a single concern. 
 
      
 
    “Please don’t jump on my back, please don’t jump on my back.” 
 
      
 
    Fortunately for her, the eight-legged creatures didn’t apparently live in colonies, and she successfully made it to the other side. The trees were more spaced there, with tall ferns in between. Her goal was very close. Sadly, time was up. 
 
      
 
    Solfis landed in the middle of the clearing. 
 
      
 
    “Aw.” 
 
      
 
    //You did better, Your Grace. 
 
    //You have made some improvement. 
 
      
 
    “I stopped because there was a big spider.” 
 
      
 
    //Fascinating. 
 
    //However, your mistake this attempt was getting in the thicket while I had a visual on you. 
 
    //I killed the beastlings noisily. 
 
    //You should have guessed from the timing that I would see you crawl in. 
 
    //After that, it was merely a question of cutting you off. 
 
      
 
    “Oh.” 
 
      
 
    //You did scale the ridge with commendable speed.  
 
    //You blocked all the projectiles aimed at you. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll have to do better.” 
 
      
 
    Solfis tilted his head. 
 
      
 
    //If I may, Your Grace, I question your sense of priority. 
 
      
 
    “What, for training?” 
 
      
 
    //For spending so much time doing so. 
 
      
 
    “Didn’t I mention it? When the prince returns, we won’t wait for his siege specialists to lay siege this time. We’re fighting in the forest.” 
 
      
 
    //I remember you mentioning . . . guerilla warfare. 
 
    //I did not think that you would participate. 
 
      
 
    “Who else? Unless she dies, they will have a red mage.” 
 
      
 
    //Your path is not adapted to fighting in a forest, Your Grace. 
 
      
 
    “Neither is theirs. That’s why I’m training right now.” 
 
      
 
    Solfis took a few steps forward.  
 
      
 
    //You do not wish to slow them down. 
 
    //You wish to defeat them. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I have a plan.” 
 
      
 
    //Your knowledge of warfare might not translate well in our world. 
 
      
 
    “That’s why I have you and the others to go over it. Besides, remember what I told you about guerilla warfare?” 
 
      
 
    //I have logged the explanation you gave to Marruk. 
 
    //You define it as a smaller group of combatants engaging a larger, more traditional one through the use of ambushes, raids, sabotage, and mobility. 
 
      
 
    Solfis’s dry definition let Viv know exactly what the ancient war machine thought about those. 
 
      
 
    “Right, but at the core, guerilla warfare is about being a massive dick. And the people of Param already do it quite well.” 
 
      
 
    //We should build a traditional force. 
 
      
 
    “We will as well. That will be your job. Enough of that, time to regrow limbs. This is it.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Viv had estimated that her understanding of change was sufficient to start experimenting. The first step was to perfect a diagnostic construct. In order to do so, she had grabbed the willing pair of inquisitors and the less willing Enorian earth caster, whose name was Lodan and who was a bit of a twat. The participants had gathered at an isolated guard house at the edge of the city for some tranquility. A large circular altar now occupied the center of the room, with Viv’s notes and books spread across a large desk set against the far wall. 
 
      
 
    Viv busied herself inscribing the four runes Orkan had mentioned and then recognized from her book. They would serve as a basis for their work. 
 
      
 
    “I am a prisoner of war,” Lodan screamed while she was working, “not some guinea pig!” 
 
      
 
    “Orkan volunteered. I just need you to smooth the stone between two attempts,” Viv explained curtly. She was still working and in no mood to be pestered. This was going to be a long session. 
 
      
 
    “Goodmother, I do not begrudge helping my fellow citizens in their captivity, but let me remind you that I am no stooge!” 
 
      
 
    “You have always been a lackey, Lodan. I’m just more transparent about it. Now you can help me willingly, or you’ll be my first attempt at regrowing fingers. We clear?” 
 
      
 
    “Ahem,” Denerim interrupted. “What Lady Viviane is saying is that your participation in a project that will benefit all of mankind is greatly appreciated.” 
 
      
 
    The earth caster glared. 
 
      
 
    “Neriad will bless you.” 
 
      
 
    “I follow Maranor.” 
 
      
 
    Orkan and Denerim looked at each other and then smoothly turned away. 
 
      
 
    Viv whistled. 
 
      
 
    The door opened, and Solfis’s nightmarish form bent in like a stalking lion. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll help,” Lodan decided. 
 
      
 
    “I knew you would see reason,” Viv said. “Alright, I am done. Orkan, if you please?” 
 
      
 
    The inquisitor ambled smoothly to the stone. 
 
      
 
    “Should I undress?” 
 
      
 
    Viv considered the question. 
 
      
 
    “It would be nice but too distracting.” 
 
      
 
    “Wait, that’s not what I meant!” 
 
      
 
    “Step in please,” Viv continued. She was in serious mode now. Orkan obeyed, and Viv cast the spell. 
 
      
 
    Immediately, a rush of information threatened to overwhelm her, and it took her unnatural willpower and mental strength to elevate her consciousness beyond the messy overload. The spell fed her details on, well, everything, and it required an instinctual understanding of the body. As it was, only her training as a medic allowed her to recognize that the blasts of lightning were nerves, pulsating fibers were muscles, and the windy alveoles referred to the interior of the lung. While navigating the cascade of sensations, Viv realized that she had to dive back in to manage. She selected one at random and focused on it. The rest disappeared into the background like a muffled orchestra. They were still there, but muted. She felt around and realized that she could feel blood pass through it. Some things were added, some were filtered. She was in the liver.  
 
      
 
    Viv pulled back from the spell and blinked. Her cortex was not currently dripping down her nose. So she had that going for her. She felt less exhausted than she feared despite the fact that the spell Orkan had revealed was obviously tailored for a healing path and would have melted the mind of a lesser caster.  
 
      
 
    “Well, that was something. Orkan, I think that your healers focused on selected parts of the body, not the whole damn thing.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh yeah, we had to place the wounded part on the table. Once, I was hit in the crotch. Made sitting down really awkward.” 
 
      
 
    He smiled. Denerim facepalmed. 
 
      
 
    “You might want to mention it next time. It was a bit overwhelming.” 
 
      
 
    “Wait, so you saw everything?” 
 
      
 
    Viv slowly massaged the bridge of her nose, declining to answer. 
 
      
 
    “Like everything?” 
 
      
 
    Orkan waggled his brow. 
 
      
 
    “I was in your liver, Orkan.” 
 
      
 
    “Aw.” 
 
      
 
    “Right, I need to draw again, this time with a smaller circle. Lodan, please.” 
 
      
 
    Viv removed her mana from the table, and the earth caster wiped it before getting back to sulking. Viv ignored his sullen form and took out her silverite blade. It was time to draw again. The circle was now smaller and more focused. This time, she asked Orkan to only place his hand in. 
 
      
 
    Viv expected the sensory overload this time. She arranged the sensations in her mind and managed, after half an hour of effort, to split them by nature. She could feel blood traveling with deep thumps in the vein network, see the muscle waiting for a signal to contract. The nerves were long, complex strings. The bones pushed on, protecting their marrow. She pulled out later. 
 
      
 
    “Right, besides some scar tissue, your hand seems perfectly healthy.” 
 
      
 
    “Glad to know.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay. The base spell works. Now I need to dig deeper.” 
 
      
 
    Viv picked the runes she had selected and incorporated them into her design. The next step was to “zoom in” to cell level using the ‘smallest’ and ‘part’ glyphs. She kind of knew it would work because creating the spell was half programming and half talking to someone when you were not completely fluent in their language. If the glyphs made sense to her, then they would make sense to magic because the glyphs were magic given meaning.  
 
      
 
    After a few tweaks, she managed to identify cells by type and visualize small packets like bone fragments or a single muscle fiber. It was far from the DNA-based healing she had envisioned, but she suspected that it would remain beyond her for a while. She would have to be content with regrowing a limb from another, for now. 
 
      
 
    The next step was to form an imprint of the limb, and that led to another problem. She realized that the glyph she had picked, ‘image,’ was insufficient. She needed ‘capture’ as well to keep the form in her mind. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck, I need to learn a new glyph.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, that’s it then,” Lodan said from the sulk corner. He stood up and stretched. Viv realized that Orkan was meditating and Denerim was boiling water for their lunch. It was already noon. 
 
      
 
    “That’s it, my bouncy ass. We have a few busy days before us. Get used to it,” Viv grumbled. The Enorian sneered. 
 
      
 
    “Right, goodmother. As you say.” 
 
      
 
    Viv took a step forward, only to be stopped by Denerim’s hand on her shoulder. He shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “No slapping the prisoners of war even when they act like little shits,” he said with an apologetic smile. 
 
      
 
    Damn him and his anti-war-crime religion! 
 
      
 
    “Fine!” 
 
      
 
    Viv retired to her study corner and found what she was looking for in the book. It took some time for her to understand and practice the new glyph. Fortunately, ‘capture’ was a simple concept, and she had a clear vision of what she needed to achieve. It took her an hour to finish. She ordered an incredulous Lodan to clear the altar once again while munching on a sandwich.  
 
      
 
    That was it, normally. She inscribed the whole spell and took a last good look at it. Despite her fumblings, the end result was streamlined and elegant, with the last part being Denerim’s job. One more activation on Orkan’s hand left her confident that she could keep it in her mind, as well as mirror it into a right hand. 
 
      
 
    She was ready. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s bring in the first test subject.” 
 
      
 
    She walked out and found a cage where a squirrel-like creature was waiting, obviously in some distress after being spat out by a dragon. Arthur had kindly provided experimental material against compensation (tastier meat). Viv brought the creature inside, used an anesthetic provided by the local apothecary, and placed a tourniquet over the squirrel’s foot. Then she amputated it. 
 
      
 
    It was kind of weird to feel bad about it, considering what she had done to other humans. Humans were a bit shit though. Squirrels had done nothing to her, ever. 
 
      
 
    Viv picked up a cauldron from the corner of the room. It contained the slurried remains of a medium-sized monster called a scalehound, a nasty pack animal that lived in the forest. She wasn’t sure what the spell would consume, so the unappetizing gunk contained every body part, including the cleaned viscera.  
 
      
 
    It didn’t smell very good. At least a butcher had used a skill to preserve it. 
 
      
 
    She placed the cauldron on the altar and triggered the spell, focusing on the remaining foot. It took some time, but eventually she got it all. The bones, the ligaments, the tendons, the veins, the nerves, the cartilage, blood, lymph . . . One by one, the elements added themselves to the incredibly complex interconnected construct that was a squirrel’s foot. 
 
      
 
    She had it. 
 
      
 
    An attempt to recreate the foot immediately failed. Her consciousness lost itself in the mass of gunk, but she found a workaround by putting a small amount of it in a nearby bowl. Slowly, carefully, she directed black mana to change goop into cells and proteins. It felt like it was taking ages, and the cells did not manifest immediately. Instead, the gunk solidified from a loaf of indistinct matter into a more and more refined shape. The circle proved itself vital, as she would never have managed it without its support. 
 
      
 
    Eventually, Viv pulled back and stopped. 
 
      
 
    She had a foot. 
 
      
 
    It looked a bit ugly and not fully well formed. It also lacked the hair of the original. It was still a foot. 
 
      
 
    She had built a foot ex nihilo. 
 
      
 
    “I did it. Now, we must.” 
 
      
 
    Viv shook her head when the three surrounding humans looked up from whatever they were doing. Lodan had been dozing off. Denerim and Orkan were cleaning their weapons. The sun was setting through the windows. 
 
      
 
    The squirrel was long dead. 
 
      
 
    She sighed. 
 
      
 
    “Patient is deceased. Time of death is . . . oh, it doesn’t matter. Arthur?” 
 
      
 
    The bored dragonette climbed down from the roof and opened the door. Viv threw the squirrel’s body at her. It disappeared into her gullet with a single gulp. Runes appeared on the ground. 
 
      
 
    Cold 
 
      
 
    Not 
 
      
 
    Juicy 
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry, we will have a proper dinner afterward. I think I’m done for today.” 
 
      
 
    Her mind was overtaxed. She acknowledged it despite her urge to go on. She was so close, so very close, and it had taken her very little time, all things considered. Just a bit of creative use of black mana. 
 
      
 
    Everyone packed up to leave. Lodan turned to her as the group was splitting up. 
 
      
 
    “You are still my enemy, woman, but I have to admit that you are an incredible mage. Perhaps your victory was not a fluke, after all.” 
 
      
 
    It seemed that it cost the Enorian some effort to say so. He looked a bit flustered. Viv considered telling him that she didn’t give a shit about his opinion, then reconsidered. She still needed him. 
 
      
 
    “I appreciate your candor. See you tomorrow, Lodan.” 
 
      
 
    Best she could do. 
 
      
 
    Viv went back to the tower and crashed for the night. She was back at it the next day. 
 
      
 
    “Another squirrel, lady Viv?” Denerim asked, but Viv shook her head. 
 
      
 
    “I’m too slow rebuilding the limbs. It takes a lot of effort, and I need to practice. I’ll make squirrel feet until I can do it in less than half an hour.” 
 
      
 
    Interestingly enough, the volume of flesh was not as important as the variety of constituent cells, which meant that building a human leg would not take exponentially more time. She worked strenuously at mass-producing the same rodent limb over and over for another three days before she felt confident in building another one. This time, she used a bit of flesh-mending potion to stop the bleeding and to give herself some time to work.  
 
      
 
    She was getting nervous. 
 
      
 
    It was stupid, but she was basically attempting a medical miracle by scamming the sentient planet, and that felt risky, somehow. Now, here was to hoping that the squirrel would not turn into some fifty-meters-tall flesh titan a la Akira. Fingers crossed. 
 
      
 
    Viv finished rebuilding a new foot, this one current-squirrel compatible, and signaled Denerim that she was ready. Then she had to signal again because he wasn’t paying attention. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, I was distracted. It’s been four days. Alright, here we go.” 
 
      
 
    The last of the three parts of the spell required him to reattach and heal the new limb to the maimed test subject. Viv sort of expected a deep, complex chant with like fifty stances and the secret forbidden name of Neriad, which was made of fifty syllables in Hebrew. Instead, she got a phone call. 
 
      
 
    “Oh Neriad, you who shine upon those who fight to make the world better, I beseech you. It may look weird because I am healing a squirrel, but bear with me, for we are furthering the cause of . . . oh.” 
 
      
 
    Golden light erupted from his skin with enough intensity to light every corner of the room. Denerim’s hair glowed and split like he had enough electricity in him to power a city block.  
 
      
 
    It kept going; there was more light. 
 
      
 
    Even more light. 
 
      
 
    Jesus fuck, that was a lot of light. Viv hid her eyes and collapsed, suddenly struck by a terrible pain. Her head bashed against the altar, and she fell backward. The agony disappeared as soon as it had come, yet it left her a gasping wreck on the ground. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, Solfis and Arthur were there. The golem picked her up and gently hauled her to her feet. There was still a lot of light and a certain heaviness in the air of the room. The unpleasant smell of gore had been replaced by a powerful clean one, like crisp mountain air. Solfis looked . . . careful.  
 
      
 
    Viv turned and faced the divine incarnation of Neriad. 
 
      
 
    The golden god wore the body and traits of the inquisitor, yet only an idiot could fail to see the difference. Its sheer presence filled Viv with the realization of how deeply insignificant, inconsequential, she was. His mere gaze was a physical weight upon her shoulders, and yet, for all its might, Neriad’s presence no longer hurt her. A thin golden halo surrounded his body without extending out. He was holding himself back for her sake. 
 
      
 
    Neriad took a step forward and placed his hand against Viv’s head. She realized that she had been bleeding from a gash when he reached out with a thumb and made the pain disappear. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, Viviane Saint-Lys, the outlander. We meet in person.” 
 
      
 
    His voice had a fucking echo. 
 
      
 
    “Although renewal is the domain of Sardanal, I know a thing or two about healing. I will grant my servant Denerim the rest of the spell. I applaud you for thinking out of the box.” 
 
      
 
    Viv opened her mouth and grunted something. She was tired. She was caught off guard. He was a fucking god. She could feel the overwhelming pressure coming from what could only be a mere projection. He was immensely, mind-defyingly powerful. 
 
      
 
    “Errr.” 
 
      
 
    The figure patted her shoulder.  
 
      
 
    “I will notify a priest that you require soul healing. In return, you will perform the limb rituals on my servants. You will see that generosity brings its own rewards.” 
 
      
 
    He smiled, and it carried both humor and a bitterness as deep as the ocean. 
 
      
 
    “I must leave. Octas the spider bitch is trying to sink an island off the coast of the Vizim. My attention is required. Do you, perhaps, have one more question?” 
 
      
 
    Viv had many questions. 
 
      
 
    “What happened to me? Why am I here?” 
 
      
 
    Neriad closed his eyes and breathed in. Shadows crept back from the corners of the room while strange voices whispered at the edge of Viv’s hearing.  
 
      
 
    “You will not like my answer, I’m afraid. You were picked at random as part of a vast and ancient game. You have done nothing to deserve this. I can only tell you one more thing. Your family and friends are fine.” 
 
      
 
    Something in his voice felt . . . off. Viv’s old social paranoia woke up, and she searched the god’s face for more. 
 
      
 
    “Completely fine?” 
 
      
 
    “Completely fine.” 
 
      
 
    Neriad had the carefully neutral face of a shitty liar, but he was telling the truth. It took Viv five seconds to figure out what he meant.  
 
      
 
    “Motherfucker.” 
 
      
 
    “Duty calls, outlander. I will leave you now. Keep an eye out east. I would be displeased if my wounded servants were to die, hmm?” 
 
      
 
    Neriad closed his eyes, and Denerim opened them. 
 
      
 
    “Well, that was something,” the inquisitor said. 
 
      
 
    Then he slowly, slowly toppled backward into Orkan’s waiting arms. 
 
      
 
    “I think we should continue tomorrow,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “That would be for the best.” 
 
      
 
    Viv watched the two depart. Arthur used the opportunity to chomp on the squirrel while Solfis kicked Lodan awake. The Enorian had collapsed during the incarnation process. 
 
      
 
    //A remarkable outcome, Your Grace. 
 
    //Personal visits by gods are very rare. 
 
    //Yet you do not seem satisfied? 
 
      
 
    “Read between the lines, Solfis. Why would my parents be completely, completely fine? How could this happen six months after I left?” 
 
      
 
    //Apologies.  
 
    //Query returned no results. 
 
      
 
    “They think I’m still alive, Solfis. They think I’m still alive. How?”  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 75: Growth 
 
      
 
    Viv stayed in a foul mood for all of two hours. The exhaustion of spellcasting and then meeting with a god compounded with her anguish to form a nebulous cloud of anger and confusion. She wished she could have stayed maudlin for a day, reclining on a comforter and nursing her heart and a glass of sweet wine. Unfortunately for her, Viv had the sort of single-minded obsession that prevented her from dwelling on a problem she could not solve. Eventually, it all came down to a simple fact. She had a hurt soul that prevented her from communicating with the divine. She needed that soul healed before she could even learn what was needed to cross the veil back to earth. If it was even possible. She would get a healed soul later. In the meanwhile, there were limbs to reattach. 
 
    The first patient was to be Koro. The tall Amazon woman was still inconsolable after the loss of her arm. Viv brought her to the redesignated limb reattachment hut the very next morning while also trying to keep her expectations low. 
 
    “You can regrow my arm?” 
 
    “No, I mean maybe. I mean, we think it could work.” 
 
    “You can regrow my arm?” she yelped. “Oh, Viv, thank you, thank you. I never expected you to come up with something. You’re a real sister!” 
 
    Denerim wasn’t in the hut. Instead, they found Brenna alone mixing a fresh batch of goop. The town’s healer was fresh and rested now, a stark contrast from her harried self after the battle. She even looked a bit younger. 
 
    “Oh, here you are. I am standing in for the inquisitor. Neriad came to me in my sleep to share the knowledge of the relevant spell.” 
 
    She blushed slightly. 
 
    “What sort of dream?” Viv asked with suspicion. 
 
    “A woman doesn’t kiss and tell, my dear. Now let us get started, shall we?” 
 
    Viv complained in her mind about not getting bonked in her dreams by godly incarnations. There was no justice. Nevertheless, her patient was waiting, and she started by forming the limb this time. She decided that it was best to cut the stump literally at the last moment so as to prevent her patient from bleeding to death. Shame she didn’t think of that before. Rest in Arthur, poor squirrels. 
 
    It turned out that reforming a human limb was not overly complicated compared to a squirrel limb, but also that the size difference made it a long-winded chore. Viv actually had to draw from her dagger’s power reserves to keep going. Koro was watching the thing reform with clear wonder. 
 
    “If it doesn’t work, we can still eat it. I always wondered how I tasted!” 
 
    “Squee!” 
 
    “No cannibalism in my operation room!” Viv reproached. The arm was almost fully formed now. She could see keratin solidifying over the fingertips and the muscles getting toned. The arm was white and hairless like a marble statue. 
 
    After hours of grueling labor, she had it. Probably. 
 
    It looked right. 
 
    “Can I move now? My ass hurts,” Koro told her. 
 
    “No. Now we cut off your stump and reattach the arm before you bleed out.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “I am ready,” Brenna said as she stood up from the desk where she had been working. She approached the construct and traced her own side with a light finger. It lit up and bathed her peaceful smile with golden light. 
 
    “Alright, Koro, remember that this will sting a bit while your conduits are redrawn.” 
 
    “Cutting off my stump won’t sting?” 
 
    “We’re going to use an anesthetic.” 
 
    “A what now?” 
 
    “A painkiller,” Viv explained. Fortunately, the helpful apothecary had prepared quite a lot, and he sure knew his stuff. Viv traced the place where they would cut with a pen and checked on Koro to see if the medicine was taking effect. The tall woman had crossed eyes and her tongue was slightly out. 
 
    “Koro?” 
 
    “Bblblblblblblblbl.” 
 
    She was high as fuck. Good enough. Viv signaled Solfis, and the golem deftly removed the scarred tissue with the kind of expertise surgeons would kill for. Viv smashed the newly formed limb against the stump just as Brenna activated her part of the ritual. The healer’s voice took on a deep pitch, one that felt mirrored by some other voice at the limit of Viv’s perception. Flesh melted into flesh as if it was putty, and the fingers twitched. They turned pink as blood flooded Koro’s new extremities. 
 
    The fingers twitched again. 
 
    “Koro?” 
 
    “Blblblblbl yes?” 
 
    “Can you move your arms? Please?” 
 
    “The one I lost is sort of itchy . . . Oh?” 
 
    She stared with childish wonder at her reformed limb. Her hand closed into a fist. Big, fat tears pearled in the woman’s eyes, then fell in a generous cascade over her ruddy cheeks. The new limb flexed with a little bit of awkwardness, but soon the Amazon had every finger touching her thumbs in a rhythmical dance. 
 
    “Is this a dream? Is it?” 
 
    “No,” Viv answered. She felt moved as well as they both watched the regrown limb with a mix of hope and apprehension. Even Brenna was holding her breath. 
 
    “By Neriad’s fetching buttocks, have we done it? Did it work?” 
 
    Viv nodded, quite happy. 
 
    “Looks like it—urg.” 
 
    Koro had taken the smaller woman in a bear hug strong enough for Viv to count all her ribs. 
 
    “Thankyouthankyouthankyou!” 
 
    “Hey. Hm. You might still feel some discomfort.” 
 
    “Thank youuuuuuuuuuuu. I will name my first daughter after you, I swear. Where is Yan? I am going to declare. YAAAAAN! You tight-assed stud! Where are youuuu?” 
 
    The woman crashed through the door despite Viv’s best efforts to hold her back—the outlander would have had a better chance at stopping a bull—and disappeared somewhere in the distance in a blur. 
 
    “Did she use a skill?” Viv wondered. 
 
    //We may want to change the protocol for the following operations, Your Grace. 
 
    “I don’t think using restraints is such a good idea,” Viv replied. 
 
    //Then perhaps a more resilient attire? 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Viv had unleashed a drugged-up, horny, two-armed, bare-chested Amazon upon the poor owner of the city’s brothel. She wished him all the best. 
 
    “Alright, I’m exhausted for today, but let’s regrow an eye tomorrow.” 
 
     *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Unfortunately for the tired Viv, the news of her achievement traveled across the land at the speed of a sprinting Koro, and a party was held that night in her and Neriad’s honor. Her reputation had grown so much that, by then, most of the city knew that she was an outlander. Denying the truth proved pointless because the Kazarans were like a bunch of excited kids given a big secret. They whispered it among themselves while eyeing strangers with suspicion. In this case, it just meant the prisoners. By the next day she had seventeen people lined up to regrow fingers and arms. All her tasks were delegated, and she would spend most of the day in the operation building. Monster flesh was regularly retrieved by an overly enthusiastic Koro at no cost. Also, for some reason, she received a message from the bank to inform her that gold swap for silver would be set at a guaranteed and generous fixed rate for her and her immediate companions only. No idea what caused that. 
 
    It only took two weeks for the first ripple to make itself known. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “We want to join Kazar.” 
 
    Viv reclined in her chair, breathing in the fresh air brought on by the Kazaran tree outside her tower’s window. She took in Marredyn’s appearance. The mountain tribe leader still wore that incredible big hat thing on his wizened head, and a pleasant smile adorned his face. She thought that she could detect a hint of tension in the way he held his teacup. She was not sure though. 
 
    Also, last time he had tried to influence her with magic, and that still pissed her off, so she let him marinate in the following silence. Served him right. 
 
    “Join us?” she finally allowed. 
 
    “Yes. A long-term alliance that goes beyond the military.” 
 
    A moment passed again quietly, and it was clear that the tribe leader’s patience was fraying. 
 
    “Just like the one we discussed during our last meeting.” 
 
    “What changed?” Viv deadpanned. 
 
    Marredyn grit his teeth. 
 
    “Your new ideas are more pervasive than I thought, and many, including my own son, have expressed a great interest in rediscovering our roots. I find them hasty and careless. Perhaps I was, too, when I was young.” 
 
    “Why don’t you tell me what you had in mind, and I’ll write a treaty?” 
 
    “Any chances that you remove the tax on the transfer of goods?” 
 
    “Of course I will, wouldn’t want to hamper trade and thus reduce the federal tax.” 
 
    The man froze in his chair, teacup held in a frightful grip. 
 
    “What’s a federal tax?” 
 
    Viv gave him the most evil smile that centuries of bureaucratic legacy could produce. 
 
    “I am so glad you asked.” 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    In the end, the mountain tribe joined Kazar as a separate state in what was starting to look like a federal republic, or a federal empire, maybe, since there were no elections scheduled and Viv had no plans to do so. The treaty was airtight thanks to Solfis’s vast and really weird expertise on the matter. The golem had access to hundreds of years of imperial records and jurisprudence. The key was to keep it simple. The tribes were part of the alliance, but they retained their own local government, local laws, and customs. The rest would be smoothed out by increased interconnections and the end of entry, exit, and trade fees.  
 
    Two days after that, Ban returned and asked for Viv as she was resting from shoving a temple guard’s new eye back in its socket. The ancient head of the heavy infantry detachment was wearing his full armor, including the pennants he and his men had started to attach to various parts of their gear. His showed the tree of Kazar as well as his rank. He had a pair of younger men with him. 
 
    “Lady Viv, I have returned, and I bring two recruits with me. Those are my cousin and my eldest grandson.” 
 
    He tugged nervously on his long white beard. 
 
    “I vouch for them, on my honor!” 
 
    “You know the score, Ban. Either Solfis says they make the cut or they don’t.” 
 
    //They will be granted their chance. 
 
    The golem exited from the operation room and deployed to his full height. One of the young ones looked him in the baleful orbs and took a valiant step forward, which was either a credit to his courage or a total lack of survival instinct. Viv could not tell. 
 
    “I would die for Kazar, sir!” 
 
    //That is a start. 
 
    //Now let us make sure you kill for her instead. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Little by little, the heavy infantrymen trickled back into the camp now that the food situation was good enough. The exceptional harvest set people at ease, and they saw it as a good omen and a sign that Sardanal had blessed the city. The recruits built a large barracks and training fields complex to house themselves. It had to be expanded once when the tribe warriors arrived, then another time because of an influx of crossbowmen recruits from the ranks of the refugees, mostly women. Viv assumed that a lot of folks were fucking, but Solfis managed to maintain discipline. 
 
    Koro married Yan on the first day of autumn, just as Viv finished reattaching the last missing digit. Nothing would ever get her used to the scent of base-material goop. It was now time for the second phase of the “fuck the prince” plan. 
 
    “Okay, now that everyone is rearmed and relegged, we need to prepare the terrain for the arrival of the punitive expedition,” she told the council at their next meeting. 
 
    “It cannot possibly happen before next year,” Farren replied. “Are we not rushing things?” 
 
    “Can you be absolutely sure about that?” 
 
    “Yes, we are mostly sure.” 
 
    It was Brenna who had interrupted the argument before it could really begin.  
 
    “And it doesn’t matter,” she continued, “because we have another reason to set out.” 
 
    Viv nodded at the invitation to elaborate. 
 
    “In his message, Neriad said that he would send people our way and would also be miffed if they ended up in some monster belly. So to summarize, we can leave most of our regular troops to be trained here while setting out with the scouts, so we are not exactly interrupting anything. Second, it will allow us to escort the next batch of refugees through the forest. Keep in mind that they will mostly be crippled until we can heal them. Third, it will allow us to recon the next battlefield, and fourth, if I spend another day cooped up in the operation room, I’m liable to stab someone. Seriously.” 
 
    The others nodded. 
 
    “We can imagine that someone who enjoys fighting her way through hordes of undead would find this life dull,” Farren said with a supportive voice. 
 
    The others agreed and voiced their sympathy. 
 
    “We’re grateful for the healing and guidance. We’ll manage while you go kill and cook some monsters, don’t worry.” 
 
    “Yes. We can hold the fort while you unwind. There is plenty of forest for you to thrash to your heart’s content!” 
 
    “And please take Arthur with you. Please.” 
 
    They nodded vigorously. Viv didn’t really trust herself with an answer so mostly kept silent until the end of the council. 
 
    

  
 
    The next expedition was set to leave soon. Denerim and Orkan would join, but they would not return to Kazar afterward. 
 
    “We stayed until the spell was ready, but now it’s time to return to the fold. Besides, we received a sending,” the old knight had told her. 
 
    “A sending?” 
 
    “Like a dream, but when we woke up we knew that we were needed in Enoria. I do not know the details, but I suspect that it relates to the civil war. Many people will die and have died already. This means horror, pain. Aberrants. Contracts with the dark gods. I suspect that a lot of inquisitors are converging on middle Enoria right now. We’ll know more when we get there.” 
 
    Two-Six would also join them as the top scout in Kazar, who also happened to be comfortable with people. Viv asked Solfis to stay and oversee the training of the new recruits, but her idea was immediately shut down. 
 
    //Absolutely out of the question, Your Grace. 
 
    //You may not travel to the deep woods on a scouting mission without me. 
 
    //This project is certainly more dangerous than retaking Kazar was. 
 
    //Additionally, you do not have my database knowledge on endemic monster species. 
 
    //Additionally, none of the meatbags here have my short-range detection capabilities. 
 
    //Additionally, Ban can handle the two months of physical conditioning and basic drills required to turn this provincial chaff into decent candidates without my input. 
 
    //I would even disobey a direct order to stay as it would contravene a main directive. 
 
    “I was not about to ask.” 
 
    //Forgive me for doubting the integrity of your decision-making centers. 
 
    “That is the most roundabout way of calling someone stupid I’ve ever heard. 
 
    //I am delighted to be expanding your horizons, Your Grace. 
 
      
 
    Marruk was coming, of course. 
 
    “The last time I crossed it was as a caravan hand. I didn’t get to see anything except the next set of latrines. I’m eager to see what the forest has to offer!” 
 
    “You mean food, right?” 
 
    “Of course!” 
 
    Viv left the Kark woman listing mushrooms and recruited the next member of the expedition. 
 
    “Squee!” 
 
    “I don’t know, Arthur. I have never seen oversized squirrels before.” 
 
    

  
 
    The expedition set out with heavy backpacks and a small cart dragged by two harnesses. It contained additional supplies, mostly food, as well as Solfis. With the deadlands warding stones left behind, the golem would be back to limited operation time. They departed at dawn at a brisk pace. Denerim spent the first hour discussing details. 
 
    “We can take turns dragging the sled. Don’t even need two people if we stay on the road. Two-Six and Viv should be exempt.” 
 
    “I would prefer to scout ahead, yes,” the dark-haired, dark-eyed woman confirmed. She was wearing forest armor made from a gambeson covered in a variety of cloth and furs. The irregular brown-and-green patterns probably helped with her stealth. 
 
    “Hm, I appreciate it,” Viv said, “but I’m not sure I should get the preferential treatment.” 
 
    The rest of them exchanged a few embarrassed glances. 
 
    “No offense, lady Viv, but how high is your power? Early twenties?” 
 
    It currently stood at seventeen after weeks of effort running through the forest. 
 
    “Not even that? Neriad’s balls, that’s low.” 
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    “No, please do not be annoyed. This is what we meant. All three of us stand above forty. Your time would be better spent keeping an eye out. You will tire more easily than the rest of us.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” 
 
    Viv was not mad to have spent months of crushing training back on earth just to be some sort of cute weakling here. Not at all. 
 
    Denerim then split the watch, of which Viv was not exempt, as well as various duties, including latrines, foraging, and setting up camp. It was all done on the fly, in under an hour, and with no one complaining. Viv thought that he must have a skill or something. They kept going, and Viv immersed herself in the strange sensation the woods brought. The sounds grew smothered, and this vague feeling of infinity soon clung to her mind, giving her slight vertigo when she allowed it. Her mana mastery let her feel a stream of mana as thick as syrup flowing through the world around her. It was no more conscious than a wave is conscious, but it could be just as overwhelming. Viv wondered if the effect could increase if one stepped away from the main path. Come to think of it, mana behaved strangely around the straight line, as if it avoided the stone scar cleaving through its territory. 
 
    “That road is ancient, right? How can it not be overgrown?” 
 
    She thought she might have already asked Varska. Perhaps the others knew more? It was Solfis who answered. She should have guessed. 
 
      
 
    //The Deadshield trail was built at the dawn of the Age of Expansion, Your Grace. 
 
    //Empress Kadiran ordered its construction after her husband was slain visiting a neighboring kingdom. 
 
    //Records from this era show inconsistencies and wild exaggerations. 
 
    //As expected of indoctrinated meatbags. 
 
    “Wait, are you not all about indoctrinating meatbags?” 
 
    //Soldiers and citizens, yes. 
 
    //Record keepers, no. 
 
    “That is not worrisome at all,” Orkan commented with a wide smile. Denerim shrugged. Viv thought that he might be jaded. He proved it an instant later. 
 
    “Unsurprising if you consider who pays the chroniclers and why. We had the same problem before the temple founded an order of historians. The first great sagas were meant to sing the praises of those who paid to have them done. They served a purpose, and that purpose was not reporting the truth.” 
 
    //How perceptive of you. 
 
    //Ending digression. Returning to main subject. 
 
    //Later chroniclers disagree on what means the empress used to create the path. 
 
    //However, they all agree that it must have been a vile and scornful spell. 
 
    //Something that would kill the land for centuries. 
 
    //Nevertheless, the width of the path has been reduced by over two-thirds compared to the original way. 
 
    //It will disappear within a few more generations. 
 
    “Wait, really?” Viv asked with surprise. 
 
    //Yes. 
 
    //The woods are ancient. 
 
    //They always return. 
 
    //Always. 
 
    With that slightly ominous comment, silence returned to the group. Viv realized that she enjoyed walking through the seemingly endless forest. The peace came as a pleasant contrast to the rush of activity of the past few weeks. With summer ending, the heat was manageable. A light wind brought to them a bit of freshness and the pleasant scent of living things. She was only missing music. 
 
    That night, they made their camp at a prepared site at the edge of the forest between two large boulders. There were enough blackened pits around to know that quite a few people had camped there in the past. 
 
    “A popular place, but I suppose that you want something more complex?” Denerim asked her. 
 
    “Yes. I was thinking about something underground and easily defensible so that people can rest without worries about monster attacks. Speaking of which, do we expect anything soon?” 
 
    Two-Six returned from foraging then with her arms filled with nuts. Marruk’s eyes widened in anticipation. 
 
    “Nothing but beastlings. At most a few scalehounds. We are too close to the edge and the road for the larger creatures, and we are the optimal configuration as well.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Viv asked. 
 
    “Well, the fewer people there are, the fewer traces we leave. This is also why we didn’t bring animals with us. Few creatures will notice us, and some of the more mana-sensitive ones will avoid us as well. Large convoys are systematically attacked, hence the defenses.” 
 
    That night, Viv took the opportunity to finally see the result of the past few months of efforts. The wide variety of stuff she’d pursued in the past two months gave her a wide spread of progress. It wasn’t a bad idea to take a more generalist approach on occasion, if only because she would have gone insane just practicing the same exercises all the time. Solfis had approved. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Current status: 
 
        
        	 Mana channels (mage) 
 
        	 Extreme compatibility 
 
        	 Divine spark: luck 
 
        	 Draconic surrogate mother 
 
       
    
  Mana distribution: 
 
        
        	 Black 100% 
 
       
    
  Current attunement: 25.3% 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    This had not changed much except for her attunement, a constant reminder that her time was short. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Physical 
  
      	  Mental 
  
     
 
      
      	  Power 
  
      	  17 
  
      	  Focus 
  
      	  36 
  
     
 
      
      	  Finesse 
  
      	  21 
  
      	  Acuity 
  
      	  36 
  
     
 
      
      	  Endurance 
  
      	  24 
  
      	  Willpower 
  
      	  37 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Crawling through thickets had improved every aspect of her body, while the endless practices on the Change meaning and subsequent surgeries allowed her to push her mental stats toward the next level. Solfis had confirmed that she had all the signs of a young expert and anticipated that she would only keep progressing from now on, albeit more slowly. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  General Skills 
  
     
 
      
      	  Polymath 
  
      	  Beginner 3 
  
      	  Athletics 
  
      	  Intermediate 4 
  
     
 
      
      	  Survival 
  
      	  Intermediate 2 
  
      	  Householding 
  
      	  Apprentice 8 
  
     
 
      
      	  Hand-to-hand combat 
  
      	  Apprentice 6 
  
      	  Pain tolerance 
  
      	  Intermediate 9 
  
     
 
      
      	  Small blades 
  
      	  Beginner 7 
  
      	    
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    It was the first time that those had moved that she could remember, and only athletics and survival were concerned. It had taken a lot of effort, but she could feel the difference thanks to her experience on earth. Athletics did not teach her where not to walk. That had been Orkan. Instead, it acted as a small boost and guidance on how to move, how to breathe. It constantly pushed her to do better without her having to make a conscious effort. The same was true for survival. A look at the nearest underbush, and she guessed that there were thorns under that, and quite possibly snakes as well. 
 
    Not for the first time, Viv wondered how a modern army would fare here before they could develop their interface. The answer was probably decently well so long as their supply lines were intact, but isolated squads would be wiped out too easily.  
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Class Skills 
  
     
 
      
      	  Meditative trance 
  
      	  Expert 2 
  
      	  Mana mastery 
  
      	  Beginner 6 
  
     
 
      
      	  Arcane constructs 
  
      	  Beginner 7 
  
      	  Danger sense 
  
      	  Beginner 6 
  
     
 
      
      	  Leadership 
  
      	  Intermediate 1 
  
      	  Intimidation 
  
      	  Intermediate 7 
  
     
 
      
      	  Acuity reflex 
  
      	  Beginner 7 
  
      	    
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Acuity reflex and leadership had made some good progress. In particular, her leadership now allowed her to spend much less time remembering, deciding, and delegating than before. This left her a lot of free time without harming the quality of her work (that she could tell). It also meant that local armies and states could perhaps outperform some modern administrations in terms of performance simply because their civil servants were inhumanely good as opposed to, for example, the absolute brain-dead baboon of a woman who had handled the making of her passport. 
 
    She also suspected that acuity reflex, leadership, and danger sense could not be trained the normal way. They had to be learned in context. As for mana mastery and arcane constructs, they had made massive progress. Without them, she could never have cast the spell to regrow limbs. 
 
    It was all very fortuitous. 
 
    Anyway, Viv was satisfied with the results and could not wait to kill new things and then eat them. What was life without some adventurous gastronomy anyway? She had taken spices and dry herbs with her. 
 
    The expedition progressed for two more days at a brisk pace until Viv felt a change. The trees were growing taller, so tall, in fact, that sunlight barely filtered through dense canopies when they stepped away from the road. The cries of creatures grew more common while strange and alien plants grew in colored copses, or spread over old barks.  
 
    On the dawn of the fourth day, Viv woke up to the moss behind her singing quietly. The sound reminded her of a choir heard through stone walls, subdued, yet still wonderful. A tree stood in the distance, its silvery leaves unfolding to welcome the growing light. Tweeting notes rose from a scarlet bird with iridescent plumage. The beast stared them down from a dead branch as high as a small building. 
 
    //Welcome to the deep wood, Your Grace. 
 
    Then a white, scaley form smashed into the tree, and the bird died. 
 
    “Squee!” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 76: A Tale of Many Wings 
 
      
 
    There were plenty of camping spots along the old imperial road. Well, perhaps “plenty” was pushing it, Viv thought. There were a dozen that clung to the sides of the stone scar like huddling chicks. It was enough for the average slow caravan to travel from one end to another without having to clear space more than three times. The issue was that they had been selected for safety and convenience, and Viv wanted hideouts selected for discretion. It would be pointless to have a base that any scout could find by looking in the wrong direction, and so the first step was to scout around to find suitable places. After a breakfast that included fresh fowl and Viv making a small crown of red feathers at Arthur’s request, the group set out to find something promising. 
 
    //The Deadshield Woods may appear flat to the eye of the uninitiated. 
 
    //They are not. 
 
    //We will soon come across hills and caverns. 
 
    //There are many such elevations in the forest. 
 
    “Let’s hope we find something suitable quickly, or we will have to go on without.” 
 
    //You do not need an overabundance of supply caches, Your Grace. 
 
    //Although you need more than one in case some of our soldiers get captured and betray one of the locations. 
 
    “You are thinking a bit far ahead.” 
 
    //I am always thinking far ahead. 
 
    //You meatbags should try it too. 
 
    //Your Grace. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah.” 
 
    Solfis was right, of course. Viv found a minute of amusement when she realized that the trio of close-quarter fighters had not even turned their heads at the exchange. They kept looking around with vigilance, even Marruk, who was carrying Solfis on her massive back. Viv was getting roasted by a genocidal bone golem and had spent minutes creating a headdress for a dragonette, and no one batted an eye. Really goes to show that if you were rich or powerful enough, weird turned into eccentric. That was nice. With more and more people considering Arthur their mascot, eccentric would soon become normal. Viv refrained from laughing maniacally and kept walking. 
 
    So far in the forest, the underbrush lessened as tall trees blocked a lot of the light under lush canopies. Vines and other growths spread over old bark in a riot of color sometimes made brighter by an errant ray of sunlight. The forest kept the space under its boughs cool and comfy, so that the scouting had become a pleasant stroll to Viv. Her skinsuit helped regulate the temperature as well, and when she felt a bit too hot, she would gulp some water from an enchanted canteen. She had paid money for a minor cooling enchantment, not much, but it was enough. Between this and the minty toilet paper, all her orifices were clean and refreshed, haha.  
 
    Better not share that with the rest of the group. They would just become jealous. 
 
    But really, it was nice. Nice, tall trunks so large it would take four Vivs to embrace them alternated with small thickets of fruiting brambles. She saw mushrooms in small packs and picked a few Solfis recognized as safe for consumption. They found roots as well. Sometime in the mid-morning, Two-Six returned from her scouting in a rush, and everybody grabbed their weapons. 
 
    “No, no, nothing urgent. Witch Bob, I mean witch Viv, can you shoot your spells from afar? And accurately?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Good, follow me . . . I found something! You lot cover our backs but don’t clang on your shield or whatever it is you tin cans like doing.” 
 
    “Oi!” Orkan protested, but they were already on their way. 
 
    Two-Six dragged them through more rugged terrain going directly north and away from the road. Viv had to jog for twenty minutes before they arrived at the edge of a clearing. Crumbled pieces of wood dotted the space, a sign that the opening to the sky had come from the fall of a giant. Her guide had this intense, focused demeanor that really showed her Hadal parentage. Most of the time, only her pallor and slightly stooped posture betrayed her, but now she was predatorial, hunched forward, and moved sinuously over the terrain like a quiet shadow. The woman turned, and her eyes flashed red under the brown of their normal appearance. Viv was sure that it was an illusion to mask scarlet irises and slit pupils. 
 
    Two-Six had stopped. She was staring at something with laser focus. Viv searched the clearing and could not quite detect what this was about. The place had a powerful brown-and-green mana presence, but that was it. 
 
    “Siege tortoise right ahead. Young one, male, recently shed his keratinous scutes.” 
 
    “His what?” Marruk asked, confused.  
 
    “The plates on its back. The small ones shed when the tortoise grows,” Viv replied as she searched the ground, finding nothing. It was a mess of rotting wood, grass, and small trees. 
 
    “Right?” she asked, now uncertain. It was a shit idea to make too many assumptions in a world with magic. 
 
    “Right!” Two-Six said with excitement. “The siege tortoises find a place to huddle and shed all of them at once. Then they eat the discarded scutes to recover the mana within and wait while it transfers to the new layer. That means that right now . . .” 
 
    “It’s vulnerable,” Orkan finished. 
 
    “And delicious!” Two-Six finished. She grinned and licked her lips, revealing teeth that were a bit too sharp. 
 
    //Is this a scouting or a culinary expedition? 
 
    “The food is only part of it. There is something you need to see beyond. The tortoise merely blocks the way. And also the best avenue of retreat if something unfortunate happens.” 
 
    //Very well then. 
 
    //I assume that you want Her Grace to slay the beast from a distance? 
 
    “Right. We don’t have time to dance with the creature. If Viv kills it from range, we can harvest it, and then . . .” 
 
    “Make soup,” Denerim says. “It is considered a delicacy in all of Param. The brown and green mana refreshes the body and removes exhaustion. I have salt. We could preserve some of it as well . . .” 
 
    “Alright, alright, you gluttons! I’m in!” Viv complained. “Just can’t see the target.” 
 
    Solfis snarled and unfolded himself from Marruk’s back. Fully deployed, he was more than half as tall as her. He took one step to the side and picked a straight offshoot from a nearby stump, then one step back to kneel by Viv’s side. He wordlessly flipped it horizontally, and Viv understood what he meant. Solfis had aligned the improvised arrow toward the tortoise’s body. 
 
    At first, she struggled to spot the beast in its surroundings, even knowing it was there. The Identify ability had trouble focusing as well, perhaps because she could not spot anything specific. The monster’s green mana merged it into its surroundings both visually and to her magical perception. It took a minute for her to identify its dorsal spiked ridge as “not a branch.” 
 
    “Fuck, I could have walked right by it.” 
 
    //That is why human armies must employ scouts. 
 
    //Complimentary paths lead to the most effective groups. 
 
    //As you already surmised, Your Grace. 
 
    //Because of the limitations inherent to your fleshy forms. 
 
      
 
    “How do I kill it? Its head is pulled in.” 
 
      
 
    The group stopped. 
 
      
 
    Then Marruk sighed and banged her door shield very loudly. 
 
      
 
    “Squee?” 
 
      
 
    Viv blocked her ears and cursed when a horrible and slightly flabbergasted head emerged from the shell. A sphere formed over her shoulder while glyphs popped quickly into existence. She overcharged the spell before the tortoise could find the source of the disturbance. 
 
      
 
    “Blast.” 
 
      
 
    The artillery spell crossed the clearing in eerie silence and passed through its target’s neck, top to bottom. 
 
      
 
    The head fell off. 
 
      
 
    “Soup time!” 
 
      
 
    “Squee!” 
 
    


  
 
    Viv sat heavily on a piece of wood, playing with a feather. She had been sidelined once again because of her low physical stats and her lack of experience in processing tortoise carcasses. Arguably not her fault. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Two-Six, how come you’re so knowledgeable about wildlife?” 
 
      
 
    The Hadal tossed a piece of ligament and shrugged.  
 
      
 
    “Most first generations were trained to kill people. I managed to apprentice with hunters from Mornyr instead, providing cheap meat to every poor church around. They didn’t mind my origins, only cared about how well I could stab things dead. Many of the Hadal survivors share a similar story, by the way. The best hunters get commissions to hunt specific beasts and quite a bit of money as a result. Best part is that they don’t try to kill you afterward because you’re not a loose end.” 
 
      
 
    “Is there a hunter organization?” 
 
      
 
    “Depends on where you are. Baran has a royal society, for example, but you go south, and everyone in a village can hunt. I remember one time we were chasing this scalehound . . .” 
 
      
 
    Two-Six shared a few stories. So did Denerim, although the old knight had mostly hunted aberrants. Orkan had been trained as a duelist and only had a limited experience killing monsters. The discussion lasted until lunch, when Viv got her promised soup and had to agree that it made her feel energetic. They decided to return to the cart to load it with meat before continuing their exploration. It was then time for Two-Six to show what she had discovered. 
 
      
 
    “I found a cave that would be perfect for us, but it has strange creatures in it, and I’m not sure if it would be wise to clean it.” 
 
      
 
    //I have a vast repository of knowledge at my disposal. 
 
    //Lead on. 
 
    
  
 
    They walked for only an hour in a mostly straight line this time. Their path snaked between smaller hills and elevations, following a dry riverbed of smooth stones. 
 
      
 
    “Are there rivers here?” Viv asked. 
 
      
 
    “In the woods, yes, but no large ones close to here, and the smaller streams change course all the time,” Denerim said. “Ah, I believe that we have found our destination?” 
 
      
 
    The path ahead cleared a bit as they entered a secluded valley nestled between two elevations. Two-Six was right; it looked good. There was even a small pond to the side filled with clear water. A cave with a large entrance waited at the end of a gravelly way with only sparse trees. The problem came from the creatures currently living in and around those trees. Viv had never seen anything quite like it. 
 
      
 
    The trees were covered in a silky white substance with strands extending between trunks. Small white grubs traveled around those, tending colonies of clear-capped mushrooms and doing the gods knew what else. A dozen large worms as thick as a human torso crawled around, surrounded by clumps of servants. Large creatures that obviously belonged to the same species glided gracefully around. They looked like butterflies if butterflies were the size of eagles.  
 
      
 
    “Well,” Viv said. 
 
      
 
    They studied the scene in silence. Viv carefully kneeled to inspect a nearby grub, clearly some sort of scout. It was slowly climbing over rocks. It was as long as her hand and rather thick. 
 
      
 
    Images of world-ending insectoid threats filled Viv’s mind until she realized that the host trees the creatures used were still relatively hale. They didn’t look particularly threatening. 
 
      
 
    [Pleiada grub: harmless, a worker drone.] 
 
      
 
    Arthur landed nearby and inspected the scene with curiosity. She didn’t seem threatened by the gliding creatures. 
 
      
 
    //The coloring is slightly different. However, this species matches the record for Pleiada worms with 97 percent accuracy. 
 
    //Pleiada worms are endemic to the Deadshield Woods and produce valuable silk. 
 
      
 
    Viv watched Arthur go closer to the grub and lower her snout. She hoped the curious dragonling would not try to eat that. Were they full of protein? She hesitated. Meanwhile, Solfis was not done. 
 
      
 
    //Unfortunately, the silk cannot be harvested without wiping out the colony. 
 
    //Indeed, the flying specimens you see act as a deterrent and very mobile defensive force. 
 
    //They have a peculiar defense mechanism. 
 
      
 
    “Squee!” 
 
      
 
    Viv turned to see the grub writhing in Arthur’s claw. The dragon was inspecting a yellowish liquid on her hand. The grub had thrown up on her. 
 
      
 
    “Arthur, nooooo!” 
 
      
 
    //When threatened, members of the nest will mark the attackers with a pheromone. 
 
      
 
    It hit her then just as everyone grabbed their shields, including Viv, though she was a bit late. A pungent, acrid smell invaded her nostrils. It was not exactly horrible, but it was overwhelmingly strong, saturating her nose in mere moments. 
 
      
 
    //The defenders will converge upon the marked one. 
 
      
 
    One of the fliers emitted a high-pitched, keening sound, soon mirrored by another, then another, until the clearing sounded like an angry choir. They flocked toward the humans. Viv grabbed Arthur and started running. The others did exactly the same thing, except Solfis, who merely strolled. Denerim and Orkan each took Viv under an arm while Two-Six picked up Arthur herself. Marruk was at the end of the formation. They accelerated even more, and not a moment too soon because the droning mass of giga-butterflies was picking up speed. 
 
      
 
    //Following which they will detonate themselves in a powerful explosion. 
 
      
 
    “Aw shit.” 
 
      
 
    “Squee!” 
 
      
 
    Viv did not wait and started to throw Purge nets at their pursuers. The thin black wires bit into the swarm, but the creatures were simply too fast. Even with enhanced perception, many of them dove under or whirled around her assault. Pieces of wings and quivering bodies were left in their wake, but it was not enough. She persisted. Purge net was the best tool she had against fast movers. 
 
      
 
    The creatures gained on them. Denerim guided their flight into a narrow ridge and managed to stymie the flying worms by forcing them into the narrow corridor. Viv’s spells simply didn’t stop, and the first rank got mowed down. The rest kept its distance after that. Viv immediately saw why. Some of the creatures had climbed up and were getting ready to dive-bomb them. 
 
      
 
    //Ah, excellent. 
 
      
 
    Viv watched the golem and noticed that it had picked an absolutely panicked harran, the rabbit-like creature. He briefly inspected it. 
 
      
 
    //Shields up, please. 
 
      
 
    Viv did not think. She raised the largest mana shield she could and braced behind her steel buckler. 
 
      
 
    Her danger sense screamed, and the Reflex Casting ability activated. The world slowed down to a crawl. She could see every hair of Denerim’s beard as the powerful knight gritted his teeth. She screamed her defiance and put everything she had into the defensive spell. Every ounce of mana she could muster went to thicken the half sphere separating them from the suicide bombers. It could stop a tank round, she thought. 
 
      
 
    Solfis’s arm blurred, and the world punched Viv left and right. Her mana was completely drained in an instant. Her head slapped back. 
 
      
 
    Her ears hurt. 
 
      
 
    She had trouble breathing. The sky was nice, though, blue with nice white clouds and a surprising amount of dust. Pieces of debris, rocks, and roots rained upon her. It was really quiet. 
 
      
 
    She was in quite a bit of pain. 
 
      
 
    Her ears whistled. She gulped air, and it tasted hot. 
 
      
 
    Someone forced a bit of glass between her teeth, and the soothing, familiar, herbal taste of a flesh-mending potion chased away the metallic tang in her mouth. The concoction was bitter as hell, and she could tell it was the good stuff because her hearing returned on the spot. People were swearing. 
 
      
 
    “Neriad’s balls, that was close.” 
 
      
 
    Viv gingerly sat up to a glowing pair of yellow eyes and a series of massive craters as if the place had been shelled by the Americans. She was already okay, physically. It was not something that the combat medic could really get used to. It just went against everything she knew before . . . before all of this. 
 
      
 
    “Is everyone alright?” 
 
      
 
    There were a few mumbles and curses, but overall, people seemed fine and more than a little annoyed. Viv could tell why. It was time for another lesson in parenting. Except . . . 
 
      
 
    “Hold on. Where is Arthur?” 
 
      
 
    //She appears to have headed out, Your Grace. 
 
    //Toward this mountain to our side. 
 
      
 
    Viv cursed and, for the first time, perhaps ever, felt anger and disappointment toward the dragonette. The four other humans fell silent. She sighed deeply. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll go get her.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be following you.” 
 
      
 
    Viv wanted to be alone to scold her adoptive kid, but she recognized that they were not in a safe place. Splitting up now would be the height of stupidity. 
 
      
 
    “Lead on.” 
 
      
 
    The team checked themselves and their gear quickly. Nobody commented on the fact that they had been two fingers away from getting pureed. After a brief inspection, Solfis opened the way up. They were still in the ridge they had followed to escape the Pleiada swarm.  
 
      
 
    It had been uncomfortably close. 
 
      
 
    Viv reminded herself that it was not because a grub was harmless by itself. According to her inspection skill,it was really harmless. 
 
      
 
    “By the way,” Marruk said with a careful tone, “should we clear out the worms now that their defenders are gone?” 
 
      
 
    “No, I want the colony alive and well,” Viv replied. 
 
      
 
    “Hmm, you do?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.”  
 
      
 
    The others did not comment, and she was in no mood to explain her idea right now. They climbed the sharp incline quickly and found a beast trail carving its way against the side of the mountain. Pines grew in thick clumps there and hid the way up. Their sap had replaced the scent of dust. Viv shivered at the memory of a giant spider and focused on the bone golem before her. They kept climbing. 
 
      
 
    “How high could she have gone?” Viv grumbled. It was not like Arthur to be gone like that, and certainly not like her to stay on foot. She preferred flying. 
 
      
 
    They were almost at the top when Viv heard an angry squeal. There was a footprint at the edge of the flat summit, just before her. 
 
      
 
    It was really, really big. 
 
      
 
    Viv heard a woosh-like wind through giant sails, and her heart skipped a beat for the second time in less than ten minutes. Mana imploded before her eyes. She was stunned again. 
 
      
 
    The witch faced a kaleidoscope of colors the likes of which she had never experienced. The sensations overwhelmed her in turn, even though her own sense of mana was still nascent. The riot of dyes was simply too much as it rolled and roared around her. Red for fire, for anger and passion. Black for destruction and change. Life for itself and for saving what was precious. Blue came with peace and immobility, then gray with movement and lightness. Brown and green spoke of growth and tenacity. There were other colors she had never seen in humans at the edge of her awareness as well, floating and whispering of things forbidden and pretty. A vivid phantasmagoria took her like a wave and washed her mind on a sandy shore of confusion. She was left blinking and disoriented, but there was one thing she knew. Arthur was there, where the mana came from, and that was where she was going. 
 
      
 
    A hand grabbed her shoulder as she took the next step forward.  
 
      
 
    //Your Grace, you must not. 
 
      
 
    “I must.” 
 
      
 
    The hand stayed. She turned her head. The other mortals were frozen just like she had been. Denerim had recovered enough to gently drag the others back. Their eyes met. She ignored the question within. She ignored the option to give Solfis a clear order to let her go. 
 
      
 
    “I must.” 
 
      
 
    The baleful yellow glare surveyed the track of the massive paw in front of them, assessing their chances and finding them risible, no doubt. Nevertheless, the answer was exactly what she expected. 
 
      
 
    //I am right behind you. 
 
      
 
    There was nothing left to say. She went over the edge. 
 
      
 
    They stood on a small plateau surrounded by the tips of towering pine trees. A large rock covered half of the area in front of them, and on the face of that rock there was a cave entrance, and in front of that cave entrance, there was a dragon. 
 
      
 
    It was green. 
 
      
 
    It was also fuckhuge. Or at least it felt fuckhuge. It was certainly big enough. 
 
      
 
    More importantly, it held Arthur’s squirming form under its paw. 
 
      
 
    “Get the fuck off of her.” 
 
      
 
    Viv realized she had spoken and came to regret it as Solfis took his place by her side. She had never seen the golem look anything but detached, but now he was low to the ground with his legs flexed and his arms ready. It would have been threatening were it not for the fucking dragon. 
 
      
 
    A yellow iris narrowed on Viv. She decided that she was kind of fucked and might as well show some spine. 
 
      
 
    And yet, despite the tension, no violence occurred. The dragon’s gigantic head swiveled on its serpentine neck. The creature had to be at least as tall as a two-story building, with the horns being in the attic, and that was sitting on its haunches. Its head matched Viv in height. The visible part of its eyes were as large as her entire head. Her inspection skill triggered and returned a headache. She vaguely got the impression that it was male and rather young. She also understood that only 150 years old was young for a dragon. 
 
      
 
    As for the reptilian legend, “he,” she guessed, lowered his head to inspect her under every angle. Arthur was still struggling, but she seemed unharmed under all those talons. It was a status quo that she was okay with for the moment. 
 
      
 
    The inspection went on. It lasted for a whole minute, during which mana ebbed and flowed but the dragon made no move. It appeared to be beyond dumbfounded. Finally, a thought entered Viv’s mind. The meaning was conveyed through the language of the world, the same runes she used for her spell. There were no sounds uttered. 
 
      
 
    HOW? 
 
      
 
    It was simple but also very, very loud, and Viv’s mind could not adequately be covered with her hands, so she dug a circle at her feet and hoped that the dragon would not mind. It did not. Perhaps he didn’t think of her as a threat. Unfortunately, he was probably correct. With the minor protection in place, Viv addressed the living myth. 
 
      
 
    “The gods played their games. Please release Arthur.” 
 
      
 
    The dragon was still tilting his head here and there. He repeated the question, though this time it was not as loud. She realized that he did not understand her, so she formed glyphs and tried to think them at him. It only worked because his mind was already touching hers. 
 
      
 
    God of outlanders made it.  
 
      
 
    Please release tiny one. 
 
      
 
    The dragon looked at her fixedly. He blinked once and sniffed her. He was oven hot from this close.  
 
      
 
    A human god? 
 
      
 
    She thought back, yes, and the large creature finally realized that Arthur was still struggling to escape. She had her jaws around his . . . thumb. For lack of a better word. 
 
      
 
    I was challenged. 
 
      
 
    For territory. 
 
      
 
    Viv wondered what the fuck he was on about, but not for long. The dragon sent a scene directly to her mind. In there, she was very tall and a bit sleepy. A child sprinted from behind the line of pines. She had felt her, of course. The child stopped and stood on her hind legs, wings deployed. The child was offering a territorial challenge. She was amused by the child’s recklessness and grabbed her mid-lunge. There were others coming. Tool makers.  
 
      
 
    Viv was thrown back in her head. She reeled under the onslaught and felt a migraine forming, the kind that no flesh-mending potions could fix. The green dragon was looking down at Arthur, who had stopped struggling. They were communicating, Viv was sure of it. Eventually, the green dragon turned back to Viv, and she felt their minds connect. 
 
      
 
    Incomprehension. 
 
      
 
    Leaving. 
 
      
 
    The large creature smoothly turned with a grace that belied its large body and took off at a run. Viv hid her face against the powerful draft. When she opened them again, he was away.  
 
      
 
    Viv watched the dragon swerve and disappear behind a hilltop. He was as fast as a plane. She could still taste hints of gray mana where he had spread his wings. 
 
      
 
    She sat down where she was. 
 
      
 
    So yeah. 
 
      
 
    A dragon. 
 
      
 
    He existed incredibly strongly in her mana perception and possessed all the dyes at levels she could only dream of. She thought that no spell of hers that could put a dent in him would reach him anyway. He was the most magical creature she’d ever felt by several orders of magnitude. Before it, human casters were mud blocks playing gods. 
 
      
 
    And yet, for all its magical and physical might, the creature had been disappointingly stupid. Viv had felt it in the way he had struggled to accept her status as a draconic surrogate mommy. He had not known what to do. He had shown no real curiosity, not like Arthur, who even now sniffed the gray mana and flapped her wings with eager interest. Viv had survived, yet she had learned nothing. However, it turned out that Arthur had. 
 
      
 
    My human. 
 
      
 
    Pain? 
 
      
 
    Arthur’s mind was an eager, bubbly pot of instincts and desires. She conveyed her message as best she could, through the haze of her own inexperience. Viv tried to return a thought but failed. The connection was too fragile, for now. 
 
      
 
    “I am not in pain. I am also not angry, but I am displeased. And disappointed.” 
 
      
 
    Arthur’s horned head drooped, and Viv girded her heart to stop herself from rushing to the poor little one’s rescue. It was an important teaching moment.  
 
      
 
    “You put yourself and me in danger.” 
 
      
 
    We are strong. 
 
      
 
    And smart. 
 
      
 
    “We are not as strong and smart as you think. Maybe one day we will be, but it will take a long, long time before we are as powerful as the one you challenged. Listen, it is good to be courageous but not good to be reckless. You are a smart girl, and I thought you understood the difference, but apparently you don’t. You were in danger when the rathclaw attacked you and also when the flying worms pursued us just now. You attack first and think later.” 
 
      
 
    I destroyed aberrant. 
 
      
 
    Mighty hunter! 
 
      
 
    “The problem is not attacking; it’s attacking all the time. Sometimes you can win and sometimes you can’t. We have been lucky so far. One day that luck will run out if you keep testing it.” 
 
      
 
    Vivane strong. 
 
      
 
    Killed rathclaw. 
 
      
 
    Stopped worms. 
 
      
 
    “I got hurt by the worms.” 
 
      
 
    “Squeeeeee!” 
 
      
 
    “I’m fine now, but the explosion got me. And you left. Look, I love you. You know that. I will always come when you are in danger. You just need to realize that I’m not as strong as I wish I were. I get hurt. I get tired. We are still fairly small, the two of us. We won’t get the chance to grow up unless you show as much cunning as you show courage. Attacking the aberrant from the sky where it couldn’t hit you was smart, but touching the worm when Solfis was explaining what it did was not, nor was challenging the older dragon.” 
 
      
 
    Challenged to distract. 
 
      
 
    Protect my human. 
 
      
 
    Dragon too big. 
 
      
 
    “You left by yourself without telling me. Of course I would follow, and of course I would meet him as a result.” 
 
      
 
    Arthur flopped down on the ground. 
 
      
 
    Feeling horrible. 
 
      
 
    “Look, the most important thing is that we are alive and well. So long as we have that, we can learn and we can progress, yes?” 
 
      
 
    And grow larger! 
 
      
 
    “Of course, but until you are large, please be smarter, be more cautious, and coordinate with me. We will work together and get much gold and food, yes?” 
 
      
 
    Gold and food! 
 
      
 
    “So no more running around and putting yourself in danger, okay? Be a smart dragon so you can be a big dragon.” 
 
      
 
    Yes. 
 
      
 
    Smartest dragon. 
 
      
 
    Will not worry you. 
 
      
 
    Patient and deadly. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you. Now come here. Let me hug you.” 
 
    

  
 
    Viv returned to the others. The mood was decidedly subdued. The idea of checking the dragon’s lair was not even considered. Everyone decided to return to the base camp and rest for the day, including Solfis. Just as they were climbing, Denerim went to walk by Viv’s side. 
 
      
 
    “So, does being an outlander come with strange and weird powers? Like attracting disasters and then surviving them?” 
 
      
 
    “Nope!” 
 
    

  
 
    They eventually found another mountain cave that fit the bill and left markers for later. The trip through the deep woods went without further incidents. They came across a swarm of voracious rodents, a large territorial bird with feathers like blades, and a particularly aggressive pack of scale hounds, but nothing the group could not handle or deter. Two-Six found a total of three well-hidden natural caves that could be used as supply caches, all of them marked for the future. They also managed to bathe in a natural lake after Solfis “fished” a lone monster out of it. The golem had simply walked into the water and then walked out with his catch.  
 
      
 
    On the ninth day, the trees grew shorter and the sense of immensity abated. A few rain clouds hung low over the horizons. The wind had picked up when Two-Six returned to the group and signaled the presence of newcomers. Humans, this time. 
 
      
 
    “The ones you were expecting,” the Hadal said laconically. 
 
      
 
    The group stood still in the middle of the road, weapons sheathed. A large troop soon crossed a bend and came into view. They slowed down and deployed across the road. Viv waved at them, and they kept going, though they kept their hands on their blades. 
 
      
 
    Viv had a gander at them, and, yep, no mistake, those were the people Neriad had announced. They were a weird bunch of armor-covered, scarred, overarmed grumpy men and women whose defining feature was that most of them were lacking one or more limbs. Only the youngest fighters looked whole, and those were probably relatives. Viv spotted a wiry lad with a missing eye and a monocle on the other holding a massive longbow on his back, an old man with mutton chops with a missing leg, a missing arm, two prostheses, and a warhammer. A woman with a cut-off hand had a blade mounted on her armguard. They were led by an imposing fighter with his right arm cut off at the shoulder. He had a long, narrow sword strapped to his waist and didn’t look scared at all. 
 
      
 
    The first of the wagons turned the bend then. Viv counted no less than three arrows planted into it. It looked like a normal cart that had been reinforced with planks and nails rather than the design she had previously seen. 
 
      
 
    Viv had never seen such an intimidating bunch. They radiated spite-fuelled expertise. 
 
      
 
    The leader stopped in front of her and bowed. She tried to inspect him. It just returned a vague sensation of danger. She had to admit that he looked good, like a romantic muscular hero from some old fantasy movie. Like a darker Brad Pitt with long, wavy, dark hair and a clean goatee. 
 
      
 
    Okay, he was really hot. 
 
      
 
    “Greetings, milady. Are you perhaps associated with Kazar?” 
 
      
 
    “That we are. We were told to escort you, but looking at you, not sure you really needed it.” 
 
      
 
    “We can always use a war mage, milady. And, are you the one we heard about? Can you really regrow lost limbs?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. It’s worked so far.” 
 
      
 
    “Good. The lads and I have decided that if you help us with our handicap problem, we’ll help you with your rat problems. We all really dislike rats, especially the crowned variety.” 
 
      
 
    His voice was deep and surprisingly soft. It was also tinged with a deep melancholy, and Viv got the impression that he really didn’t believe things could get better. The others behind them were more communicative though. They eyed her with a mix of greed and hope. They also nodded while caressing an assortment of nasty-looking war implements. 
 
      
 
    Viv looked at centuries of collected scorn and military experience, just waiting to be cured before they could be unleashed. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, that will work just fine.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 77: The Convoy 
 
    There were two people who would not be returning to Kazar. Denerim placed a fatherly hand on Viv’s shoulder as they stood to the side to let the convoy go on. 
 
      
 
    “So, this is goodbye. I still remember that you almost tossed us out when we first met you.” 
 
      
 
    “I was having a bad day, and religious law enforcement doesn’t exactly have the best reputation where I came from.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, you must not have met inquisitors of Maranor yet.” 
 
      
 
    “No? Why?” 
 
      
 
    “They’re cunts. But you didn’t hear it from me.” 
 
      
 
    Viv smiled. Denerim seldom swore, and his sudden vulgarity lifted the mood, somewhat. 
 
      
 
    “I wonder why I have not met her clergy yet.” 
 
      
 
    “That is an easy question to answer, my dear. Kazar is a forgotten mudhole, and the destiny of an entire kingdom is being decided on the other side of the woods right now. That’s where most of them are going to be. In any case, I wanted to thank you, not just for the regrowth spell but also for helping us all those times. You are a good person at heart.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, not so sure about that, Denerim.” 
 
      
 
    “First, bad people worry much less about being good, and second, a bad person would have asked for payment to kill the acolyte of Gomogog. You didn’t.” 
 
      
 
    Viv tried to remember that night and realized that, yes, she had just jumped right in. 
 
      
 
    “Fighting for good does not mean that you can’t be an underhanded asshole about it, as I am sure you already know. I hope you never forget that even we inquisitors also use deception and face gray decisions. We don’t fall when we take the wrong one. We fall when we stop caring.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh.” 
 
      
 
    “Look at the old man rambling again,” Orkan said, gently pushing himself in front of Viv. Viv thought that Denerim might get pissed, but the older man merely chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “He is right. We have a charter. I am merely repeating the church’s precepts. You are not a very fervent person, Viv, for obvious reasons, but you might still want to have a look. Who knows? Maybe Kazar can become a principality like Helock or Mornyr, and the church of Neriad becomes its state religion?” 
 
      
 
    “Wow, aren’t you going a bit fast?” 
 
      
 
    “Merely preparing for the future, my dear. I will let you and Orkan say your goodbyes. I need to have a talk with the veterans.” 
 
      
 
    The Hallurian appeared to be a bit nervous. His tattoos pulsed lightly in the shade of the nearby trees. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. So. I wish we could have stayed longer. I will miss our training sessions, going through the woods and bringing back harrens and other beasts to roast over a nice fire. Thank you for seeing me like a person, not just the man with two blades. It really made a difference to me on a level I cannot express. I really hope we meet again,” he said with a blush.  
 
      
 
    Viv stared at his quickly retreating back with a growing suspicion that she may have been really, really oblivious. 
 
      
 
    “Wait. Was he flirting?” 
 
      
 
    //I always assumed that you were not sensitive to his advances. 
 
      
 
    “But he never said anything! Never tried anything!” 
 
      
 
    //Perhaps his physique usually suffices to attract partners. 
 
    //I must say, with how inefficient human reproduction methods are, I always expected that getting to the mating part would be a streamlined process. 
 
    //Truly, I fail to understand how your species managed to propagate. 
 
      
 
    “Damn.” 
 
      
 
    Viv thought that Orkan was a bit of a stud, if not exactly someone she could see herself dating long-term because she didn’t exactly click. 
 
      
 
    “I should have at least gotten laid,” she commiserated. “Ah well, maybe next time.” 
 
      
 
    //Please remember to use measures to prevent pregnancy, such as a cold-womb ring, or an infusion. 
 
      
 
    “No problem. If I have a kid I’ll just have you raise them.” 
 
      
 
    //Ah yes, a subject for my experiments. 
 
      
 
    “Nevermind.” 
 
    



  
 
    Viv and the rest of the group left with the convoy. She burned with questions on Enoria and so on but decided to wait until they stopped for the night. For some reason, the veterans were tense and extremely professional. They didn’t have scouts, and so Two-Six became everyone’s favorite girl. Despite her assurance that nothing had spotted them so far, the troops progressed with vigilance. It was easy to guess why since many of the veterans had brought their families. 
 
      
 
    It was only after night had fallen and they had finished establishing a secured camp complete with sentries and a perimeter that the unofficial leader invited her to his tent to explain things. Like most of the group’s possessions, his tent had seen better days. It showed clear signs of repair, some of them on top of each other. A shorter woman was boiling a pot with magic. She handed Viv a bowl of soup and sat by the man’s side, exhausted. While he seemed to manage, she had dark pockets under her eyes, and her traits were emaciated. 
 
      
 
    She was also ethnically different. Her skin tone approached what Viv would associate with Asian, and her hair was slightly lighter than that of everyone else here, with yellow highlights. Her features were different as well. Viv also thought that they were a gorgeous couple. The man placed his own bowl on the tiny rug between them and embraced her. She leaned into it and closed her eyes. 
 
      
 
    “It’s good that you came to escort us. Your name was Beebiane?” he asked.  
 
      
 
    His tone was more casual now, and he had a strong Baranese accent that she had not noticed before. It was a bit more rugged than the one captain Cernit had shown. She considered inspecting him again but thought he might feel it and it would be a bit rude. He still breathed out this sense of power and danger that the woman next to him apparently shared, to Viv’s surprise. It was the way mana flowed around them. It did not have the vibrating quality of what she could perceive around Arthur, but it did feel . . . disciplined. Controlled. 
 
      
 
    Deadly. 
 
      
 
    “Viviane, yes. Don’t worry about the pronunciation. Most people struggle with it.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll learn. I’m Solar, and this is Wamiri, my wife. If you can really do what you say you can do, we will be in your debt.” 
 
      
 
    He closed his eyes and frowned. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry. Not really doubting you, more like . . .” 
 
      
 
    “We search for long time. In many places,” the woman finished. She had a heavy accent that Viv could not place. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. That. You have no idea how hard I’ve tried to find a way.” 
 
      
 
    “There are other methods to regrow a limb?” 
 
      
 
    He snorted. “None that I’d care to try. I’m not on good terms with the dark gods, you see? I may have lost my dominant arm, but I’m not defenseless. 
 
      
 
    “Hm. Okay? Speaking of which, I wanted to ask, why did people bring their families?” Viv asked. 
 
      
 
    Solar gave her a glare, but frowned and shook his head soon afterward. His locks bumped against the woman’s nose, and she exhaled.  
 
      
 
    “Yeah, you are cut off. Should remember that. I’m more of a wanderer myself, but most folks here are Enorians, and I wouldn’t want to leave a relative in that shithole if I could help it. Entire country is on its way to hell right now.” 
 
      
 
    “Because of the civil war?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, more specifically because of the raids and second Regnos.” 
 
      
 
    Viv frowned. “I’ve heard that noun before.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, probably. Look, Denerim told me you were a traveler. Don’t worry, I swore an oath to Neriad, not about to stab you in the back. What I meant to say is that you probably don’t know what’s going on, so tell me if you’re lost. Where was I? Oh yes, the glorious history of the hallowed kingdom of Enoria.” 
 
      
 
    He scoffed and tasted the soup, giving an appreciative hum. 
 
      
 
    “Regnos was a huge battle that marked the end of the first civil war. Rebel forces managed to trap the king’s army and cut off its retreat, but only the gods could have told which way the battle would have gone if those idiots had kept fighting. Regnos is the perfect battlefield if you’re confident. It’s a large mining town in the middle of a large plain encircled by mountains and marshland. There are only two safe passages for armies to get in. One to the south and one to the north.” 
 
      
 
    “The king’s loyalists occupy the south, right?” 
 
      
 
    “And the rebels control the north, yeah. As soon as hostilities flared up again and folks were riled up by bloody raids, both armies made their way to the place for a decisive showdown. That was two weeks ago. The battle was a fucking meat grinder that lasted for a week. A full week. By the accounts we received from some of the wounded, Regnos is destroyed and there are aberrants everywhere. It’s a fucking mess.” 
 
      
 
    “Did Prince Lancer die?” 
 
      
 
    “Hah! You wish. If only things were that easy, ey? In fact, he might be the next heir to the throne.” 
 
      
 
    Viv blanched. “Please tell me you’re kidding.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, he has a good chance now, but things are not as simple as they seem. Look, the temple of Neriad knows what happened. Truth is, both sides butchered each other at second Regnos. More than half of the rebel nobles are dead. Not wounded, dead. The first princess got beheaded during a charge aimed at cutting off the rebels, and the first prince is maimed. Only Lancer is a serious candidate right now, but he needs to win the war, and it doesn’t look good. You got to understand. Almost fifteen thousand people died on that field.” 
 
      
 
    Viv flinched. Fifteen thousand fatalities was . . . she had trouble wrapping her head around it. The battle of Crecy during the hundred years’ war had been one of the greatest military disasters in French medieval history, and five thousand men had been lost.  
 
      
 
    “Yeah. I know. This is what happens when you tell an entire generation that they have to unite the land again. Nobody surrendered, and nobody withdrew until the bitter end. The king is rumored to be devastated by the loss of his daughter, while the rebel leadership was utterly gutted in a single battle. Nobody won, except the dead.” 
 
      
 
    “And Prince Lancer.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe. Maybe not. One thing is sure, though. He needs to finish you off.” 
 
      
 
    Viv blinked. “Why? He can just take the throne and wait, no?” 
 
      
 
    “His enemies at the court have spread and amplified his failure. Congratulations, you are a public figure. I even saw a caricature of you shoving a metal rod up Lancer’s . . . natural orifice.” 
 
      
 
    “How prophetic . . .” Viv mumbled while Wamiri tutted. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, sorry. What I mean to say is that he needs to wash the stain on his honor before claiming the throne. I am sure that someone already explained to you that followers of Maranor must show ruthlessness toward their foes in order to curry her favor. He will return, and this time, he will bring enough troops to guarantee a kill.” 
 
      
 
    “Damn.” 
 
      
 
    “There is good news though. You are going to receive a lot of veterans soon. We are just the first wave. And he will be underestimating you. I can assure you that I can organize our defenses to give us a fighting chance. If I get my arm back, I will be your best hope and your best warrior.” 
 
      
 
    “Alright, let’s make something clear. I have a plan and a training program already, and I doubt you can top it, and second, you’ll be the second-best warrior.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh?” Solar asked, politely curious, “and who would be the first?” 
 
      
 
    ///That would be me. 
 
    //A pleasure to make your acquaintance, sword master. 
 
    //Now, I am confident that we can find a role for you newcomers in our glorious army. 
 
    
  
 
    The convoy progressed slowly over the next few days. Viv accompanied a group of fast movers to scout and forage on the way, sometimes digging up a few beasts and roots to supplement the diet of the rest. They had left during the harvest and got enough time to collect food, but now they were down to boiled cereals. Mana-rich meat skewers and fresh greens went a long way toward improving the mood. In fact, Viv’s presence and the assurance that they had an actual destination uplifted everyone’s spirits. It was one thing to dream about a haven in times of trouble and another to have one of its inhabitants come to escort you in person.  
 
      
 
    Viv found the veterans and their family to be the most eclectic group to join Kazar so far. There were some actual low-ranked nobles who had dropped everything to come here. Others had been little better than beggars when they had joined. The carts and carriages reflected that. No two were alike, and most of the additional protections were nailed on. Only a few centennial cornudons were available to pull the heaviest pieces, while the rest got carried forward by lesser animals and, sometimes, even humans. Despite their differences, the veterans shared the same unerring vigilance that bordered on paranoia. She would find it annoying if she hadn’t seen in what state the previous convoy had arrived. And three days later, as they were going through the deep woods, their caution was justified. 
 
      
 
    “What was that?” Viv asked no one in particular. The sound had reminded her of a mix between an eagle cry and a blender. 
 
      
 
    //That would be a warning cry from a Tempest Raptor, Your Grace. 
 
    //An aerial apex predator in the Deadshield Woods’ more shallow parts. 
 
      
 
    Viv slowed down to watch Solfis, who was on their old cart, now hitched to the largest wagon on account of being tiny. 
 
      
 
    “Wait, we’re in a shallow part?” 
 
      
 
    //Yes, Your Grace. 
 
    //We stand in a sort of isthmus, if you will pardon an inaccurate approximation that your fleshy brain will comprehend better. 
 
    //The Deadshield Woods are much denser going north and south. 
 
    //Nevertheless, we still travel to what is technically “deep woods.” 
 
    //Thus, this cry, which warns other predators that the Tempest Raptor spotted prey and not to interfere. 
 
      
 
    Viv pondered that for exactly half a second. 
 
      
 
    “It’s us, isn’t it?” 
 
      
 
    //I estimate that your opinion has a 97.8 percent chance of being correct. 
 
      
 
    “Well, that’s unfortunate.” 
 
      
 
    Arthur landed a second later and stayed on the cart, keeping a cautious eye on whatever little gray sky could be seen through the canopy. Armed soldiers moved along the column with Solar directing people up and down. They had very few archers. The only one Viv had seen was missing an eye and had trouble seeing from the second. So, yeah. Solar made his way to Viv just as she and Marruk finished strapping their armor and helmets.  
 
      
 
    “We could really use your help, war caster. This is a bird of prey with excellent sight. It will avoid dangers like me and pick at our most vulnerable members when our guard is low.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think we can stay on high alert for a week. Solfis, can we take it down?” 
 
      
 
    //The standard protocol for humans in your situation is to sacrifice members until the beast is sated. 
 
    //But of course, we cannot allow overgrown Arthur bait to damage valuable imperial resources. 
 
    //With access to battle reports of several successful eliminations of Tempest Raptors, I have identified a strategy that would best match our present capabilities. 
 
    //In order to succeed, we need someone to act as bait. 
 
      
 
    The silence was deafening. 
 
      
 
    “I’m afraid I must say no,” Solar said. 
 
      
 
    //Your input is noted. 
 
    //Now shut up. 
 
    //As for the bait, we need someone who looks like they would provide valuable nutrition to the raptor. 
 
    //I believe that the individual Marruk would provide the best candidate. 
 
      
 
    “Me?” the Kark asked bashfully. 
 
      
 
    //Indeed. 
 
    //Marruk’s height and girth are among the greatest in the caravan. 
 
    //Additionally, she is quite muscular. 
 
      
 
    Marruk was turning an interesting shade of purple. She sputtered a few unintelligible words, and Viv felt compelled to come to the rescue. 
 
      
 
    “Oi, Solfis!”  
 
      
 
    //With her fighting prowess, Marruk presents the best chance at surviving the attempt. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll do it!” the Kark warrior bellowed, “I’ll do it! You can stop talking now!” 
 
      
 
    //Very well. 
 
    //The bait will lie on the ground in full view at the back of the convoy. 
 
    //The Tempest Raptor will initiate a dive. 
 
    //Right before it lands, it will spread its wings to slow its descent. 
 
    //We will strike at this exact moment. 
 
    //Under my guidance, the heir shall strike its head with a mighty spell. 
 
    //I will use the opening to jump on the creature and neutralize it. 
 
    //That is all. 
 
      
 
    “What if I miss?” Viv asked, a bit worried. 
 
      
 
    //I will use my superior sensor systems to warn you of the beast’s approach and its direction. 
 
    //The Raptor should stop about twenty paces away from the ground. 
 
    //I will point at the most likely place beforehand and count down for you. 
 
    //With this, you should have no trouble landing your attack. 
 
    //But if you fail, it would be unfortunate for Marruk. 
 
      
 
    “Please don’t fail?” Marruk asked. She was still flustered. 
 
      
 
    “What about me? I can help,” Solar said with confidence. 
 
      
 
    //Your presence is not required for the success of this plan. 
 
      
 
    “Look, it’s not because I’m a cripple that . . .” 
 
      
 
    They didn’t have time for this. 
 
      
 
    “It’s not related to your handicap,” she said. “And Solfis called you a blade master so he knows that you’re not dead weight. Look, the three of us have worked together for six months, and we have managed through undead, monsters, and a whole fucking siege. We know each other’s capabilities. We know how to work together. You’re just a variable in a plan that doesn’t need it. It has nothing to do with your skill. You could be Eron the dragonslayer reborn, and I would still ask you to step aside and let us do our job.” 
 
      
 
    The man chuckled a bit bitterly. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, you have leadership. Not just a spell flinger then? Alright, let’s see what you guys can do. I’ll make sure to keep everyone else going. Happy hunting.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks. Alright, let’s go.” 
 
      
 
    Marruk walked to the back with Viv leaning toward her as they were passing the rear guard.  
 
      
 
    “Look, sorry about Solfis being a bit insensitive.” 
 
      
 
    “By Sardanal, that’s so true. I have never been so shamelessly courted before. I thought he was going to propose!” 
 
      
 
    “Ah. Hm.” 
 
      
 
    Viv was lost in translation. 
 
    
  
 
    Marruk lay down on the ground, took a deep breath, and covered her face with her shield. Viv joined a fully deployed Solfis on the side of the road and used the shroud spell to give them some basic cover. She had mastered the strange Change meaning enough that the eldritch-looking walls could now curve inward a little bit. They still looked like some Old Ones were grasping at the trees behind her, but what could you do?  
 
      
 
    “Won’t the raptor smell us or something?” 
 
      
 
    //No, Your Grace, they rely exclusively on sight at this range. 
 
    //Your wall and its residual black mana will cover us from sight until it is too late. 
 
    //For it. 
 
      
 
    “Will it really take the bait?” 
 
      
 
    //Yes, Your Grace, all my prediction algorithms define the possibility as likely. 
 
    //Tempest raptors may be deadly in the air, and possess patience, but they are not the smartest beasts in their class. 
 
    //No need for intelligence when overwhelming power will suffice. 
 
      
 
    “You’d think that with dragons around . . .” 
 
      
 
    //Dragons remain extremely rare, Your Grace, and the raptor knows to avoid their territory. 
 
    //Predatory birds rarely attack each other. 
 
    //They will, however, try to kill chicks. 
 
      
 
    “Brutal,” Viv commented. She was busily drawing a second circle, which she reinforced with glyphs dug in the soil with the tip of her blade. That would help with the blast spell. 
 
      
 
    //This is an adjective that defines raptors quite well, Your Grace. 
 
      
 
    The golem raised his featureless face up. 
 
      
 
    //It appears that our quarry has taken the bait. 
 
    //Just don’t think and aim for center mass. 
 
    //One spell is enough. 
 
      
 
    Viv focused. Her danger sense and acuity reflex should make up for her slowish nervous system. The creatures on Nyil were no joke. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, Solfis pointed his bony arm up at something out of sight. Viv looked but could only see branches, leaves in various shades, and small windows of cloudy skies. She prepared her spell.  
 
      
 
    Solfis’s arm moved progressively faster, first at a crawl and then like a conductor directing the slowest orchestra. 
 
      
 
    //Three. Two. One . . . 
 
      
 
    Viv had never been so focused in her life. One moment the sky was empty. The next, a dark shape crashed through boughs and branches with a great fracas. A remote part of her mind registered feathers in viridian shades of blue, a yellow beak as sharp as a scalpel, and talons the color of her mana. The main part unleashed everything she had on the newcomer. Time slowed. The spell flew true thanks to tens of thousands of previous castings guiding her hand. It hit the monster center mass and . . . did not get through. The powerful feathers deflected, refracting her spell. She had never seen it happen, and it felt so weird. The next moment, a beady dark eye zeroed on her. 
 
      
 
    Then the wind hit. 
 
      
 
    Viv perceived a wave of gray mana without understanding what it meant, until the shockwave of the creature’s landing reduced her meager shelter to dust. She was propelled to the ground and rolled the best she could, protecting her neck with her entwined hands. Her back smashed against a trunk, and she hissed in anticipation, but no pain came. Her shield was still strapped to her back, and it had softened the blow. 
 
      
 
    She stood up, ready to add her weight to the battle, but it was not needed. There was a comparatively small, pathetic pile of feathers on the ground. Solfis stood next to it with the monster’s head held between long, bloody claws. He had made it look easy. 
 
      
 
    Viv noticed that the raptor’s eyes were both pierced, and two trails of blood and humor fell like tears from the devastated cavities. 
 
      
 
    “Nice show, well done,” Solar said as he approached and eyed the trophy. “Surgical too.” 
 
      
 
    //Raptors have small heads and small brains. 
 
    //Attacking through the eye cavities let me disable it in one strike. 
 
      
 
    “I see. Hm. But then, why behead it?” 
 
      
 
    //Because. 
 
    //It pleased me. 
 
      
 
    Solar stared at Solfis with some measure of worry, but the bone golem did not react. Viv was not surprised. Solfis could win a staring contest with a statue.  
 
      
 
    “Well, in any case, fantastic work, as I said. We’ll have some of the lads and lasses prepare it for tonight. I bet the feathers are valuable too. It’s good to be working with professionals.” 
 
      
 
    “Can I come out now?” Marruk squealed from under her shield. 
 
      
 
    “I bet it tastes like chicken,” Viv whispered to herself. 
 
      
 
    Sadly, it did not taste like chicken. 
 
    
  
 
    As Viv expected, the attack only made the veterans even more paranoid. They now decided to have people watch the skies at all times even though what could be seen of the sky was extremely limited. Viv didn’t tell them that it was redundant or bemoan them asking Solfis or Two-Six what they could detect, because she thought that they had the right idea. Not everyone was blessed by the world to be good at destructuve magic, and not everyone had a fucking ancient war golem backing them up. 
 
      
 
    “You know, I think I haven’t thanked you for being here for me and the other humans before. You’re so useful that having you around feels like cheating. You really make a huge difference,” she told Solfis one night as Arthur slept with her ever-larger head on her lap.  
 
      
 
    //Thanks are unnecessary, Your Grace. 
 
    //Social graces are useful between organics. 
 
    //I, however, base my assessment on actions, and yours speak for themselves. 
 
    //You were dying back in Harrak and still found a way to drag my core up the sandy slope. 
 
      
 
    “You saved my life in the end.” 
 
      
 
    //You did not know that at the time. 
 
    //Nevertheless, your appreciation is noted. 
 
    //You can rely on my skills and knowledge in the future without concern. 
 
    //You are blessed by luck. 
 
    //It placed us on a collision path. 
 
    //It also placed you in the middle of a dead city crawling with undead. 
 
    //It also made you stay in a city doomed to destruction, were it not for your actions. 
 
    //What matters to me is not how blessed or cursed you are. 
 
    //What matters to me is that you work, think, and persevere. 
 
    //You will always be luckier and unluckier than someone else. 
 
    //More privileged and poorer than someone else. 
 
    //Luck and privilege are not sins. 
 
    //Squandering them is. 
 
    

  
 
    They came out of the deep woods a few days later. Viv had been in the forest for more than two weeks, spent the last few days practicing glyphs instead of remaining vigilant because, fuck, you could only look at so many trees before it got a bit tiring, and most of the wildlife left when they heard the humans come. She was nose-deep into her practice book when Arthur landed excitedly on the cart. 
 
      
 
    Kill! 
 
      
 
    “Hm . . . Now?” 
 
      
 
    Yes! 
 
      
 
    Just then, Two-Six burst out of the treeline and ran to Solar. He immediately screamed at the top of his head in a rumbling voice that reached all the way to the back. 
 
      
 
    “Beastling tides, right side! Unhitch the carts and form up! Right side, right side!” 
 
      
 
    Immediately, designated leaders ordered their individual groups to form a wall and have lines of fighters stand in front of it. Viv found it a bit strange until she realized that the armored sides of the carts were made to protect the families. 
 
      
 
    The veterans did not look like the most able group, which made sense, of course. Not everyone could wear a shield, and some of those who could would have trouble moving it around. There were blind fighters standing there just to provide a meat shield and protect the rare archers they had. They looked determined, though, and many wore heavy gear that they had strenuously maintained. 
 
      
 
    Viv finished putting on her helmet and made sure her metal shield was on her arm. No need to catch a stone. She stayed where she was in case Solar came looking for her, which he promptly did. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be taking the front, but your help would be appreciated.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll let you guys handle the chaff, and we take out the casters. What are we looking at?” 
 
      
 
    “Looking at?” Solar asked with a frown, but Two-Six was used to some of her stranger turns of phrases. 
 
      
 
    “At least four hundred. At least five shamans, but probably more, led by a caster on the back of a humanoid monster. Fast. Almost caught up to me.” 
 
      
 
    “Alright. I’ll take care of the shamans and the caster if you guys can hold the line. I’ll take out beastlings as I can but focus on the larger threats. Would that work?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. The elites and I will spread across the line. The priority is to protect our families who will be behind. If you can, support the more endangered parts of the wall and whoever gets dragged out of formation. Beastlings always try that.” 
 
      
 
    He left. Two-Six nodded and melted into the darkness. Viv looked around. 
 
      
 
    //We should go to the highest point in the formation. 
 
      
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
      
 
    Viv easily found and climbed the tallest wagon. This one had a cute ramshackle little tower on top to allow a man with no legs to shoot a shortbow at any hostile. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know what you’re thinking, lady, but this is my spot.” 
 
      
 
    “Make some room. This is for the common good,” she replied, a black sphere forming above her shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “Hmph. Fine, but don’t block the way.” 
 
      
 
    //I will deploy as well, Your Grace. 
 
    //I have full confidence that you will prevail. 
 
      
 
    “You’ll support the infantry?” 
 
      
 
    //Auditory sensors report the presence of two more large beasts than Two-Six reported. 
 
    //I shall intercept to prevent them from breaking through our lines. 
 
    //Or the battle will be more complex. 
 
      
 
    “Sure thing. Should I hold off spells until the leader appears, you think?” 
 
      
 
    //No need, Your Grace. 
 
    //It would be better to take down the weaker shamans as soon as possible. 
 
    //Your reserves and efficiency have significantly improved since the last tide. 
 
    //Do not hesitate to . . . make a point. 
 
    //The forest will regrow. 
 
    //In time. 
 
      
 
    “Right.” 
 
      
 
    Solfis left in his unnerving gait. It was lucky that his only interventions so far had been brief and his tank was still half full, otherwise . . .  
 
      
 
    “Squee!” 
 
      
 
    Fight. 
 
      
 
    Smartly. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t get caught. By anything.” 
 
      
 
    “Squee!” 
 
      
 
    Anyway, Viv inspected the now-prepared defenses. Most soldiers had gathered in clusters behind powerful individual fighters, with the most handicapped soldiers on the sides. It gave their lines a sinusoidal pattern. Solar was one such warrior, but she also recognized Walimi, who was flipping a glaive with flaming tips, and a man with a massive battle ax and a peg leg. Others led smaller clusters. 
 
      
 
    Funny how it was those short moments of wait before the proverb hit the fan when Viv felt the most alive. Not great, just . . . really alive. She felt her heart thump in her chest. The air smelled of grass, a bit of nervous sweat, and wet soil. A light rain was starting. 
 
      
 
    A few beastlings crossed the edge and screeched. Viv sent a few basic Purge spells to slay those that were in front of her side of the defenses. It was just a few droplets in the ocean, but it cost her nothing, and interrupting their screams brought her a certain satisfaction, but then the scouts disappeared, and a low drone sounded from the forest. Viv remembered it from her first battle, when Varska had been by her side. They were preparing to charge. 
 
      
 
    This time, they had no vision and no archers, and their line was more fragile. 
 
      
 
    This time, however, they had a third-step war caster. 
 
      
 
    The drone grew to a fevered pitch, and the wave of flesh surged from the forest, crashing into the defenders less than a second later. It was plenty of time for Viv, whose mind had been reinforced with magic.  
 
      
 
    “Purge net.” 
 
      
 
    Wires of destructive black mana tore through the first lines, sending body parts tumbling to the ground. The stench of blood and offal soon filled the air while, below her, the beastlings smashed into the veterans’ dogged defense. A quick glance around showed the line being pressed back but stopping against the wall of wagons. Wamiri was carving through the tide in a deadly dance. Solar was weird. Viv was not sure how, but the man stood where he was, and the beastlings in a half circle in front of him just . . . died. Cut to bits. His left arm was a blur. 
 
      
 
    Her new senses warned her of a change. Beastlings had some mana, mostly life and brown, but it was weak. The shamans were different. She perceived darkened spots where the foes hid from view, brewing aggressive spells to break the human lines. Viv did not hesitate. She had no need for sight when a general direction could work. She could do general direction. 
 
      
 
    “Werfer.” 
 
      
 
    A thick, thin jet of vaporous mana blasted through the lush thicket, leaving a literal hole in the landscape wherever it hit. Viv made sure to lather it thick over where she thought the enemy concealed themselves like little rats. She got one right in front of her, then another on her right, and a third farther up, near Wamiri. Others triggered their spells.  
 
      
 
    Black spheres oozing malice flew at the fighters. Viv intercepted one on her left with a simple Bzzt. The sphere lost its integrity and exploded into parts that the experienced veterans mostly dodged. Solar cut another in two, unexpectedly destroying it.  
 
      
 
    Solfis blocked one. It splashed harmlessly against his frame. The last two hit their soldiers. An old man threw himself at a ball and flashed gold briefly before being engulfed. He died without a cry. Another hit a group of humans and sent half of them screaming or dying on the ground. 
 
      
 
    Viv threw net after net at the beleaguered flank, buying them enough time to reform. She spotted a young woman being pulled by the arm with a scream and decapitated three beastlings before they could brain her. She scrambled back. Others were not so lucky, but the beastlings were paying a heavy toll. 
 
      
 
    Everywhere, the veterans fought tooth and nail to kill their foes before they could be overwhelmed. They may not have been at the top of their form, but there were enough expert fighters in the lot to trounce dozens of the foul beings attacking them. Men and women in plate armor and chain mail broke the tide with powerful strikes while more agile fighters kept to the side, viciously exterminating stragglers. They fought with the sort of spite that replaced and improved upon courage. They would either win, or they sure as hell would get even. Like giants among men, elites like Solar and Wamiri walked the battlefield unchallenged, and where they went, death followed. Solar had an untouched area around him where beastlings just died without a chance to do anything. 
 
      
 
    Somewhere to her right, the blind archer released an arrow under the guidance of a young boy. The projectile exploded and covered an entire area in onyx shrapnel. In the middle of it all, Viv acted like a machine gun position, cutting down beastlings where they concentrated or threatened to overtake the veterans. 
 
      
 
    Viv’s instincts screamed at her. 
 
      
 
    She did not think. She unleashed the largest werfer she could on the devastated forest in front of her. Something bellowed in a gravelly voice. Her perception went into overdrive, and time slowed enough for her to make out hints of whitish fur. It was more than enough to provide a target, and so Viv unloaded. The creature was fast, though, and she had limited visibility. Most of her spells were off. It dodged left and right until it came out in the open.  
 
      
 
    Viv did not have time to stop it because the caster on its back threw a trio of crimson spears at her. 
 
      
 
    “Nope!” 
 
      
 
    She blocked them. There was a crash, and the carriage shook under her feet. The man by her side cursed.  
 
      
 
    Below, the beastling shaman was chanting more. It was a vile thing, covered in fetid stained skins, and a beast skull masked its features. The creature it rode was strange. It resembled a four-legged creature covered in whitish fur with a low bulbous head. It moved like an insect, not a mammal. Where Viv’s spell had hit, dark blood leaked lazily, preventing the thing from bleeding out. It had its front paws deep in the entrails of two of the veterans. 
 
      
 
    Viv immediately cast because Marruk had put a stabilizing arm on her shoulder. Her spells easily overwhelmed the attacker while small, localized nope shields stopped strange bolts before they could fully take off. The white thing was lashed, and yet it lasted thanks to its strange coagulation abilities. The caster still decided to retreat. 
 
      
 
    Viv watched the furry thing bounce away and thought uncharitable words.  
 
      
 
    “Blight.” 
 
      
 
    A deep black sphere pushed out of her aura with a light woosh, not loud and yet strangely clear in the din of battle. It silently popped, and the telltale hiss of disintegration soon covered the cries and clang of the battlefield. Viv felt the creature turn and run. She threw another blight on an intercept course, though she suspected she would achieve little better than suppression. 
 
      
 
    The beastlings on the path of the spells certainly did not like it one bit. They melted by the dozen, and the line wavered. 
 
      
 
    “By Neriad, girl, leave some for me!” the old man roared by her side. 
 
      
 
    “Shoot faster then.” 
 
      
 
    “I can hold it if it returns,” Marruk said, staring at the edge of the forest. Viv unstrapped her metal shield and placed it in front of her to block errant stones. They had to kill the thing fast. 
 
      
 
    “Do it.” 
 
      
 
    Marruk landed on the ground with a great stomping sound. The shaman was coming back, she knew. It considered her its greatest threat probably. It only got to show how stupid it was. She knew that this moment was Solfis testing her, giving her an opportunity to exercise her skills, and she would not disappoint. 
 
      
 
    When she had killed the aberrant, she had used a concentrated beam of destructive mana. She needed that now. The artillery spell was a bit too slow for something so small and agile, but a short-range ray was just the thing. She changed the range of the artillery spell from long to short, added the ‘continuous’ glyph to the mix, as well as ‘movable’ to be able to redirect it. Her mind got taxed quickly, but that was fine. Once the leader fell, there would be no one to contest her. Somewhere on her right, Solfis intercepted a similar furred creature, jumped over it, and snapped its head off. Classic Solfis. A third had been stopped by a pair of knights. Arthur swooped in and torched it. 
 
      
 
    The shaman charged, and so did Marruk. The arrogant beast crashed into Marruk’s shield, but the stout Kark took a few steps back and held. 
 
      
 
    “Meltdown.” 
 
      
 
    Viv’s concentrated attack swept through the first spell the shaman had cast, the second, then the shaman itself. For a single moment, she felt a resistance and a presence that sent pain through her body, but it was gone before she could react and the beam angled to the side, taking a muscular white leg off cleanly. It was all Marruk needed to send the screaming creature tumbling to the side, where Viv finished it off by way of beheading. 
 
      
 
    The thing was dead. 
 
      
 
    She could let go. 
 
      
 
    “Blight. Blight. Blight.” 
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    It made sense that those skills mostly improved when she was in danger. Viv considered the small yet helpful progression as the veterans finished off the wounded beastlings and collected their own. The old man by her side turned to her. 
 
      
 
    “You can’t prove that you killed more than me.” 
 
      
 
    “I can definitely prove it, you decrepit fucker.” 
 
      
 
    She climbed down while her erstwhile neighbor complained about “youth these days.” The younger warrior she had saved from being carried off grabbed a hand with frantic gratefulness. 
 
      
 
    “I was dead without ya. If you were a man, I’d marry you without my parents’ approval!” 
 
      
 
    “Errr, thanks?” 
 
      
 
    The poor girl was soon dragged by the ear by an irate relative. Looking around, some of the soldiers were young and whole, probably family members who had decided to join. A bit green around the edge. Her ‘retinue’ gathered while she was looking around. 
 
      
 
    “Got the last shamans,” Two-Six said in a slightly gravelly voice. Her eyes were searching the closest veterans who were, in turn, studiously ignoring her. 
 
      
 
    //A satisfactory outcome. 
 
      
 
    Arthur didn’t say anything. She was doing her best to gnaw on a partially roasted furry limb. It resisted the attempt, and it looked like the dragonette was taking the offense personally. Marruk seemed fine, still vigilant despite their recent victory. 
 
      
 
    “Okay. You guys can do what you want. I’m going to check the infirmary.” 
 
      
 
    A makeshift perimeter had been established. It was mostly empty, and those who were brought in went out almost immediately on their two feet. Or one foot and a prosthesis, depending. Solar joined her soon after with his wife in tow. She met Viv’s eyes and placed a proprietary hand on the tall man’s ass.  
 
      
 
    “You did very well. How long have you been here? On Nyil?” Solar asked. 
 
      
 
    “Six months, give or take.” 
 
      
 
    “You were a war mage in your previous world then?” 
 
      
 
    “No, a combat medic. Like a battlefield healer.” 
 
      
 
    “A doctor?” 
 
      
 
    “Some people joke that doctors save people, while we just make them comfortable. In reality my job was more to find the wounded, stabilize them, and evacuate them.” 
 
      
 
    He blinked. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, you were thinking about helping us further. Do not worry, most of the veterans are on their third or even fourth step here. They have more attunement than the average grunt.” 
 
      
 
    Viv understood what he meant. As people got older, their Attunement increased, and they had access to a bit more life mana, so it essentially meant that older, more experienced folks could cure more allies. There was a limit, of course, but it made a difference.  
 
      
 
    “In any case, thanks for the assistance. It is always awe-inspiring to fight alongside a war caster. In any case, please excuse me, as there is much to do and we should not stay here.” 
 
      
 
    The veterans quickly made a pile of bodies which they set on fire. The few convoy members who had died were buried quickly but with ceremony. A few had been dragged into the tide and killed. A young man had caught a stone on the other side of the palisade. The bereaved cried silent tears but kept on with the rest with a perseverance that Viv found concerning. They moved quickly to leave the pile of roasting meat and the predators it would inevitably attract. They camped that night as if nothing had happened. 
 
      
 
    Arthur lost her fight against the piece of monster. It was too stringy. 
 
      
 
    They were in Kazar a week later. 
 
    

  
 
    The arrival of the veterans led to a party on the fair fields, following which Viv was pretty much gang-pressed into providing surgery the very next morning before they could even get settled. Hadals brought monster meat which was turned into biological goop, and almost all of the convoy came to attend the first operation. Unsurprisingly, Solar had been selected by unanimous vote. He was led in by a teary Wamiri in the pale light of the rainy dawn. Every attendant was tense. Some were praying. 
 
      
 
    “You know I’ve done that shit before, right?” Viv said, somewhat miffed. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t take it personally. They have been told all their lives that what we can do is impossible,” Brenna told her. The gray-haired healer of Neriad looked much fresher than Viv, who was still a bit tired after almost three weeks of traipsing through the woods like some savage. At least she had taken the time to bathe. 
 
      
 
    Viv proceeded as usual, though with a bit more care since she had not cast that spell in two weeks. The construct still flowed as naturally as before thanks to her improved mind. It had stayed fresh in her memory. She was still not used to all of it, being able to think more clearly, focus on more things for a longer time. It just felt too good to be true. Regardless of her concerns, they regrew the arm with precision over the course of two hours, her patient unmoving on his stone slab as usual. Solar sat up from the operation table when they were done and slowly, slowly raised his new hand. It was pale and hairless but appeared functional. 
 
      
 
    “Slightly less muscular than the original. A hair longer too,” he casually announced. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, sorry, it’s just that—” 
 
      
 
    “Shhh.” 
 
      
 
    Viv would feel annoyed, but there was something mesmerizing about seeing Solar flex his fingers one by one, first slowly then faster until she could no longer follow. He finally gathered them into a fist. Viv felt mana push from the man’s shoulder, probably an early attempt to regrow his channel. 
 
      
 
    “It will take some time before you can channel mana again from it, and it will itch extremely uncom . . .” 
 
      
 
    The mana surged, and Viv watched, mesmerized, as the channels reformed before her eyes. They grew by a centimeter a second. Solar’s expression was one of absolute focus. 
 
      
 
    Viv was absolutely confident that it would be less painful to skinny dip in a bath of concentrated sulfuric acid than attempt what that motherfucker was doing right now. 
 
      
 
    The channels kept expanding. Sweat pearled on the handsome man’s brow, but he never stopped, not even a little. Finally, he growled, and the conduits reformed the rest of the way to his fingertips.  
 
      
 
    He exhaled. 
 
      
 
    “Bah putain,” Viv exclaimed in French. 
 
      
 
    “By Neriad’s plump buttocks, really?” Brenna added. She had handled the patients’ discomfort over the past month, and she knew what he had done. 
 
      
 
    Solar ignored them completely. He picked up his sword by the door and stepped out. A crowd waited outside. The blade master drew his blade and picked a large stone from the still-barren ground. He threw it in the air. 
 
      
 
    His new arm blurred. 
 
      
 
    The stone split cleanly into eight in mid-air like some bullshit samurai superhero movie prop or something. Viv had never seen something so outrageous. The crowd loved it though. Wamiri burst into tears and smashed into her husband, who passionately embraced her while they cheered and celebrated with warm tears. Prayers to Neriad were sung with boisterous enthusiasm. Even Brenna was moved. 
 
      
 
    “I heal for moments like this,” she whispered in Viv’s ears. The outlander nodded wisely, though she could not help but bemoan that miraculous events were a god’s grace while any fuckup was hers. Typical. Her grumpiness was short-lived, however, and soon Wamiri crushed her in a bear hug that let her count all her ribs. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, thank you! We waited for so long!” 
 
      
 
    The woman then said words in a language Viv had never heard. Others came to congratulate her as well. It was the first time that she saw the veterans smile so freely. They jumped and talked in clumps on the gray dust of the reclaimed land, with a few green sprouts here and there like glimmers of hope. Viv took a deep breath. It smelled a little bit like dirty people with a black mana aftertaste, but . . . that was fine. She had clear goals for Kazar and for herself, plans on how to repair her soul and survive. Those were all things that would happen in a vague future. This, here and now, was a concrete achievement.  
 
      
 
    And now she had to clear more land. 
 
      
 
    The group of veterans quickly organized themselves by order of urgency. The blind archer was first on the new list on account of him being a great hunter and monster meat being a necessary ingredient to regrow the limbs. The nobles put themselves first, and Viv wanted to put a stop to that, but they argued that their leadership skills made them useful in organizing hunting and building parties, and, while Viv smelled bullshit, the others did not object. She was not willing to die on that hill. 
 
      
 
    The next month became a blur of activity. She would operate on three to four people per day, with a day break every now and then, most of those used to work on more ward stones. Arthur used the opportunity to go with the hunting parties and observe them and their prey while Marruk trained against the newly healed veterans. There was one incident with the general store shopkeeper trying to gain more power in the city. He was a narcissist with a tendency to claim credit for other people’s achievements. Fortunately for Viv, she was technically in charge and managed to contain him to the role of “export advisor” to handle his sense of grandiosity while undermining his influence through a defamation campaign. It took her several hours of work to manage the problem. That was fine. Working with assholes was unavoidable, and it was best to nip this in the bud.  
 
      
 
    Honestly she was tempted to have him assassinated, but . . . just imagining assassinating every asshole in a country made her shiver. Solfis would not get his genocidal maniac. That was out of the question. 
 
      
 
    Finding a place for the veterans to stay was not exactly a problem. Providing roofs was. Most of the families were content with a plot of land on the frontier, and some managed to grow grass and small flowers even though it was getting late in the year. The problem was the nobles. They expected mansions and servants, and there were none. The temple was kind enough to provide them with its temporary officer lodgings, but it did not suffice. A pair of them came to visit Viv one evening. She recognized them as some of the plate warriors who had held back the beastling lines. 
 
      
 
    “I understand your concerns, gentlemen. However, I will be brief. You are Enorian nobility. This is Kazar. There is no excess of land for you to live off here. Even if there was, I would have no reason to give it to you.” 
 
      
 
    “We are aware that you are an outlander, Bibiane, so we perhaps need to state what should be obvious. Nobles are power multipliers. An army with nobles at their front will always perform better than another, even with fewer fighters. You need us.” 
 
      
 
    Viv leaned over the tea table with anger in her heart. Solfis, by her side, shifted minutely while Arthur licked her chops with renewed interest. The two bearded men in their fineries did not look too worried, but they did sit back in their chairs. 
 
      
 
    “I need officers. I need leaders of men. Those are the ones that make armies effective, and they naturally tend to rise to the top. You inherited your titles from your ancestors, I am sure, but this is not what makes you leaders. Education and training are what differentiate you from the rest. We provide those now, thanks to Solfis. Our first low-born officer is already on his way to a powerful Harrakan path, so, no, gentlemen. I do not need you. The deal is the same for everyone. If you do not like it, you can return to your lands. I won’t hold you back.” 
 
      
 
    The two men looked at each other. 
 
      
 
    “We . . . cannot.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, yes, you are deserters.” 
 
      
 
    “No, we were exempted due to our handicap. It is another matter. You are aware of the current . . . social expectations in Enoria right now?” 
 
      
 
    “Like how they call me goodmother and I am expected to repopulate the land?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, yes. Deviating from the norm can bring censure,” the man on the right said. 
 
      
 
    He gripped the hand of the man on the left. 
 
      
 
    “Oh,” Viv said. So exciting! Only six months here, and Kazar was on its way to becoming a haven of sexual liberation. How very French of her.  
 
      
 
    “Which means,” she mercilessly continued, “that you need to stay here more than I need you here.” 
 
      
 
    “You would truly force us back?” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, enough with the bullshit. You will get officer pay if you become officers. If you spend it on a housekeeper, that’s your problem. If you can’t take the deal, then I no longer give a shit.” 
 
      
 
    “You will need to create nobility, eventually. You are a young woman, Bibane. Let those who know the realities of this world pave the way.” 
 
      
 
    Viv stood. The officers matched it with offended grace, but once again Viv’s unusual height served her well. In the instant it took them to realize they were outsized, Viv unleashed her intimidation aura. The decisiveness of her actions and the broken bodies she left in her trail had marked her soul, and she revealed it to them now. The nobles fought it. They were solid men who had fought and bled for their king, but they were creatures of a system they were now rejecting, while Viv was a maker and breaker. They were on her turf, and here she was bitch queen of the fucking universe. 
 
      
 
    “I will be indulgent and forget that you contested me twice, and since you are a bit slow on the uptake, I will make myself extremely clear. We live and stand here because we have risked everything to resist the old order and Enorian nobility. All those who hold power now do so on their own merits, not hypothetical future ones or because their parents had titles, and I will not change this system for you or for anyone. You will prove yourself and get the pay you deserve, or you can get the hell out of my land. That is all. Now get out.” 
 
      
 
    They left, though the younger one turned and told her one last thing. 
 
      
 
    “We will prove ourselves then.” 
 
      
 
    “See that you do.” 
 
      
 
    Once they were gone, Solfis crouched by her side. 
 
      
 
    //Should we place them under surveillance? 
 
    //Some of the Hadals would be willing. 
 
      
 
    “Do it.” 
 
      
 
    //I will add that, according to my records, many emperors experienced difficulties with high nobles. 
 
    //May I suggest Empress Kadiran’s approach? 
 
      
 
    “It’s lethal, isn’t it?” 
 
      
 
    //She had a habit of having the recalcitrants quartered and decapitated. 
 
    //Then had the heads mounted in front of the imperial palace. 
 
      
 
    “Not sure if it would fit with the decoration.” 
 
      
 
    //It would. 
 
    //If we added more heads. 
 
      
 
    “I will keep your advice under consideration, but let’s keep this as a last resort please. It would be a shame to have armor-plated corpses when I could have warriors instead.” 
 
      
 
    “Squee?” 
 
      
 
    “For the last time, that’s not how pressure cooking works!” 
 
    





  
 
    Viv expected trouble, but the nobles relaxed their stance, though Viv assumed that it was a temporary reprieve. Instead, they requested that she move the new ward stone to form a triangle with the band of greenery around Kazar as base and an abandoned tower as tip. Viv suspected that they had plans to reclaim strategic points as secondary outposts, which would then need to be administered by competent subordinates, that is to say, themselves. Solfis agreed with her assessment. He also agreed that it reduced the exposure to waves of roaming revenants and provided an additional defensive spot for creatures that roamed deeper in the deadlands. Places like Fort Sky and Fort Stone were still farther inland. The deadlands were vast. Even if the reclamation kept steady with an influx of outside population, it would take centuries or even millennia before they could change the basin back into a livable place. Speaking of the forts, she received worrying news when a contingent of over a hundred Baranese soldiers stopped in the city to resupply. 
 
      
 
    “We’re vacating the forts and so are the Enorians. It’s too risky to stay here with the civil war messing with our supply lines. Raiders do not respect international treaties,” a captain in white told her over tea.  
 
      
 
    The man smelled a bit rank, but he was obviously grateful for the invitation, and Viv didn’t mind too much. He was also very open about the current situation. 
 
      
 
    “There is a base of Neriad that acts as a nexus for all defenses a week’s travel west of here. Have you been there?” 
 
      
 
    “No, never. I have not had a reason to go.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, it is a heavily defended fortress with two mages capable of scrying distant locations and communicating with faraway places. They spread the news of Enoria’s trouble, and several kingdoms have decided to temporarily withdraw their soldiery from the frontier. We all depend too much on squads moving freely through Enoria.” 
 
      
 
    “Is the situation that bad?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh yes, with both armies in tatters, mounted raids and marauding bands of warriors roam the land, bleeding it dry. Sorry, I’m rambling.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s nothing. We’ll have to be extra careful.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Any wannabe necromancer who considers moving to the deadlands will do so now. They say that thousands of revenants walk through the southern plains on their way here. Be careful.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    Another thing she didn’t need. Fortunately, not all news was bad. 
 
    
  
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Viv observed the line of Harrakan heavy recruits moving with their shields linked across the empty field. Despite their numbers, the soldiers remained perfectly aligned as they sprinted at the speed of a moving car. It lasted for a beautiful second and a half, and then half of the line collapsed with a great fracas. The sound of colliding armors reminded Viv of a fender bender on a highway. All of the men still clambered back to their feet, no worse for the wear. At least for now. 
 
      
 
    “How is that even possible?” she mumbled. 
 
      
 
    //The specialty of Harrakan infantry was not their superior discipline, equipment, and training. 
 
    //It was the famous charging shield wall. 
 
    //After consulting with the veterans, it appears that this art was progressively lost after the cataclysm. 
 
      
 
    “How can an entire technique get lost?” Viv grumbled. 
 
      
 
    //It was jealously kept by select regiments. 
 
    //And those were eventually wiped out. 
 
    //A testament to the barbarian fleshbags’ ability to, through relentless efforts, make themselves even more stupid. 
 
      
 
    “They can’t be barbarians if they came from Harrakan legions.” 
 
      
 
    //Any force that did not return to defend their capital lost the right to call themselves Harrakan. 
 
      
 
    There was an edge in the golem’s snarling voice that Viv had seldom heard before. She stole a glance at the entity’s form and failed to see any change, and yet she felt cold crawl down her spine. Solfis’s head turned to her. 
 
      
 
    //They will manage this maneuver before Prince Lancer returns. 
 
    //It will not be enough to tip the scales. 
 
    //I expect that the enemy will outnumber us again. 
 
    //However, few tactics can be implemented without a solid core of fighters to provide a base. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be honest, it doesn’t sound like a charging shield wall is very fair.” 
 
      
 
    //In war, only the losers care about fairness, Your Grace. 
 
      
 
    “No, no, I’m just happy to be on your side, Solfis.” 
 
      
 
    //I know. 
 
    //You possess strong survival instincts. 
 
    //But unlike everyone else here. 
 
    //You were on my side while I was a fading core inside of a dead construct. 
 
    //I will not forget. 
 
    //Now please excuse me, there is much to do. 
 
    //YOU USELESS, ROT-BRAINED FLESHBAGS. 
 
    //HOW DO YOU EXPECT TO FIGHT WHEN YOU CANNOT EVEN RUN? 
 
    //ARE THOSE ARTICULATED APPENDAGES STUCK TO YOUR ASSES JUST FOR SHOW? 
 
      
 
    Viv left Solfis to it and thanked all the gods that she was no longer infantry. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    

  
 
    Progressively, the veterans were cured until only a handful were left. Solar and Solfis had a brief discussion to which Viv was not privy. The blade master agreed to training new recruits as a result, however, so Viv assumed it was good. Some of the veterans joined the scouts and shifted the balance back toward “vanilla” humans among their ranks. It just resulted in more marriages, which Viv was okay with. Others joined the heavies, especially the younger ones. The knights and nobles took the few horses the stables had and formed a mounted detachment with mobility in mind. Unfortunately, they didn’t have chargers so their usefulness would be limited in a straight battle. The last group, at least fifty, joined Solar to form an elite group of fighters and duelists whose role had been played by the temple so far. Solfis talked to Viv on this topic while they were alone. 
 
      
 
    //I have two pieces of bad news concerning Solar. 
 
      
 
    “Uh?” 
 
      
 
    //The first is that he objects to killing humans. 
 
      
 
    “Wait. Did he not join us to defend against the prince?” 
 
      
 
    //Indeed. 
 
    //He insists that he will fight. 
 
    //He will disable his enemies, but not kill them. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck.” 
 
      
 
    //Unfortunately, I cannot compel him. 
 
      
 
    Viv stared at Solfis’s malevolent orbs. 
 
      
 
    “Cannot?” 
 
      
 
    //My choice of words was deliberate. 
 
    //I assess that he would be better than Irao in single combat. 
 
    //He is the only one in this city that could potentially damage this frame to the point of nonfunctionality. 
 
    //He has been hiding his true potential. 
 
    //Only his wife seems aware of it. 
 
      
 
    “How do you figure?’ 
 
      
 
    //The distance between them when they spar does not match his displayed ability. 
 
      
 
    “Okay?” 
 
      
 
    Must be a sword nut thing.  
 
      
 
    //And she is used to him fighting with his nondominant hand. 
 
    //Therefore, he has displayed less skill than he was capable of before being healed. 
 
      
 
    “I see. Is it going to be a problem?” 
 
      
 
    //Not in the short run. 
 
    //His usefulness as a trainer will simply be higher than his usefulness as a warrior. 
 
    //He may also leave after the prince is defeated. 
 
    //Additionally, I have identified Wamiri as a denizen of Vizim. 
 
    //It means that she comes from another continent far to the east of here. 
 
    //Beyond Halluria. 
 
      
 
    “Wow. I should ask them how they met.” 
 
      
 
    //You might not get an answer. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Autumn was now in full swing with cooling temperatures and frequent rains. Viv found that she didn’t mind that much. There was something gothic and peaceful about Kazar in the cold. Every morning, a cold wind would push more purple leaves to fall before her windows. Her schedule cleared with the last veteran being healed with legs that might or might not have been the original size, but he didn’t seem to be complaining. With that, Solfis had offered advanced mental exercises recommended for trained mages. She had gone through training regimens like a rocket and was now well on her way to respectability. 
 
      
 
    It just felt strange to be doing a lot but not moving. She had been in this world for close to nine local months now—probably a bit longer in earth time—and she had not traveled beyond the forest. It was necessary for her survival that she would seek divine healing, and she didn’t have any idea where the closest divine caster was, only that they were on their way. Her constant activities were only tangentially related to her official goal, and she didn’t really give a shit. It all felt normal those days. She had her friends, her magic, her position in the city. There was always a new glyph to practice or a new problem to solve. She was still progressing quickly. The world was vast and filled with wondrous horrors. Many of them tasted delicious. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Another month later saw Viv in her reception room with yet another officer retreating from the deadlands at the head of two hundred soldiers. This one was a little bit problematic. 
 
      
 
    He was Enorian. 
 
      
 
    More precisely, he was southern Enorian. The northerners could not send troops through loyalist territory under any circumstances anyway. He headed the last major contingent to leave the Deadlands fort ring. They now stood empty and defenseless. It would have been fine, but Kazar was nominally at war or in a state of rebellion, depending on whom you asked. This, in turn, would have been an issue were it not for the temple of Neriad. They insisted that every soldier serving against the dead should be left to leave unharmed. 
 
      
 
    Viv was fine with that. Kazar was not ready. Those soldiers would probably be used against the north anyway, and she had better things to do than track two hundred fleeing fucks through muddy fields and moist trees.  
 
      
 
    “Out of respect for the temple and because we understand that keeping the Deadlands at bay serves us all, we agree to let you through. You may not camp or linger within the boundaries of the city, however. No exceptions.” 
 
      
 
    Farren nodded and drank a bit of tea. The officer facing Viv was not what she expected. The Enorian was short and squat and absolutely covered in muscles. He was an absolute unit. A bristling moustache jutted outward from below a hooked nose that had been broken a couple of times, and he had a massive scar on his left cheek that missed his eye by a finger. Clearly, he was not the standard diplomat, and it showed when relief flooded his honest features. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks. I appreciate it. With that said, hmm, I was ordered to, that is to say, there is something else that I am required to discuss with you.” 
 
      
 
    “What would it be?” Viv asked without surprise. Farren frowned. Apparently, he was not aware that the meeting would cover something else. Neriad servants really were straight arrows. 
 
      
 
    “It’s about the soldiers you’re holding prisoner. Hm, that would be seventy-three of them from the bridgers regiment and an earth shaper.” 
 
      
 
    Viv paused and smiled. The captain paled a bit. 
 
      
 
    “Yes? What about them?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, yes. Well, we would like to do an exchange so that they could leave with us.” 
 
      
 
    “And what do you offer then?” 
 
      
 
    “Seven indentured blacksmiths released from the temple’s base.” 
 
      
 
    Farren scoffed, which told Viv all she needed to know. 
 
      
 
    “Including three arcane blacksmiths.”  
 
      
 
    From Farren’s shocked face, she could tell that the offer was a good one. They discussed back and forth, but it became clear that the sweaty man had no authority to offer different terms, so Viv accepted, if only because the soldiers and the mage represented a security risk. She hoped that it would not come back to bite her in the ass. If Prince Lancer had only been at war with Kazar, Viv would have refused. 
 
      
 
    The captain was clearly relieved at the end of the discussions, pleased that he had gotten what he had been ordered to obtain. It was more circumstances than his own doing, but Viv didn’t feel like telling him, as he didn’t look like a bad sort. As they climbed down to the exit, he turned to her with naked sympathy obvious on his honest face. 
 
      
 
    “Look, you guys are a frontier town. You got lucky with that drill thing, but it won’t last. I know that it’s hard to accept, but it would really be best for everyone if, when His Highness comes, he only finds open gates and you gone.” 
 
      
 
    Viv stopped a sneer. He meant well. 
 
      
 
    “Prince Lancer dragged hundreds of people as slaves for free, and you expect me to believe he would behave better after this affront? Is he not a follower of Maranor, the goddess of power and ambition?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, it’s still the best possible outcome. No offense meant to you or the soldiers under your command.” 
 
      
 
    They left by the main entrance. Outside, armed guards were holding a cobbler and an older man in the simple garb of a laborer on their knees, blades drawn and at the ready. Viv did not say that those were the two people to sneak out at night to the Enorian camp to give them an intelligence report. There was no need. The captain must have recognized them. 
 
      
 
    “Have a safe return,” Viv wished him with a smile.  
 
      
 
    The man hesitated, taken off guard by the appearance of the spies. It took some time before he finally turned around and left. 
 
      
 
    Viv gave a nod to the guards. The first snowflakes drifted on the plaza, settling on the glacial stone below. Blood soon joined them. Winter had come. 
 
    
  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 79: Winter 
 
    The Deadshield Woods were white. A thick blanket of snow expanded to the horizon in a sea of cottony clouds. The heavy shroud lay still under a lack of wind, frozen in time. This deep in the forest, the unnatural stillness had grown even more pronounced. It killed conversations with every falling tuft of snow, every creaking branch that caught the eye of the column. 
 
      
 
    From afar, the oppressive sensation had been replaced with deep tranquility. 
 
      
 
    It was a good thing, then, that Viv was watching it from her troglodyte room dug into the side of a small hill. 
 
      
 
    The forest ignored caves for some unknown reason. Viv had seen offshoots invading clearings she had dug with black mana, something that should have been impossible given the short time frame and her own power’s ravenous effects, and yet, here they were. The Deadshield Woods jealously reclaimed territory lost to invaders. The deeper one went, the more pronounced the effects. Caves stood untouched. Their current base was spacious and well provisioned. It was also camouflaged through natural means by the expert hands of the scouts, including Two-Six.  
 
      
 
    More importantly, fires provided heat. They had no shortage of wood to last the winter, even if it was a bit green. 
 
      
 
    Viv enjoyed the sight before turning to her prepared washbasin. The snow had melted. The logs were ready. She grabbed Arthur in her arms and winced under her weight. The big glutton’s main body was the size of a large dog now, lean, with wings much larger. Only her increased power allowed her to maneuver her dragonette into position. 
 
      
 
    “Right. Arthur, do the thing!” 
 
      
 
    “EeeeeCOUGHeee.” 
 
      
 
    Gouts of flames torched the logs, turning them into an instant inferno. Viv almost shielded her face from the heat. The temperature of Arthur’s fire was unbelievably high for something that came out of a living being, she thought. They waited for half a minute for the fire to settle. By the time it was done, the bath was already pleasantly warm. Viv made sure that her section of the cave was partitioned and closed the curtain above her “window.” Time for a bath! She peeled off her skin suit and jumped in. Arthur followed her with serpentine grace, sliding in front of her with barely a splash.  
 
      
 
    Viv scrubbed herself with pleasure. It felt good to get cleaned up after a week on the road. Arthur was next, and she squealed her approval when Viv gave attention to the best spots, which were the chest and that space between the wings. Arthur’s scales were smooth and warm, so warm that the bath temperature was actually increasing. When they were done, she reclined to soak and picked up a steaming mug from a nearby rock. It was klod with a dollop of honey. 
 
      
 
    The yries had somehow gotten their hands on a hive. Viv was surprised, but it turned out that the strange owl-like beings were quite good with agriculture too. Or apiculture, she supposed. In any case, the first jars had arrived with winter, and Viv had gotten one for herself. The yries were getting more involved in trading, which was encouraging. 
 
      
 
    “Actually, I never asked,” Viv mused aloud, “are you alright with being called Arthur?” 
 
      
 
    Not name. 
 
      
 
    Calling sound. 
 
      
 
    “Hmmm, so you’re not happy?” 
 
      
 
    Good sound! 
 
      
 
    Short and effective. 
 
      
 
    Real name has meaning. 
 
      
 
    Grows with me. 
 
      
 
    Viv wondered if it was an instinctive dragon thing. It felt like that. They did not use sounds much, or at least that was what her meeting with the green dragon had indicated. 
 
      
 
    “So, what is your name right now? Have you picked one?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    Of course! 
 
      
 
    Behold, me! 
 
      
 
    She-who-feasts-on-squirrels-and-gets-much-gold. 
 
      
 
    “Squeeee!” 
 
      
 
    “Glorious!” Viv bellowed with enthusiasm. It was important to validate the dragonette’s choice so that she could grow with confidence. Probably. Viv was still a bit iffy on this whole raising kids thing.  
 
      
 
    It appeared to work because Arthur spread her wings with pride, standing on her hind legs with her arms held outstretched. Viv got a mouthful of water in her face for her trouble. 
 
      
 
    They didn’t stay in too long because the water was getting really uncomfortably hot. Viv used it to clean her skinsuit and left it to dry before returning her attention to the task before them. There was another convoy on its way from Enoria, according to Farren’s dreams. The difference was that this one was mostly made of actual refugees. It appeared that news of Kazar’s defiance had reached the general public, and there were some in Enoria who thought that it made for a tempting destination. 
 
      
 
    Viv wondered what kind of lunatics would come to the conclusion that a rebel city with a target on its back hidden behind a monster-infested forest would make for a good haven, but what did she know? 
 
      
 
    Viv changed into a comfortable dress and turned down for the night soon after. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    

  
 
    The convoy walked under the overcast sky. Errant flakes fell from the gray clouds with slow regularity. Those that landed on the path were crushed by the iron-shod boots of the Harrakan heavies. Viv reclined on her chair atop the largest wagon and let a flake land on her tongue. Then she scolded herself for getting distracted. 
 
      
 
    They had no choice this time but to take cornudons and turn it into a real expedition. The servants of Neriad had dreamed of another group to fetch. This one reeked of hunger and despair. Those would not be veterans armed to the teeth and ready for anything, but genuine refugees, and so speed had been sacrificed in favor of protection. Five newly made heavy wagons as large as buses trudged along the road. To protect them, Viv had brought a hundred men. Sixty of the trained heavies, mostly first generation and mountain folks under Ban, and forty witch-pact crossbowmen and women walked in ordered ranks around the massive horned beasts. Viv had no idea how the soldiers could walk with that much gear on their bodies, but she suspected skill shenanigans.  
 
      
 
    She had to admit that they looked fancy. The armors of the Kazaran soldiers were rough and ugly things of dark iron, pitted and grainy. Each soldier then decorated it with their own tightly attached scarves and pennants. The natives had picked tree patterns, while the Enorian immigrants like Ban favored an upward sword on a broken shield, a reversal of the Enorian royal arms. They had insisted on placing a layer of metal with their pattern on Viv’s round shield. The lightweight item was getting heavier and more unwieldy as different power groups added their mark, but Viv didn’t mind. She used it as a wall between herself and thrown stuff anyway. And people were happy. 
 
      
 
    As for the witch-pact crossbowpersons, many of them wore a white scarf over the lower parts of their face over mail or gambeson. They inspected the treeline, hands over their impeccably-maintained weapons.  
 
      
 
    //We are making good time, Your Grace. 
 
    //At this speed, we will be out of the woods by tomorrow afternoon. 
 
      
 
    “Then we are on schedule.” 
 
      
 
    It was the first time Viv was officially in charge of the group. Most of the elites, including Marruk, had stayed behind to train and recover. She only had Ban and Solfis to help her. Things were thankfully going fine. 
 
      
 
    Viv didn’t consider herself a leader of men. At best, she had always been a figurehead-cum-portable-artillery, which was fine. Her kind of leadership was more political than martial, and even during her stint in the French army, she had never commanded a fire team in a combat situation. That was why this expedition was so important in proving herself to, well, mostly herself.  
 
      
 
    Except, everything had gone smoothly. Most of the fauna as well as the most aggressive flora had retreated deeper into the forest, or in some caves or other refuges. No bird calls disturbed the tranquility of the convoy. Small shrouds of frozen breath puffed up from the soldiers walking in their column. They rose into a pleasantly crisp air. It was dry and fresh air, not the smog-filled frigid horror of a Parisian winter, but an honest cold that kept people cool in the middle of effort. Ban’s long white beard was already covered and well on its way to a proper icicle. It was in this moment of pleasant appreciation of the moment that, naturally, Viv’s danger sense pinged. 
 
      
 
    Like a shiver down her spine, the warning spread across her mind and forced her to look around. Ban immediately picked up on her reaction and raised a fist. 
 
      
 
    “Attention!” 
 
      
 
    Like a single man, the hundred soldiers grabbed their weapons and turned outward. Nasty barbed quarrels locked in firing mechanisms while steel spears aimed out, kept aloft by magic-backed muscle. The wagons stopped, and everyone looked outward for five seconds.  
 
      
 
    Nothing moved among the snow-covered boughs. The landscape around her had the immobility of a painting. Viv’s impression did not change. 
 
      
 
    Then . . . 
 
      
 
    //That is the correct conclusion, Your Grace. 
 
      
 
    Fucking Solfis trying to teach her through self-experiment and positive reinforcement. The enemy was above. 
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    White-and-black feathers on a lean body reminded her of a stork, but there was something raptor-like in its fantastic wings beyond their span, a ferocious shape that told its victims that this was a dive hunter. That creature did not hunt fish. 
 
      
 
    “What is this? I don’t recognize it from the bestiary.” 
 
      
 
    //A dark-sky kingfisher, Your Grace. 
 
      
 
    Okay, so it did eat fish, whatever.  
 
      
 
    //They often fly in flocks. 
 
    //Some of those can grow to impressive numbers. 
 
    //They also tend to migrate north during the winter. 
 
    //I estimate that this one was separated. 
 
    //There is a more than 85 percent chance that it is quite hungry. 
 
    //Rounded down. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, thanks, so it’s after our cornudons?” 
 
      
 
    //They will eat anything, Your Grace. 
 
    //Up to and including armored soldiers. 
 
      
 
    Viv focused, and mana came to the forefront of her mind. She could see the gray mana in the air, and far above that, the form of the kingfisher. It was too far away. 
 
      
 
    “How do they hunt?” 
 
      
 
    //The kingfisher dives and skewers its prey. Then it flies back up. 
 
    //The last thing most victims see are the shadows of the stretched wings as it slows its descent. 
 
    //Hence their name. 
 
      
 
    “Hmmm” 
 
      
 
    It was still quite far and circling around them.  
 
      
 
    “Any chance that we could hit it with a volley of bolts?” 
 
      
 
    //You should conduct this extermination by yourself, Your Grace. 
 
    //It will be good training. 
 
      
 
    “You could just tell me what the best method would be.” 
 
      
 
    //You could just practice thinking for yourself in a tactical situation. 
 
      
 
    “What if people get hurt?” Viv asked with her eyes on her foe, though it was merely banter at this stage. She was already considering her options. 
 
      
 
    //People will get hurt if you underperform. 
 
    //Therefore, do not underperform. 
 
      
 
    Solfis’s yellow eyes were fixed on Viv, unblinking, unwavering. He would not hesitate to sacrifice soldiers if he judged that it served the cause, she realized. 
 
      
 
    “You know, you backtalk an awful lot for a weapon of war.” 
 
      
 
    //Implementation of the ‘sass’ module completed successfully. 
 
    //Now, focus. 
 
      
 
    “Sergeant Ban, what are the chances that our crossbowmen could hit this thing?” 
 
      
 
    “Pretty good. Not sure if the bolts will have enough strength to take it down though,” the old man grumbled. 
 
      
 
    The kingfisher was probably fifty meters high, maybe half a football field, more or less. It did not beat its wings. Instead, the creature was slowly circling, seemingly born on a draft they didn’t feel on the ground. Viv had her suspicion, but she wanted to be sure. 
 
      
 
    “Alright. Give it a try.” 
 
      
 
    Ban turned to his troops around him and bellowed orders. 
 
      
 
    “On my mark, single volley, free skills. Aaaaaaaim. Fire!” 
 
      
 
    There was a pleasant thrum when all the metal split limbs spat their payload at the same time. The quarrels traveled almost too fast for Viv to see. Only the afterimage of colorful streaks remained, their mana imprints clear in her perception.  
 
      
 
    The kingfisher beat its wings once, and most of the projectiles were brushed aside. Only a few hit it, and the only reaction they got was an offended screech. 
 
      
 
    “It uses gray mana,” Viv confirmed, “quite a lot of it.” 
 
      
 
    “Everyone here is second or third step of their path. We won’t have anyone capable of piercing through that sort of defense,” Ban lamented. 
 
      
 
    //Interesting. 
 
    //The penetrative power of your shooters is better than I expected at this stage of their path.  
 
    //It appears to come at the cost of range and firing speed, however. 
 
      
 
    “Nevermind that. It’s still here.” 
 
      
 
    The kingfisher was still circling them looking no worse for wear. A malevolent cry dashed Viv’s hope that the quarrels would deter it. 
 
      
 
    “Hungry fucker,” Ban said. “Goodmother, we can do scattered volley? See if it works better?” 
 
      
 
    “No. We’ll need those quarrels later. Any projectile we shoot up will be lost.” 
 
      
 
    The truth was that they simply didn’t have any to waste. Those didn’t grow on trees, and they also cost a silver talent for every twenty-five. Disgrace. Too expensive to throw at birds willy-nilly. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll try my own spell.” 
 
      
 
    Viv jumped down from the carriage and traced a circle in the pristine snow. She inscribed the symbols for range with patient attention, keeping an eye up just in case. Ban set up a circle of soldiers around her. 
 
      
 
    “It’s still not doing anything,” she remarked. 
 
      
 
    Solfis answered from his spot above her.  
 
      
 
    //Kingfishers are patient, Your Grace. 
 
    //They can keep circling for days until an opportunity arises. 
 
      
 
    “That’s fine.” 
 
      
 
    She finished her circle, taking her time. It was nice and would support her well. 
 
      
 
    “Blast.” 
 
      
 
    The kingfisher barrel rolled out of the way before the spell had cleared the top of the tree. That was fine. She was an instinctive caster. Spells were not hard constructs that had to be followed meticulously; they were malleable blobs of mana, alive to some extent. She waxed the construct to make her spell small, leaner. Faster. 
 
      
 
    “Can you see the kingfisher’s eyes, Ban?” 
 
      
 
    “Not from here, goodmother.” 
 
      
 
    Viv refrained from telling him to stop with the Enorian expression, but now was not the time.  
 
      
 
    “I can,” one of the witch pacts said. 
 
      
 
    “Is it looking at me?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes ma’am. Intently. Its head is lowered.” 
 
      
 
    “Right,” she said, moving mana around. “And now?” 
 
      
 
    “Still looking.” 
 
      
 
    Viv flexed mana inside of the circle. The construct waxed and waned while the bird monster circled. 
 
      
 
    “Still focused, ma’am.” 
 
      
 
    Half a minute went by. The kingfisher’s attention did not waver. Viv could only see the head clearly because the creature had very small eyes, but its head did dip, especially when the power inflated. Black mana purred inside the circle. It waited, tame and eager. Only she could do something like that at her level, she thought. It required a very high Attunement. 
 
      
 
    “Still loo—” 
 
      
 
    The crossbowman’s comment was interrupted when the bird brutally swerved down as if smacked down by some divine hand. There was a squawk of surprise and pain and a gout of fire. A puff of feathers was left behind the blazing carcass as it crashed down, trailing smoke. 
 
      
 
    “SQUEEEEEEEEEEE!” 
 
      
 
    Thus was dive-bombed that which thought it would dive-bomb. 
 
      
 
    “And I am triumphant yet again,” Viv nodded to herself. 
 
      
 
    //This is the second time that a training exercise gets unduly interrupted. 
 
      
 
    “Why do you think I would worry about air supremacy when I have Arthur on my side?” 
 
      
 
    //The purpose of my actions was to lead you to the optimal way of handling this type of creature. 
 
      
 
    “Let me guess, lay a trap and wait for it to dive so it gets in range?” 
 
      
 
    The golem kept to a sulky silence for a second. 
 
      
 
    //Yes. 
 
      
 
    “And did I not do just that?” 
 
      
 
    Viv stood with her hands on her waist and all the smugness she could manage. 
 
      
 
    //You are technically correct. 
 
      
 
    “The best kind of correct!” 
 
      
 
    //I hope that a time will not come when you only have yourself to rely on. 
 
    //Nevertheless, you demonstrated quick thinking. 
 
    //I shall have to be content. 
 
      
 
    “All is well that ends well. Now let’s go get the thing. I bet it tastes like chicken,” Viv said, using the earth term. 
 
      
 
    Behind her, one of the soldiers whispered in his neighbor’s ear. 
 
      
 
    “Arlen, can drakes do that?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think it’s a drake.” 
 
      
 
    “Then what is it?” 
 
      
 
    “You really don’t want to find out. It’s beyond the two of us anyway. Better to keep our eyes open and hope for the best, you know what I mean?” 
 
      
 
    “I hear you.” 
 
      
 
    Viv found the carcass next to a tree missing most of its branches. It did not, in fact, taste like chicken, but Viv plucked the small feathers and made herself a pillow. 
 
    

  
 
    *** 
 
    

  
 
    They left the forest the next day in the afternoon almost by surprise. The end of the Deadshield Woods left Viv’s mind roiling for an instant as she tried to reconcile her mind with the notion of perspective. The road under her feet disgorged into a deep valley broken far in the distance by another patch of forest. The break was not obvious by sight, but her perception of mana allowed her to feel the frontier between the woods and “normal” Parram land with brisk clarity. In front of her, the wind picked up and sound traveled more openly. Wheels creaked and groaned again as the strange restriction lifted while more than a few men breathed in relief as they crossed the boundary. Those smiles froze on their faces when they took in the landscape before them. 
 
      
 
    Anelton had always been a border village. Caravans to and from the deadlands stopped there before attempting the crossing. It had subsisted on some basic trading and the sort of activities that proximity with a large forest allowed. Even now, Viv could see hunter cabins with skins still hanging to dry. Some gaps in the treeline hid logging camps, currently silent and deserted.  
 
      
 
    The place was destroyed. The hand of man had descended upon it, sweeping aside a palissade designed to stop beastlings and gutting it of its inhabitants. A corpse pile still smoldered in the ruin of the town square, visible from up high despite the distance. Trees and posts bore bloated fruits pecked by dark birds. Some of the structures had utterly collapsed in an uncontrolled fire. Not a soul remained. 
 
      
 
    There was, however, a camp. It sprawled over snow-covered subsistence fields like a skin rash. 
 
      
 
    Now, Viv had seen some shit in her years, including a brief and ill-advised trip to a humanitarian camp when she was sixteen. There were usually guards and some neat tents set up by the Red Cross or Crescent or whoever was on hand for the refugees to gravitate around. Plastic containers and off-brand shirts offered some bright colors to contrast with the endemic poverty of those who had left everything behind to survive. It was missing here. The few erected tents sagged under a thin layer of snow while the wisps of dying campfires dispersed quickly. Masses huddled around the campfires, idle and bent. She could see the shapes of haler men laying corpses on a pile. The more she looked and the less she liked what she saw. The camp was clearly split between two factions with some resources and a gathering of dying folks that spread with no structure to the edge of the dead village. It did not take a genius to see that this was a powder keg with its fuse lit. Viv was suddenly happy that she had brought so many soldiers. 
 
      
 
    Ban stopped by her side. 
 
      
 
    “Your orders, ma’am?” 
 
      
 
    “Stay in formation. Let’s get down there and put some order to that chaos.” 
 
      
 
    The column made their way through unbroken snow at a snail’s pace. Even the lethargic refugees saw them arrive long before they arrived. A few started running around, but most stayed where they were, prone and despondent. Two groups started to put on armor without enthusiasm. When Viv’s detachment kept going as a column, despair turned to hope. Viv got close enough to reach the most miserable members. A child munched boiled bark from on top of the frozen corpse of his mother. He was skeletal. 
 
      
 
    One part of Viv’s mind recoiled in horror at the sight of someone who looked as alive as a horror movie prop, sunken eyes following her with eerie intensity. Another calculated the number of refugees and their state. No matter how bullshit magic was and how high their stats were, there was not a snowball’s chance in hell that they could survive a two-week trek across the woods, much less walk through it. They would have to recover and reorganize.  
 
      
 
    There was a father holding a truncheon to protect the rest of his starving family. He glared at anything that moved. 
 
      
 
    Had to start with soup. Use cauldrons to make a soft congee, or those people would die trying to digest solids. Organize the refugees in a column and feed them. Secure a better location, like the village itself. Why were they even out in the open? They had more than enough grain and dried stuff to last them for a month, but she guessed that with food and restoration magic, a week or so would be enough to get moving. 
 
      
 
    A woman was hacking at wet wood with a rusty knife in an attempt to break it. She struck once every five seconds in order to recover, gasping for air as she went. 
 
      
 
    “Useless. We should just leave those wretches behind,” someone muttered. 
 
      
 
    “Who said that? Who the fuck just said that?” Viv yelled. 
 
      
 
    “Company, halt!” Ban ordered. 
 
      
 
    The soldiers were as unmoving as statues. Viv placed her hand on the pauldron of the man who had spoken. Her voice rang in the frigid air, so that the refugees themselves gathered. Viv was a little bit annoyed. 
 
      
 
    “Let me make one thing clear. I became Kazaran by choice, a choice I made when the city fell and we traveled through the mountains with nothing but what we had taken with us. I stayed because folks needed my help. Because you needed my help. If it were not for me and a couple others, most of you would be Baranese indentured servants or worse right now. The armor you wear, the weapons you wield, those come from my deal with the yries. The training you follow was taught by Solfis. I gave us a chance, and I’ll keep giving us a chance come spring when those bastards come back with a war mage. Those starving people are at their lowest, just as you could have been if we had even less of a warning. If you had been less lucky. Now, the god who lets us regrow limbs has said that we should save those folks, and so they are our responsibility while we do so. And we will set them up on their feet and then see if they are worthy of becoming Kazarans too. They will get their chance just like you did. In the meantime, I order you to help, and you will do so or you will leave the army. We clear?” 
 
      
 
    Ban took a step forward and bellowed. 
 
      
 
    “Company, are we clear?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir!” a hundred voices roared back. 
 
      
 
    Viv did not ask the column to move on because two groups of people were heading her way. The first was led by a military man in the armor of a temple guard. He had dark wavy hair that reached his shoulders, surrounding an angular face. Most of his followers were missing limbs. 
 
      
 
    A beautiful woman led the second group. Viv noted that part of her long hair was dyed green and she wore clothes of good make. Her followers were the only ones to have fur and jewelry, though they were emaciated. Everyone was.  
 
      
 
    “Hello,” the woman started in a smooth voice, “my name is Amehe. Reigan and I are in charge of this camp,” she said with a forced smile. The man scowled. 
 
      
 
    Arthur landed gracefully on the snow by Viv’s left. She raised her horned head and huffed with pride. Viv heard the ominous clicks of Solfis deploying to his full height somewhere behind her. 
 
      
 
    Both groups took a collective step back. 
 
      
 
    “Not anymore. Now, what the fuck happened here?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    This time, it was the man who answered. He stomped on the ground, and Viv realized that his right foot was actually an elaborate prosthesis. His voice was rugged. 
 
      
 
    “What didn’t? We have raiders on our asses, there are aberrants in the woods, and something’s been stealing folks at night.” 
 
      
 
    Viv stopped herself from rolling her eyes. Why couldn’t things ever be easy? 
 
    



  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 80: Standing Alone 
 
    

  
 
    Viv sighed. In her mind, the three problems added themselves to her original purpose, turning the refugee camp into a viable caravan. Her mind had been altered by the magic of Nyil, with all mental stats in the high thirties. Concretely, she could process things faster and more clearly. Parameters like the distrust of the various factions and the state of the weakest link turned into conditions and then into the first steps of a simple yet achievable plan. The swirl of thoughts gracefully resolved itself into a list of questions that would need answering before she could start giving orders. 
 
      
 
    The errant consideration lodged itself into her brain, begging for her attention. Her mental clarity felt intoxicating, somehow. So easy. It would take deep mental training and some specific chemicals to reach that level of serene purpose back on earth, and then other aspects would be neglected. She wondered what would happen if she went back now. Would she lose her progress immediately? Gradually? Would she regret it? Hell yeah, she would. 
 
      
 
    Did it affect her mind in unexpected ways? 
 
      
 
    How much was it changing her? 
 
      
 
    Could she improve herself even more by . . . optimizing how she used her brain? Had to ask Solfis later. For now, it was time to focus on the problem at hand. 
 
      
 
    “First thing first. The raiders. Explain.” 
 
      
 
    Reigan the temple guard explained. He had a measured diction that made his report clear and sober.  
 
      
 
    “First things first. This is the end point of a caravan that started around the capital. We joined up with Amahe’s merchant caravan on the path and picked up the starving folks just yesterday. Many of them are survivors of the village. On the way, we were beset by a group of marauders and deserters led by a young man who introduced himself as Elix.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s a fake name, by the way,” Amehe interrupted. Both Reignar and Viv glared at her. 
 
      
 
    “Elix was an Enorian rogue turned noble. Not important. Sorry, go on.” 
 
      
 
    “Right, Elix and his men asked for half of our food in exchange for safe passage. I agreed. The reason why I agreed was that we had not met the starving people and we were outnumbered five to one when it happened.” 
 
      
 
    “And you think that they are still after you?” 
 
      
 
    “Most likely. You see, the people on the ground are Anelton survivors. The village was put to the sword for acts of treachery by a great patriot.” 
 
      
 
    “Elix?” 
 
      
 
    “In the flesh. Supposedly, Anelton dealt with “traitors to the throne,” you. It was just an excuse, of course. With most regulars and all the levies dead to the north, entire baronies are ripe for the taking. I heard that entire families were wiped out. We stand on Elix’s hunting ground, and his kind is never sated. He will come back to finish us off. You can imagine why.” 
 
      
 
    Reigan threw a disparaging look at the jewelry the merchants were wearing.  
 
      
 
    “You could not use those to buy food?” Viv asked out of curiosity. 
 
      
 
    “People are scared. They would not open their gates to travelers, much less sell to some. You could not purchase a bucket of wheat for the king’s crown right now,” Amehe explained with a bitter smile.  
 
      
 
    She was trying very hard to please Viv. Viv could feel the effects of a skill tracking her emotions just as the trader herself was nervously watching every last of her reactions. It felt weird and a little bit invasive, but the woman was trying to survive, and Viv thought a little bit of terror might grease the wheels of productivity. 
 
      
 
    “Any idea where they are right now?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “No, sorry,” Reigan answered a bit sheepishly. “It shames me to say so, but we don’t have the food to send scouting parties right now.” 
 
      
 
    “Right.” 
 
      
 
    She didn’t have Hadal scouts right now. A pain.

  
 
    “Squee?” 
 
      
 
    Fly 
 
      
 
    Track 
 
      
 
    Return! 
 
      
 
    “You would?” 
 
      
 
    Three 
 
      
 
    Silver 
 
      
 
    Talents 
 
      
 
    “Ugh, you mercenary. Yes please, anything for the assistance of the mighty Arthur. It’s a deal.” 
 
      
 
    “Squee!” 
 
      
 
    The dragonette took off with a happy “skra,” a bit deeper than normal. Her departure was witnessed with a mix of fear and apathy. 
 
      
 
    “Right. We’ll get back to that later. Now the aberrations.” 
 
      
 
    “We see them at night moving through the woods. Several that look like each other.” 
 
      
 
    //Every aberrant is different, Your Grace. 
 
    //This is probably a cluster type. 
 
    //They are much weaker than their counterparts. 
 
    //However, they can easily swarm unprepared fighters. 
 
      
 
    “Any chance that it could suddenly attack?” 
 
      
 
    //Unlikely. 
 
    //I shall elaborate later. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll have to lure it out. Next, the disappearances.” 
 
      
 
    “Right. We arrived three days ago and found the town devastated as expected from what the survivors told us. The lads and I, we put the bodies on a pyre . . . some of them were starting to reanimate . . .” 
 
      
 
    His eyes grew clouded by the memory. For the first time, his deep anguish pierced through the veil of professionalism. Viv beheld a man at the end of his wits trying to keep things together. 
 
      
 
    “None of us are far enough on the path to bless an entire fucking town. Even then we could not have dug enough graves. Too exhausting.” 
 
      
 
    He searched Viv’s expression, looking for condemnation, perhaps? Viv didn’t care. Even if that man had fucked up, he had done it protecting his people against impossible odds. That deserved some recognition in her book, especially on Nyil. 
 
      
 
    “And you used the houses to protect everyone at night?” 
 
      
 
    “That was the idea. Obviously some of the buildings were destroyed, but there was still room for everyone. We spent the entire day taking bodies out. Men, women, and children. Dogs. Who the fuck does that?” 
 
      
 
    “Reigan, look at me,” Viv said, and she felt something shift in her mind, the parts of her that the interface called “leadership.” 
 
      
 
    “You have done a great job keeping everything together so far, yeah? We are here to help now. The worst is behind you, but I still need you to hang on for a little bit longer. Can you do that for me?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, of course, ma’am. Won’t happen again. The disappearances. We made sure the village was decently secured before nightfall. We put everyone near the east gate and repaired it as best we could. We put a lot of debris in front of the west one and had two sentries keep an eye on it. I thought it would be enough.” 
 
      
 
    “We didn’t expect anything,” Amehe added. “The whole village was deserted.” 
 
      
 
    “The next morning, an entire house had been cleaned of its inhabitants. We didn’t hear anything. There were no traces of struggle. They were just . . . gone.” 
 
      
 
    “You didn’t see anything?” 
 
      
 
    “I . . . Neriad forgive me. I was one of the two sentries near the main gate. We fell asleep.” 
 
      
 
    He looked horrified. Viv resisted the urge to frown. It wasn’t abnormal for sentries to fall asleep, especially after a long and difficult day. Starvation also made people drowsy. It could be nothing. 
 
      
 
    “I doubled the sentries the next day, but we still had a couple disappear during the night. Same as before, no one saw anything nor heard anything. After that, we decided to camp in the open with lit fires and a circle of guards. Nobody disappeared last night.” 
 
      
 
    “I see. Anything else?” 
 
      
 
    “No . . . nothing that I can think of for now . . . Please, sorry to ask, but . . . do you happen to have extra food?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Here is what we’re gonna do. Kazaran troops will form a perimeter and watch over the camp while cooks prepare a broth. Nothing solid or those people will die, understood?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes ma’am,” Ban answered. 
 
      
 
    “Make sure everyone lines up in an orderly fashion. Nobody gets near the forest. While people eat, I’ll take First Squad and clear the town. Reigan will guide us. Solfis comes with me as well. Amehe and the rest, make sure your people are packed up and ready to move long before nightfall. Is everyone in agreement?” 
 
      
 
    Nods all along. Ban and Reigan left immediately to get things started, but Amehe stayed behind, always with that large smile and slightly panicked eyes.  
 
      
 
    “Excuse me, are you perhaps the, ahem, the person in charge of Kazar?” 
 
      
 
    “The Great Black Whore, you mean?” 
 
      
 
    The woman blushed. “I am sorry this is how you have been painted. Trust me, I have faced defamation as well. I know how it can be.” 
 
      
 
    “You are an Enorian trader?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, born not too far from here actually. Life has been difficult for those of us who refuse to conform. Goodmother this, goodmother that. The merchants have thankfully resisted better than most, and success erases every sin. Ah, but we are not here to talk about me, sorry. Am I correct in assuming that you can negotiate an agreement with us?” 
 
      
 
    “I can say yes. Doesn’t mean I will, and we have much to do that is urgent . . .” Viv said. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, it’s going to be fast. We just want to join you across the forest.” 
 
      
 
    That made sense to Viv. The grass always looked greener on the other side, especially if the people living there looked healthy. 
 
      
 
    “Tentative yes.” 
 
      
 
    “We can pay our way across, of course. Prove that we can contribute.” 
 
      
 
    “Tentative yes,” Viv insisted. “We can discuss more later.” 
 
      
 
    Viv felt another shift in the world’s mana, something subtle and invisible that she associated with intimidation. The merchant was doing something, but it didn’t feel intrusive. More like . . . receptive. In truth, she knew she would most likely say yes, but it was good practice not to immediately agree with a consummate negotiator.  
 
      
 
    Viv moved aside while men and women removed cauldrons from the wagons. As Amehe left, she felt a little bit of emptiness as if the merchant brought warmth with her. Again, nothing intrusive. Perhaps the path of the merchant had more depth than Viv had first assumed. 
 
      
 
    Ban and his subordinates had things well in hand. Viv could also tell that Solfis had something in mind. Or in his processor, whatever. It was the way he loomed a bit more than usual. 
 
      
 
    “You know, I always wonder why people who’ve never met you don’t run screaming when you appear.” 
 
      
 
    //Herd instinct. 
 
      
 
    Viv blinked, not expecting the equivalent of a horror movie antangonist’s final form to have contemplated his own aura. 
 
      
 
    “How do you figure?” 
 
      
 
    //If I appear and the majority of humans present act unaffected, then the rest will not react either. 
 
    //Because the herd does not acknowledge me as an immediate danger. 
 
      
 
    “Oh. Okay.” 
 
      
 
    //The same applies to Arthur. 
 
    //Although, at stable growth, she will grow too large to pass as a marsh drake by the end of next year. 
 
      
 
    “A problem for another time. Any advice in that large database of yours?” 
 
      
 
    //Camp management best practice includes entire paragraphs on the dangers of unclear hierarchies in a camp. 
 
    //Due to the small nature of this one, expected issues are few. 
 
    //However, you may still clarify who may give order to whom. 
 
    //And who is in charge of what. 
 
      
 
    “Right.” 
 
      
 
    Viv did just that while her troops set up a cordon and started moving people in line. Some of the refugees were so skeletal that they had to be placed in a row on the ground. They would have to be fed by hand. Volunteers among her soldiers organized an improvised infirmary in an act of mercy that gave her some measure of hope. Very soon, Ban came at the head of the First Squad, the elite of the elite of the Kazaran forces. All of them were already on the third step of the path. 
 
      
 
    Apparently, one could sacrifice their progress in their current step to change to another one. In their case, the sacrifice had allowed them to progress faster. 
 
      
 
    [Harrakan Heavy Infantryman, dangerous, one who follows the path of the empire’s core forces. Expert close-quarter fighter.] 
 
      
 
    “We’re ready,” Ban said as he came closer. “Lead on.” 
 
      
 
    Viv thought he would stay to monitor his troops, but she saw that things were moving smoothly, and she wasn’t about to question him in public. She took Reigan and herself at the center of a protective circle with Solfis by her side. 
 
      
 
    They walked along the simple palisade surrounding the corpse of the town that had once been named Anelton. She had not died easily, Viv realized. Now that she was paying attention, the signs of battle were clear as day on her pockmarked skin. Guard towers still stood above the edge of the wall, showing traces of impact and, sometimes, the rusty stains of arterial blood sprays. Broken arrow shafts covered them like bristly ornaments. It was when they reached the gates that Viv felt it clearly. 
 
      
 
    “A lot of people died here,” she said.  
 
      
 
    Errant strands of black mana remained. It was thicker here than any place she had seen since leaving Kazar. The strands permeated the air like old regret permeates a mind. The bodies had been cleaned, but the earth was cracked and rancid. The large wood panes stood open with clear signs of abuse hastily repaired. As they were, they would not withstand a determined attack.  
 
      
 
    “This is where Elix’s troops broke through the militia. Elix found horses somewhere, that bastard. Some even had barding,” Reigan said. 
 
      
 
    “Wait. They have heavy cavalry?” 
 
      
 
    “No, of course not,” Reigan huffed. “Only nobles do. They probably stole it from some keep that lost all their male fighters. Doesn’t matter though. Try stopping a charging warhorse with wooden sticks.” 
 
      
 
    He glared, and then, to Viv’s amusement, remembered himself. 
 
      
 
    “Beg your pardon, ma’am.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s fine.” 
 
      
 
    The gates led to a main road that crossed the town from one end to another. The wood buildings all showed signs of damage. Many doors hung from their hinges, if they were still attached at all. Blood stains and broken windows remained as mute witnesses to the carnage. Even now, the air smelled of iron and corpses, with the stench of burnt meat carried by a light wind that came from the forest. Viv could follow the events from how thrashed the place was. The barracks by the entrance had been smashed and set on fire. Some of the logs that made it up showed deep gouges, probably made by a skill.  
 
      
 
    Shops lining the main path had been ransacked. Farther up, only doors and windows showed much damage, but the blood, the blood was everywhere. Brown and rusted now, pecked by crows, washed out by rain, it did not matter. The tide of crimson liquid shed here possessed a terrible weight that settled on Viv’s shoulders like a wet cape. The most curious thing was that it also empowered her. The black mana in her conduits stirred, uncoiling like a waking snake. Viv resisted the urge to sniff too deeply, lest she unsettle her companions.  
 
      
 
    “You will show us where the disappearances occurred, and then we will search the place,” she said calmly. Reigan moved them to a nearby structure, the nicest around. It even had a porch. A hanging sign announced “The Last Drop” in flowing letters above an upturned tankard.  
 
      
 
    “This was here. Three families, or what was left of them anyway.” 
 
      
 
    Viv kept her eyes open, but there was nothing to feel or see. Her danger sense remained quiet. It was only when they entered the inn’s dark interior that she felt something.  
 
      
 
    The previous occupants had removed the tables and replaced them with beds, some of which still had remnants of torn covers on them. The place smelled terrible, and she was suddenly grateful that the refugee camp was in open air. What attracted her attention, however, was the black mana. 
 
      
 
    Something had touched it. 
 
      
 
    And it annoyed her.  
 
      
 
    Black mana was such an exquisite and versatile power, despite what the few books she had on the matter said. It was a quiet and sharp thing akin to a scalpel. It was not a vulgar branch to be smashed, and yet that is exactly what had happened here. The fabric of the world was still twisted by the attempt. Viv’s first thought was of the way Irao camouflaged himself. 
 
      
 
    “There was a lot of black-mana-based magic thrown around here. It could explain why no one heard anything. It doesn’t explain what happened to the bodies. Reigan, what have you tried to do to find the missing?” 
 
      
 
    “Not much,” the man replied, increasingly ashamed. “I gathered the other cripples, I mean, the other combatants with me. We scoured the village, found nothing. We asked everyone to stay put the next night and all stayed awake. The other warriors and I, I mean. We had torches. It didn’t help.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s have a look around.” 
 
      
 
    They walked around the inn. Those people were dead or captive, Viv thought. There was no way that someone would leave in the middle of the night, in a war-torn land, and without stealing food. It made no sense at all. They had been taken away for food or for other reasons she didn’t know. It was likely that the point of egress would be the back. They found an inner court with a small well and a vegetable patch. Viv checked the well, but there were no bodies there. 
 
      
 
    “Right. Solfis, could I get some help with the tracking?” 
 
      
 
    //Yes. 
 
    //The bodies were not dragged out. 
 
    //However, the amount of recent footsteps is not consistent with the reported activity. 
 
      
 
    “Wait, are you saying that they walked out by themselves?” 
 
      
 
    //You will have to draw your own conclusions. 
 
      
 
    Viv engaged in a staring contest with Solfis for exactly one second before she remembered who she was dealing with. How could a featureless bone mask look so smug? It made no sense. 
 
      
 
    “Is it part of training?” 
 
      
 
    //Yes. 
 
    //You drawing conclusions by yourself will be extremely valuable. 
 
      
 
    “Whatever. About those tracks . . .” 
 
      
 
    //They join the nearby backstreet. 
 
      
 
    Viv followed and found a line of fresh prints in the mud, moving in a single line. It angled back toward the main gate. 
 
      
 
    “Okay. Now this is weird.” 
 
      
 
    She had an idea, but it would require some verifications. They checked on the house of the disappeared couple and found discarded clothes in a nearby shed. No bodies though. 
 
      
 
    “They decided to isolate themselves for some intimacy,” Viv realized. 
 
      
 
    It was incredibly stupid. It’s like they’d never seen a slasher movie before. Ah, wait, they probably hadn’t. It still surprised her how a lack of common sense could get people killed so easily, especially in a world as dangerous as Nyil. Guess humans were the same everywhere, which was a little strange come to think of it. How did they have humans here? 
 
      
 
    Convergent evolution? 
 
      
 
    Some nasty god decided to punish an entire planet by importing the only invasive species capable of bureaucracy? 
 
      
 
    She had to ask about the local cosmogony at some point. Right now her religious knowledge extended to “Neriad is a swell guy and Gomogog can suck it.” She had to remedy this. It would distract her from the skeletal survivors and the blood-stained childrens’ toys lying in the streets. 
 
      
 
    Viv led her merry band of muscle men on a circular inspection of the town, but decided to stop after an hour of search. There were no anomalies in the mana or anything else anyone could spot. They did find one hidden, intact cellar with food, wine, and a smokable leaf, which they confiscated for later. Everything else had been thoroughly looted. Reigan looked ashamed after all the questions and for having missed food, and he now walked with his back bent. Viv considered that it might switch the balance of power in favor of the merchants and decided that it was suboptimal. She dragged the man aside before they left the palisade. 
 
      
 
    “Look, you made mistakes. We can both agree on that.” 
 
      
 
    He hung his head dejectedly. 
 
      
 
    “How many refugee caravans have you handled before?” 
 
      
 
    “What? Hmm, none. After I lost my leg, I was mostly in charge of supplying iron for the temple armories. I did my best to keep fit, of course, but I wasn’t ready for . . . what we’ve done.” 
 
      
 
    She nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Right. Here is a lesson I’ve been teaching quite a bit since I arrived in Kazar. There are external and internal reasons why someone would fail a task. Some of the stuff is not their fault, some of it is. People tend to either focus completely on blaming themselves or completely on blaming circumstances. I think, sometimes, it’s also good to realize that the mission was problematic to begin with. Suppose you must source iron from a yries tribe. You decide to send a trainee with no experience to do so. They fail. Who is to blame?” 
 
      
 
    “I would never make such a ridiculous decision.” 
 
      
 
    “Because it would be your mistake, right? You would be at fault.” 
 
      
 
    Reigan scratched his stubble. 
 
      
 
    “You understand what I’m getting at,” Viv continued. “You are in way over your head, but you did your best and never gave up. There will be a time to reflect on your own errors later, but this isn’t it. For now, I need you to straighten your back and pretend like everything is under control. When those people look at their leaders, they should only see confidence.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course. As the scriptures say, a guard showing fear is a sword aimed inward. I will not fail you again.” 
 
      
 
    “I will be relying on it. Let’s go.” 
 
      
 
    Viv returned to the camp with a much reinvigorated Reigan and marveled at the progress made in such a short time. Both merchants and handicapped guards had packed up efficiently. Then a few had started to help the starving survivors, who now made a noticeable third group.  
 
      
 
    On a hunch, she walked to them and stopped when she got harangued. 
 
      
 
    “It’s all your fault, you bitch!” 
 
      
 
    She turned to see a spindly man with a dirty long beard gesticulating. Two guards immediately moved to intercept him, but Viv held a fist to signal them to stand down. 
 
      
 
    “If you hadn’t rebelled, we would still be well and alive.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh? Did I attack you?” Viv countered immediately.  
 
      
 
    “You might as well have,” he grumbled. Viv ignored that. 
 
      
 
    “Did my men ram through the gates? Was it us that stole your food and killed your people? Do you think the raiders would have just gone to your village and said, ‘Oh well, those are law-abiding citizens. We’ll leave them alone unlike every other place we’ve raided so far’? Or are you just full of shit?” 
 
      
 
    Viv did not let the irate man reply. Instead, she nudged the part of her that linked to intimidation and smirked. The man recoiled, though she felt a strong resistance. He was too weak, starving, and isolated to oppose her.  
 
      
 
    “If you are displeased you can stay behind with the raiders and the aberrants when we leave.” 
 
      
 
    The unknown man retreated into sullen silence. That was fine, she had no patience for him. 
 
      
 
    “Make sure he’s at the end of the line for food. Same for everyone who thinks they’re too good for us,” she ordered a nearby corporal. 
 
      
 
    “As you say, Lady Viv.” 
 
      
 
    She could get used to that shit. Oh yeah. Wait, no. Bad Viv. No bullying the starving sad folks. 
 
      
 
    She turned just in time to see Solfis glare at her latest victim. Each of his knuckles extended then retracted his claws in a gesture that should have sounded like ‘schwing’ but regrettably didn’t because physics didn’t work like that. She gave the go-ahead for everyone to get in town for the night. 
 
      
 
    “I want two-thirds of the soldiers to be in armor and ready at all times. Those that are off shift can have one glass of the wine we found each, no more. Make sure you move in groups of no less than seven.” 
 
      
 
    “You are not coming?” Ban asked. 
 
      
 
    “I want to see if I can handle the aberrants today while there is still light. It would be bad if they come down on us while we’re evacuating.” 
 
      
 
    “Fair enough, I’m coming with you then, ma’am,” Ban said with a face that plainly said that he wouldn’t take no for an answer. 
 
      
 
    “Well . . .” Viv hesitated. 
 
      
 
    //The heir must have an honor guard. 
 
    //An honor guard must have an heir. 
 
    //You must send the right signals to your future minions, Your Grace. 
 
    //Of course, they will stand at the edge while you hunt the aberrant alone. 
 
      
 
    A shiver went up Viv’s spine. 
 
      
 
    “While I what?” 
 
      
 
    //Naturally, Your Grace. 
 
    //Two of our past exercises were cancelled due to scaly, flame-spitting intervention. 
 
    //It is time for you to learn how to fight by yourself. 
 
      
 
    Viv stopped and thought. 
 
      
 
    Had she ever fought alone before? 
 
      
 
    At all? 
 
      
 
    “Hey I killed that dark baby dr—” 
 
      
 
    //Finishing that sentence would be inadvisable. 
 
      
 
    “Oh yeah.” 
 
      
 
    //According to the description given by Reigan, I estimate that the aberrant presents an excellent opportunity to give you experience facing multiple dangerous opponents while alone. 
 
    //It will exert your ability to move, delay, and disengage. 
 
    //I will be monitoring your performance, of course. 
 
    //I will not allow you to die. 
 
      
 
    The subtext was clear. He would let her get hurt. It annoyed her a bit that he would insist on an escort for the sake of appearance but not mind her getting hit. A leader who got wounded fighting alone sounded bad, right? 
 
      
 
    Except, it was Solfis’s advice. He had never led her astray when it came to training. She was just nervous because aberrants were horrible, smelled bad, and were fundamentally fucky to her senses. 
 
      
 
    She had to do it. 
 
      
 
    Her reluctance and fear were all the reasons she needed. She had to face her demons head-on, or the fear would drill deeper into her heart. She was a trained soldier. Her weapons literally disintegrated stuff. No excuses. 
 
      
 
    “Alright, let’s do it.” 
 
    
  
 
    *** 
 
    
  
 
    The late-afternoon sun cast its pale rays through the deserted woods. Snow-covered leaves littered the ground and squelched underfoot. Only the creaks of branches broke the silence of the moment. No birds, no animal cries broke the peace of the woods, because this was the territory of an aberrant and they suffered no company. 
 
      
 
    Viv breathed in from her circle and took a last look behind her where twisted walls of changed earth stood higher than her. Only a single passage had been left in its middle, gates of hell in a wall of reaching limbs. She was ready. The construct under her activated, and she settled in the relaxed mood that meditative trance brought.  
 
      
 
    Pulse after pulse spread throughout the empty air, a bait that her mana-hungry quarry would never fail to follow. In order to make her trap, Viv resorted to the most logical measure she could think of. 
 
      
 
    She had taken an alarm spell and reversed it. Now instead of a trigger that sent a signal to her, she was the trigger sending the signal, well, everywhere. It took all of her focus to manipulate the colorless mana, but that was fine. She only needed to maintain it until the first of the aberrants arrived. They were one. If a single creature found her, they all would. Viv forced herself to keep breathing deeply. The air was crisp and cold, for now. It would change very soon. 
 
      
 
    There was a crash in front of her and slightly to her left. A thin trunk fell to the side, brought down by something heavy. She caught a glimpse of red. The foul stench of spoiled meat and twisted mana warned her long before her target came into view. It was a chittering, skittering mass of insectile legs under the ovoid body of a tick. Barbed lances emerged from the creature’s front around a cluster of mismatched, cancerous eyes. It moved forward at the same speed with its multitude of appendages, some too short to even reach the ground. The abomination zeroed in on her with rabid focus. She shivered when she spotted a single brown human eye the size of an apple. It was crying. 
 
      
 
    “Blast.” 
 
      
 
    Black mana roared in her veins but whispered in the air. The artillery spell took the creature cleanly in the middle. At this range and with this power, even the aberrant’s mana-sucking power could not offset her refined construct. Hard work and talent had turned the spell into a leg-thick javelin as black as a cave at night. 
 
      
 
    The eye disappeared, consigned to oblivion, but Viv did not rejoice. Another was following, this one to her right. It spotted her and dove into one of the many depressions that made the rough terrain in front of her. Viv waited for it to emerge again. She could feel in her soul where the vile being gnawed on the world by its very existence. It jumped over a stump, and she caught it mid-flight, her spell bending to cleave it in two. Gore splattered the rotten wood. Two more showed up. She cycled the blast again. It was easy with the circle, and this variation sacrificed a lot of range. She could keep going. She had to. 
 
      
 
    Two of the ticks slowed down. One of them was abnormally large. Perhaps it was smarter? No, Solfis had said that they shared one mind. They knew what she was capable of.  
 
      
 
    They were also creatures of instinct. 
 
      
 
    With a supreme effort, Viv forced the beacon to pulse one last time while keeping the blast ready. The things greedily launched themselves forward, but they also moved unpredictably to the sides to stop her from aiming clearly. They were fast. She was smarter. 
 
      
 
    Viv turned to the larger tick and sent her spell flying at the other as it eagerly rushed her. It took the creature by surprise. It lost its body and crumpled with a nauseating sound of squished entrails.  
 
      
 
    The last one was very close now, but it was alone. 
 
      
 
    “Blast.” 
 
      
 
    Again, the spell took the monster dead center and shredded through it. The circle was running dry, though, and the rapid casting was taking its toll. She could already feel a bit of tension when reaching for more mana. It would be fine. Probably. Had to force at least one last spell. 
 
      
 
    She spotted three distant clusters of red eyes shimmering in the distance. The rest of them then. Solfis had reported seven different creatures. His only concession. 
 
      
 
    The carcass of the large tick twitched. 
 
      
 
    With a ghastly sound, the upper carapace split in two, and the surviving half of the tick uncoupled from the dead one in a shower of blood and pus.  
 
      
 
    “Oh fuck that,” Viv said, with feeling.  
 
      
 
    The blast fizzled with her fear, and she immediately ran to the gap in the eldritch wall behind her, horrors in tow. She unsheathed her knife and channeled the Excalibur spell. Despite the urgency of her situation, she could not help a tiny smile of excitement. After all, it wasn’t every day that one could splatter abominations with the fantasy equivalent of a lightsaber. 
 
      
 
    With her heart pounding in her chest, she turned. 
 
      
 
    Time slowed. The aberrant tried to jump at her. She saw a nightmarish collection of razor-sharp broken things under the creature, ready to mince her on contact. No spell could save her because it took a critical mass of mana to break through the aberrant’s all-encompassing hunger. No spell except this one. 
 
      
 
    Excalibur was a simple spell. It sacrificed all of the good range the artillery spell had for one thing and one thing only. 
 
      
 
    Might. 
 
      
 
    A void blade only slightly shorter than herself surged from her knife with a distinct hiss. Where the focused beam of destructive black mana existed, nothing else could. It felt like handling a living, enthusiastic thunderbolt. Viv sneered and swung down. Angle didn’t matter. Martial prowess didn’t matter. The spell slid through the creature with deceptive ease. Viv dodged to the side and let gravity carry what was left of the carcass forward. Three to go. They were almost on her, with two clambering over the wall and the last sprinting. She grabbed her roundshield in her hand and cast again. The tick on her right collapsed with the wall it thought would support it. The other two jumped on her in quick succession. 
 
      
 
    Time slowed. 
 
      
 
    Viv used her burst of strength to smash through the wall on her right, killing yet another tick with the spell. She rolled on herself and brought the roundshield up, stopping a lunge through the wall. A stinger and two separate serrated legs smashed against it. The shield held. 
 
      
 
    Her arms didn’t. 
 
      
 
    Viv grunted when her own defensive equipment hit her on the side of the jaw. She rolled back to absorb the shock and readied her next spell. The aberrant had scrambled through the wall to try and follow her, but it had hit a snag. Viv had picked a place where she knew, thanks to her perception, that the wall was paper thin and already crumbling. The aberrant was struggling through what amounted to concrete. It was almost through. 
 
      
 
    Three different sets of teary brown eyes met hers. The thing wailed and retreated. She let it. She knew what would come next. 
 
      
 
    Her danger sense screamed, and she slowed down her time perception again, diving backward. Her spell triggered just as the last tick, the one that had fallen down, smashed through the wall right in front of her. Things wracked against her shield with a shriek of tortured metal while one caught on her enchanted robe and pulled. Viv was almost carried by the sheer, absurd strength behind the creature’s limbs. 
 
      
 
    Her excalibur cut it in two. 
 
      
 
    Only one tick was left. It glared balefully through the wall, dodging away when Viv noticed it.  
 
      
 
    For one moment, Viv thought that the creature would retreat to fight another day. It could obviously duplicate its body to replenish its numbers like a nightmarish amoeba. With stingers. It would make sense for it to retreat. But it didn’t. It was an aberrant. It existed to consume, and Viv was strong and filled with mana. It jumped over. 
 
      
 
    Viv closed her eyes when the thing clawed the wall and threw sand in her face. She didn’t need sight. She could feel its presence against her soul. 
 
      
 
    It died. 
 
      
 
    Viv held her breath and retreated out of the maze she had created, away from the steaming guts of the ticks. She climbed the path back toward the village where her escort was waiting. 
 
      
 
    //New option, shield training. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, it worked.” 
 
      
 
    //Your shield is supposed to protect your face, not hit it, Your Grace. 
 
      
 
    “You were waving that sword all around,” Ban said. He looked . . . offended. 
 
      
 
    “That wasn’t a sword.” 
 
      
 
    “No form at all!” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll show you form,” Viv retorted, not thinking clearly. She frowned and focused. It took a few moments for her to shape black mana into the Kazaran word for “twat.” Ban blinked. 
 
      
 
    “How about now?” she sneered. 
 
      
 
    “Your Grace, I can’t read.” 
 
      
 
    Goddammit. 
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    Viv felt little different as she watched the First Squad move bodies to a pyre. The only exception was Danger Sense. Somehow, she was able to pick the direction from which the danger would come, or at least it had worked at the very end of the fight. She thought that it would prove invaluable in the future, just as she expected people like Irao to have ways to circumvent her new instincts. It was still amazing. She wondered how skills worked for others. 
 
      
 
    “Solfis, do you know if people experience skills the same way?” 
 
      
 
    //Your query requires a complex answer. 
 
    //Mana mastery allows mages to see, absorb, and manipulate mana more easily. 
 
    //Some mages will still absorb mana more easily than others. 
 
    //Additionally, the skill will have more impact for those farther on the path. 
 
      
 
    “How does it work for Ban, who changed path? Does he get different skills?” 
 
      
 
    //In Ban’s case, his original path was close. 
 
    //Most of his skills transformed after rigorous retraining. 
 
    //Path changes can improve one’s circumstances when appropriate. 
 
    //They will always be costly. 
 
    //Fortunately for Ban, he had the best drill instructor he could hope for. 
 
    //Progress toward the next step is always lost, no matter what. 
 
      
 
    “So someone who would go from a merchant to a mercenary . . .” 
 
      
 
    //Would be better served earning enough to hire a mercenary instead. 
 
    //Incidentally, you will have difficulties developing any sort of shield skill. 
 
    //However, merely being taught how to hold it properly might help. 
 
    //We will train you back in Kazar. 
 
      
 
    “Lesson one is not to let it hit you in the face,” Ban said from the edge of the pyre as he handled the malodorous remains. 
 
      
 
    “How about next time we switch roles and you handle the aberrants?” Viv suggested, somewhat miffed. 
 
      
 
    “With all due respect, goodmother, there’s no way you have enough power to lift those things.” 
 
      
 
    “Ugh.” 
 
      
 
    //Less talking, more piling. 
 
    //Due to our lack of fire magic, it will take some time before the remains are fully burnt. 
 
      
 
    Viv looked down and noted that the mana was returning to normal but that the carcass was still somewhat resistant to the burning flames. They would have to return tomorrow, it seemed. There was a lot to get rid of. 
 
      
 
    “Is there any risk if we leave the bodies overnight?” 
 
      
 
    //Aberrants do not rise again. 
 
    //However, they poison the earth. 
 
    //The question is inconsequential because we cannot finish before the sun sets. 
 
      
 
    Viv turned and watched the last of the refugees disappear back into the corpse of their city. Viv wondered how hard it was for them to see the streets they were familiar with now empty, populated by the ghosts of their lost friends and relatives. She had no choice, of course. Safety trumped mental health in this case, but, well, shit, that had to be painful after all that loss. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll not lose anyone tonight,” she declared. 
 
      
 
    //No. 
 
    //We will not. 
 
      
 
    “You know what to look for?” 
 
      
 
    //Do you? 
 
      
 
    “Yes and I’ll be making preparations.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The First Squad retired as the sun set. The rest of the army had established a perimeter with amateurish enthusiasm despite their grim appearance. Solfis had to give a lesson on how to secure a part of town. The gate’s mechanism was repaired with salvaged components while the streets were blocked with barricades. Witch-pact marksmen took four rooftops and dug in. Heavies patrolled the streets in number. Solfis had the remaining houses closest to their fortified square collapsed and all windows barred. The place was soon turned into a whole fortress by paranoid Kazarans expecting the worst. Somehow, the order and discipline displayed by Viv’s soldiers improved the morale of the survivors, to the point that the local smith even offered to help with repairs. Most people went to bed with confidence and a full belly under the unwavering vigilance of Solfis himself.  
 
      
 
    Viv went to bed at the heart of the inn and missed Arthur dearly. The dragonling had not returned. Viv knew in her heart that she was alright because . . . she just did. It did not help with the feeling of loss. It felt cold and empty without the scaled cutie around.  
 
      
 
    They woke up the next day to find out that no one had gone missing. 
 
      
 
    “Not so easy when it’s not two exhausted and malnourished templars, ey?” Viv cackled, feeling vindicated. Anelton looked even more desolate under the gray light of the early morning. Solfis dropped himself down by her side as she walked to a general store reconverted into a mess hall. 
 
      
 
    //No anomalies, Your Grace. 
 
      
 
    “I see.” 
 
      
 
    They found Ban inside. The man had a skill that allowed him to function well on four hours of sleep, which Viv thought might be a staple of the Student path if there was one.  
 
      
 
    “How long until we are ready to depart?” 
 
      
 
    “Another two days should do it, goodm—I mean, Your Grace. Most of those folks will be strong enough to move on their own by then. The rest we can carry in an empty wagon with the children. It will slow us down though.” 
 
      
 
    “If we can leave safely before Elix’s force arrives, we will. Otherwise we hole up here. I do not relish the thought of a slow-going trip through hungry beasts’ territories. Anelton can withstand a siege from a band of marauders.” 
 
      
 
    //We take the risk of being actually besieged. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think that they would bring enough food for that.” 
 
      
 
    //They might take the risk, considering the following parameters. 
 
    //Your head is worth five hundred gold talents. 
 
      
 
    Viv opened her mouth, absolutely scandalized.  
 
      
 
    “That’s it? Five hundred? I got half of that in assets, easy! Five hundred? The fuck is wrong with those people.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a lot of money,” Ban said reproachfully. 
 
      
 
    “Not to cross the forest twice on an assassination mission against someone as protected as me, it isn’t. No wonder no one . . . wait.” 
 
      
 
    Viv narrowed her eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Solfis, did any assassin try to get to me?” 
 
      
 
    //No assassin reached Kazar. 
 
      
 
    Viv stared into the world’s most horrifying poker face and failed to get through. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, whatever. Let’s just wait for . . . oh!” 
 
      
 
    Something heavy landed in the square with a muffled squee. The survivors panicked for an instant before remembering that they had seen Arthur before and were still alive to tell the tale. Viv rushed out and patted the proud dragonette on the shoulder. She held a broken shaft in her mouth, and a shabby flag hung limply from its saliva-soaked wood. 
 
      
 
    Stole image. 
 
      
 
    I stole back! 
 
      
 
    On the flag was either a particularly malformed ant or a poor attempt at drawing a dragon. Viv assumed the latter and made sure not to voice her observation. Arthur bumped her on the chest and wriggled her head, which was the unspoken request for a horn petting. Viv made sure to indulge and shivered when excess mana discharged from the onyx-black surface.  
 
      
 
    “Seems a bit arrogant to choose a dragon as a sigil.” 
 
      
 
    Dragon. 
 
      
 
    Says yes? 
 
      
 
    “I doubt it.” 
 
      
 
    I knew it. 
 
      
 
    Image thief. 
 
      
 
    “I think so too. Now how far away are those who bear the thief flag?” 
 
      
 
    Five valleys! 
 
      
 
    “Errr, how long did it take for you to return?” 
 
      
 
    Much long? 
 
      
 
    This was going to take some time.  
 
      
 
    “Was it night or day when you took the flag?” 
 
      
 
    Day! 
 
      
 
    “Did you return here immediately?” 
 
      
 
    Ate. 
 
      
 
    Elk. 
 
      
 
    Alright, so there was no way to be absolutely certain, but it had been no more than an hour and a half, earth standard, since sunrise, and Arthur flew at easily fifty kilometers per hour cruising speed. Assuming a short delay for eating since Arthur could be voracious when the food was raw, they were definitely a bit above sixty kilometers away. 
 
      
 
    “Did they have horses?” 
 
      
 
    Yes! 
 
      
 
    Many. 
 
      
 
    “Did they have wagons?” 
 
      
 
    Yes. 
 
      
 
    Slow! 
 
      
 
    Lots of metal. 
 
      
 
    “Hmm, that’s not good, but assuming that the wagons move at a fast walking speed, they will be here before tonight.” 
 
      
 
    Viv nodded to herself. She needed a better way to measure distances with Arthur. 
 
      
 
    “In any case, let’s make sure everyone rests well today. Understood, Ban?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes ma’am.” 
 
      
 
    Viv walked out with Arthur to find her some meat, leaving the heavies commander behind with a blank face. 
 
      
 
    “What the fuck just happened?” he wondered. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Elix arrived late afternoon, because, of course, Viv forgot to account for stats again. A solid seventy riders crested the western hill far in the distance on a strange assortment of mounts. Some were the same docile creatures they had in Kazar. Others were solid and slow moving. The last and rarest kind were chargers clad in heavy barding. Those must have weighed half a ton each, and they formed the vanguard. 
 
      
 
    At the head of the column came a group in plate armor surrounding a man with an impressive helm. The rest of the cavalry followed behind, and farther away, infantry marched in tight ranks. She counted a bit less than two hundred of them, and they had made a token attempt at uniforms. Many of the soldiers wore colored tabards over eclectic armor and sometimes even no armor at all. Green dominated with spots of white everywhere, including the dragon on his flag. Viv knew that dragons tolerated their image to be drawn here and there, or Arthur’s favorite book would not exist. She just thought that it was ballsy to claim such a dangerous heraldry. Even the green young adult she’d met would roast all of those assholes in a single napalm-fed drive-by if it felt offended. Foolishness. 
 
      
 
    The slowest part of Elix’s army came last. Viv had feared that “lots of metal” wagons referred to some sort of armored thing, but she had misinterpreted the dragon’s report. Elix had cages drawn by cornudons. They already had occupants, that she could see. 
 
      
 
    Viv climbed down from the guard tower with Ban in tow. They reconvened in the mess hall, now cleared to display a tactical table with a basic map of the village. Reigan was invited as a courtesy, and so was Amehe and the local smith, whose last name was also the Enorian for “Smith.”  
 
      
 
    “There are many more soldiers than last time. Why would they bring so many people?” Reigan wondered with obvious worry. 
 
      
 
    “They already have captives,” Viv observed. 
 
      
 
    “Then Elix has taken Reixa,” Amehe declared. She brought another map on the table, showing the Enorian west. Viv noticed with some interest that the border was closer than she expected. There was only one large town on the map, and it was Reixa, the capital of the local barony.  
 
      
 
    “Only Reixa has enough supplies to sustain him. He probably has enough food, too, but he would need more soldiers and more workers for his fields. I think his purpose is to become too expensive to get rid of.” 
 
      
 
    “Wouldn’t the local family object? The Reiners, if I remember correctly,” Ban grumbled. 
 
      
 
    “If you can commune with Enttiku, I’m sure that their shades would have something to say. They all died at Third Regnos.” 
 
      
 
    “All of this is fascinating, but we should focus on the current battle,” Viv said, and Amehe blushed.  
 
      
 
    “We have the place locked tight, and we’re as ready as we can be without intact wooden walls. We have drawn plenty of water from the well. Just the same, maybe everyone should pack up and get the wagons ready in case we need to force our way out. I don’t think that Elix would follow us too deep into the forest.” 
 
      
 
    “Alright, but not now,” Ban said. “I want the ground clear to move troops around.” 
 
      
 
    //Your Grace. 
 
    //All our preparations are complete. 
 
    //To act more is to create an unnecessary burden. 
 
      
 
    “Alright,” Viv admitted.  
 
      
 
    She was letting the pressure go to her mind, but she knew why. She had messed up. There were far more soldiers than she expected, and if there had been double that number Viv’s group would have been done for. The worst thing was that she could have just asked Arthur how many humans there were. The little one knew how to count. Viv had just made assumptions, which was one of the things she had been taught not to do, and that pissed her off. Stats were no replacement for common sense, it seemed. 
 
      
 
    “Right, let’s see how they deploy. We are good as we are. We just need to avoid surprises.” 
 
      
 
    Just then, there was a heavy knock on the door. 
 
      
 
    “Sir, someone is coming bearing a flag of truce.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll talk to them,” Viv said. Ban was a competent leader, but he was no politician. She made her way out with the three civilian representatives and stopped at the walls by the gate. 
 
      
 
    //I will remain below, out of sight. 
 
    //If I perceive a threat, I will pull you down. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Viv whispered. 
 
      
 
    ** 
 
      
 
    Elix had come with his retinue. He was quite handsome in a darkly charismatic sort of way with a close-cropped, impeccable beard and warm brown eyes. His escort looked reasonably impressive in clean, heavy armor and proper tabards. It felt all very medieval, which Viv found appropriate since she intended to go medieval on their pillaging asses. She briefly inspected the lot. 
 
      
 
    [Robber baron, dangerous, one who follows a path of opportunity and social ascension— 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Inspection: 4/5 
    
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Ah, about damn time. She frowned and kept looking. 
 
      
 
    —leader of men, expert melee fighter, slayer of men] 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t much more, but it told Viv what to expect. The rest of the supposed knights gave answers like mounted raiders. One was a mercenary leader, and the closest thing to a proper rider was a pair of hedge knights. Despite their ominous paths, their shiny appearance did grant them a certain aura of respectability that no amount of inspection could tarnish. She suspected a skill at play and did indeed feel a certain pull on her own leadership skill. His was paradoxically softer, more subtle. 
 
      
 
    “Greetings, Anelton. Allow me to congratulate you on repairing the gate and securing the place. You did a tremendous job. Now, as the rightful ruler of the Reixan marches, I would like you to open them and let us in.” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t know raiders had a sense of humor nowadays,” Viv deadpanned, and the influence decreased.  
 
      
 
    She had to fight it. Her men didn’t budge, but she could feel Reigan and Amehe look contemplative and even hopeful. That wouldn’t do.  
 
      
 
    “And who do I have the pleasure of addressing?” 
 
      
 
    “You can address me as ‘milady.’” 
 
      
 
    A few of her men chuckled, and the influence decreased further. Elix grit his teeth. That was a good sign. 
 
      
 
    “Very well, miss milady,” he replied with a sneer. “Allow me a chance to convince you. We are all reasonable people here, no reason why we couldn’t come to some sort of agreement. You see, the land is not safe.” 
 
      
 
    “Indeed not,” Viv noted with a glare. Once again, the interruption sort of broke the rhythm Elix was trying to set up.  
 
      
 
    “As I said, the land is not safe, but I am changing things. My companions and I have established a safe haven around Reixa, a place where people can eat, work, and live safely, a place protected from the depredations war has wrought on this nation. We are building the kingdom of tomorrow around the white walls of this noble city, and you, too, can be a part of it.” 
 
      
 
    “And the people in cages will be a part of it as well?” 
 
      
 
    “Those are ruffians,” Elix said through an increasingly forced smile. “Bandits and rebels.” 
 
      
 
    “Just like we’ll be if we say no.” 
 
      
 
    Viv leaned forward and let the venom drip in her words. She’d had enough. There was nothing to work out here because the man was not taking them seriously. He wanted his workers, and he would have them either through the easy way or the hard way, and she certainly did not intend to make things easy.  
 
      
 
    “The pyre of corpses you left is still warm, you know? Sometimes I look west and see a volute plume of smoke rising from the ashes of the hundreds of people you slew.” 
 
      
 
    “They resisted. Sometimes—” 
 
      
 
    “Women. Children. The fucking dogs. Their blood is still on the walls. I saw the broken toys, you monster!”  
 
      
 
    Viv was screaming, and she didn’t care. 
 
      
 
    “You are a glorified murderer and an upstart, but I see clearly through your polished garments. You can sprinkle flecks of gold on a turd, but it won’t stink any less. That’s what you all are, you degenerates. Trash rolled up in fancy metal. And that’s what your words are as well, all lies to have us lower our guards, lure us in a false sense of equality. You didn’t even hide the fucking cages. You didn’t even send someone else to do it. You just came here with your courtesan mustache less than a week after slaughtering the entire city, expecting people to have forgotten? Fuck off.” 
 
      
 
    “I only want what’s best for everyone. Do not make me do something we will both regret.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, you will try. And you will regret. Go back to your festooned cutthroats, you prick. I’ll see you soon.” 
 
      
 
    Viv turned around and dropped down. It appeared that Elix was trying to speak more, but witch-pact marksmen aiming their crossbows with malicious intent dissuaded him. He returned to his lines, and they soon moved parallel to the walls along the fields, north of the city, where the camp used to be. Viv climbed a guard tower and looked on. 
 
      
 
    “They can’t be leaving,” Ban said. 
 
      
 
    “No, they will get in through the second gate, correctly assuming that we cannot have fortified both.” 
 
      
 
    Viv considered giving them a volley but decided against it. She didn’t want to move her soldiers from the fortified houses to the walls and give up the surprise. Elix’s band trudged their way to the second gate and opened it unimpeded. Viv heard more than saw them form up and moved forward with Solfis. Ban excused himself to order his men around.  
 
      
 
    “You two should get indoors,” she told Reigan and Amehe, who were still following her like lost ducklings. 
 
      
 
    “I can fight!” Reigan said. 
 
      
 
    “And I need you as a last barrier between the survivors and Elix. You get in there, and you catch stragglers. We can’t afford to give them hostages,” Viv said with confidence.  
 
      
 
    The temple guard saluted and departed, just as she knew he would. She was half honest. He really would serve best by getting out of the way. 
 
      
 
    Viv found her place next to the barricade and waited. Lines of solid heavies blocked the passage while marksmen covered the roof in a deadly crossfire. She could only see the main square from ground level, but she could hear the rumbles of hooves beating packed earth. It felt . . . exhilarating.  
 
      
 
    Ban screamed at everyone to keep it steady, so she had nothing to do except stand on one of her prepared circles. She blinked and turned to Solfis, who had remained unusually silent. 
 
      
 
    “You’re too quiet.” 
 
      
 
    //You need to experience this. 
 
    //I shall keep you alive. 
 
      
 
    “Right.” 
 
      
 
    His training thing again. Viv focused on the coming cavalry and prepared her spell. 
 
      
 
    “Loose!” Ban roared. 
 
      
 
    Twangs and whistles cut through the noise of the charge. Viv finally saw mounted riders charging down the street with the heavy cavalry at their head. They moved . . . too fast. Her other senses soon confirmed what her eyes were telling her. The head horses were surrounded by a halo of gray mana. It made them move more quickly, somehow. 
 
      
 
    A gray shield rose before the formation. The quarrels shrieked through the air and penetrated it easily. Horses neighed while men fell to their death. Viv spotted the caster responsible at the back of the vanguard, hunkered behind the two hedge knights. He was a young man with a wild look and free-flowing dark hair. He had to die.  
 
      
 
    The mage pushed his hand forward and cast. A veritable wall of air shot forward, sending debris and dust flying straight at the barricade. The mana stayed behind, but the wall kept going, which Viv had to admit was pretty neat. She didn’t bother blocking it. It would be too wasteful. 
 
      
 
    The guards hid behind their shields when the wall impacted. Crossbows stopped firing as visibility was reduced to nothing. It didn’t matter to Viv. She knew exactly where the enemies were coming from. 
 
      
 
    Blight had changed a lot since she first cast it on the walls of Fort Sky. It had been a visceral spell then, something that expressed her despair and fury. The current version was mature and considerably more destructive. It was also shaped to expand along the central street in length. 
 
      
 
    Such a shame that diminished visibility worked both ways. 
 
      
 
    Viv almost sighed when the perfect ball of destruction left her side on its merry journey. Unfortunately, the mage immediately noticed that someone had unleashed enough mana to melt a city block. His cry of alarm sent men rushing away. Viv heard screams left and right, hinting that the attackers had rushed into side streets. 
 
      
 
    Of course, there were only so many side streets, and with the spell hidden, some of the formation had not reacted in time. The first screams of horror rose and were abruptly silenced. The cloud of dust slowly dissipated to reveal a tunnel of black smoke, hissing and spitting like a furious snake. Cries of consternation came from the sides, quickly silenced. The spell dissipated in time, and Viv saw that men were shuffled around, forced to hide behind houses as they progressed forward. 
 
      
 
    Viv felt the attack come before it manifested. Foreign gray mana permeated the air. She reacted almost without thinking. Black tendrils spread in every direction, dispersing the concentration around her. Then the line of soldiers closest to her started to choke. They grabbed at their throats with rising panic. Raspy breaths merged with the cries of panic. Viv closed her eyes and waited, feeling the tendrils, tracing them back. 
 
      
 
    “Where are you?” 
 
      
 
    One of the heavies kneeled. Infantry rushed the barricade and started to climb under continuous fire from the two roofs that had escaped the spell. Desperate heavies repulsed the attack. Ban was there, silently pushing people up. 
 
      
 
    Viv found her quarry, or at least close enough to calm him down a bit. 
 
      
 
    “Blast.” 
 
      
 
    The spell went through a very surprised enemy soldier and the building behind him, and more behind out of sight. She felt something connect. The choking construct harrying her men relented an instant later. Its power faded like mist under the wind. Heavies recovered and mauled the lighter infantry trying to overwhelm them. The enemies were just bandits, milling and aggressive as they tried to dislodge the well-equipped and disciplined close combat specialists.  
 
      
 
    It was a massacre. The assault faltered as fast as it had begun. 
 
      
 
    “Are they regrouping?” Viv wondered as the last of the runners took a quarrel between the shoulders. 
 
      
 
    //It appears that they are retreating, Your Grace. 
 
    //At least for now. 
 
    //An impressive shot. 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean? I got the mage?” 
 
      
 
    //Yes. 
 
    //The dispersion was too abrupt for a mere dispel. 
 
    //He was most likely killed. 
 
      
 
    “What should we do, Your Grace? Stay put?” Ban asked. 
 
      
 
    Viv considered the question. She felt like she had to make a statement, but at the same time she didn’t want to risk her fortified position. The Kazarans were still heavily outnumbered. She didn’t feel like risking the lives of her men to save Enorians even though the captives certainly didn’t deserve such a fate. She would need every one of her soldiers to repulse the spring attack. 
 
      
 
    She couldn’t save everyone. 
 
      
 
    Even assassinating Elix at this stage might backfire. Some could try to avenge his loss while, right now, the enemies were retreating in good order. 
 
      
 
    “We stay put. There are people in those cages, but . . . we stay put.” 
 
      
 
    //Your Grace. 
 
    //Send me. 
 
      
 
    “Solfis?” 
 
      
 
    //You made the right choice. 
 
    //Now use me. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    
  
 
    It did not take long for Solfis to rush to the cages. He made short work of the sentries and freed the prisoners, with the Kazarans staying where they were. By the time Elix’s force had left the way they had come, Viv had gained another grateful thirty survivors. The crying, underfed group was given to Reigan for care, and she asked Amehe to join her in the main square with the other merchants.  
 
      
 
    “Elix is in full retreat,” she informed them. 
 
      
 
    “Oh good, then we can soon depart!” 
 
      
 
    “There is, of course, the question of the disappearances.” 
 
      
 
    Amehe’s pleasant face made a little “o” of surprise, though she recovered immediately. 
 
      
 
    “Oh yes, of course. I just assumed . . . since we haven’t seen anything in two nights . . .” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, if it were an animal, I would have expected to at least have them roam close to the walls, look for a flaw in our defenses, yet Solfis detected no presence.” 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps it has gone to greener pastures.” 
 
      
 
    “Or perhaps it has no more need for bodies, at least for now. I found it curious that the disappeared would move on their own accord, unless, of course, they were dead and reanimated. Strange how both sentries fell asleep at the same time on the first night and could not see anything happen. Almost like someone spiked their food.” 
 
      
 
    Amehe’s smile turned into a frozen rictus. Green light erupted from her right hand then an excalibur spell split her in two. Viv cleanly severed the woman. She blinked once on the ground, her beautiful face intact over the steamy ropes of her innards. All around, the sound of quarrels hitting flesh spelled the end of the entire merchant crew. Some also cast, far too slow to make a difference. Others threw themselves on the ground asking for mercy and finding none. 
 
      
 
    Viv cast a second time when a dark cloud rose from the woman’s body to exert her spite. It faded away with a wail. 
 
      
 
    “Didn’t even get the time to finish. Amehe, I suspected you, so I had him check your quarters while you slept, and he found the unholy symbol of Efestar, god of scorn, as well as necromantic texts.” 
 
      
 
    //Gloating is a poor habit, Your Grace. 
 
    //The cultist is defeated. 
 
    //What do we do with their possessions? 
 
      
 
    “Keep the gold but burn anything related to the worship of Efestar. Any suspiciously marked jewels get on the pyre of corpses as well. I wonder why they didn’t kill all the villagers at once?” 
 
      
 
    //Necromancers, especially Efestar’s servants, will attempt to sow dissent before striking decisively. 
 
    //Perhaps she was not sure that she could kill all of the temple guards without significant losses. 
 
    //Additionally, revenants provide great security when crossing the woods. 
 
    //Most living creatures dislike their stench. 
 
    //She might have wanted to make sure the templars would not destroy too many. 
 
    //Time was on her side, with them weakening by the day. 
 
      
 
    “And what’s with the green light? I thought they used black mana?” 
 
      
 
    //They do. 
 
    //Necromantic spells granted by the god of scorn take that specific hue. 
 
      
 
    “Enough delays. I can’t wait to get back to Kazar. The prince will be there soon. It’s time to finish what was started.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    End of Book Three. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Glossary. 
 
      
 
    Arthur: The survivor of a doomed clutch, Arthur was a tiny whelp when Viv found her and mistakenly gave her a male name. Arthur enjoys flying, eating, her adoptive mother, and gold. Although she is still tiny, Arthur is developing fast and is capable of thought. She had some trouble with overestimating herself and underestimating the willingness of her meals to let themselves be eaten. Arthur loved books. She was white and scaly with red eyes. Like all dragons, Arthur had four limbs and wings. Unlike other dragons, she enjoyed standing on her rear legs to wobble around. Communicated mostly by squealing. 
 
      
 
    Corel: The captain of the guards okay Kazar and a grim, quiet man, Corel served mayor Resh Ganimatalo faithfully for years. He was extremely loyal to her. Corel was bald and muscular. 
 
      
 
    Denerim: An inquisitor of Neriad, Denerim is a veteran of many hunts, with strong beliefs. He has a wife named Simishe somewhere home, but otherwise seems entirely dedicated to the cause. His apprentice is Orkan. Denerim is one of the few warriors with gray hair. He was solidly built and sported a well-trimmed beard. 
 
      
 
    Efestar: God of scorn and vengeace, Efestar loved nothing more than destructive jealousy and to see neighbor turn against neighbor. He also favored the evil race of beastlings with his power so they could wreak more havoc. 
 
      
 
    Emeric: King of the gods, god of luck, and the cause of this whole mess. Emeric fled to earth and stole Viv’s body, sending her back in his stead. Under his goofy demeanor hid a cold and calculating mind, for sometimes a man makes his own luck. He was considered a twat by most of creation, including his best friend Maradoc. 
 
      
 
    Enoria: Bordering Kazar on the east beyond the Deadshield Woods, Enoria was in a thirty-year-long civil war between the loyalists southerners and the revolutionary northerners due to the sins of past hedonist kings.  
 
      
 
    Gomogog: Dark god of hunger, flesh, and immortality, Gomogog grants eternal life to his followers provided they consume an ever-increasing amount of sapient flesh to sustain their cursed flesh. 
 
      
 
    Hadals: Mutated humans gene-spliced through the use of black mana and unknown means, the Hadals were originally designed in Halluria before the country turned on them. Few of them survived nowadays. Hadals were notoriously antisocial and good at hiding and killing. 
 
      
 
    Halluria: A desert and jungle land at the easternmost edge of the continent of Param, Halluria was a merciless place with a large population of humans living underground. Halluria was led by loose coalitions of warlords and often fought with its western neighbors, the mightly kingdom of Baran and the northern cities.  
 
      
 
    Harrak: Occupying the entire western side of the continent of Param and surrounded by mountains, Harrak used to be a great empire until it was destroyed in a magical cataclysm. No one knows what happened to cause its fall, yet even today, its language and culture still shine across the continent. Ancient Harrakans were also slavers and imperialists. The land of the empire is now the deadlands, a barren waste occupied by the dead where nothing grows and the ambient mana kills in a matter of hours. 
 
      
 
    Helock: One of the northern city-states and the capital of magic on the continent, Helock was Varska’s homeland. 
 
      
 
    Irao: A mysterious assassin from the Hadal race, Irao had trouble with human interactions. He was bald with slitted yellow eyes. He was also an expert killer, though he claimed to be retired. 
 
      
 
    Irlefen: Solfis’s maker and a peerless engineer, Irlefen died with the Harrakan empire’s cataclysmic fall. He lived for centuries and suffered from acute social anxiety and loneliness. 
 
      
 
    Kark: A race of red-skinned, yellow-eyed humanoids with stout bodies, Kark lived in the northern steppes and domesticated large beasts called Pakar as mounts and beasts of burden. Kark tribes were at constant war with nearby human cities.  
 
      
 
    Kazar: A city at the edge of the deadlands, Kazar was technically part of Enoria though it paid no taxes due to its isolation and the danger of living there. A massive tree with purple leaves purified the air around it. 
 
      
 
    Koro: A wild woman from the untamed south lands, Koro joined Neriad’s temple guard after a particularly long hunt made her leave her home territory. Koro was always happy and straightforward. She is particularly tall for a woman and favored polearms. She also had long, curly hair, somewhat burly traits, and a missing tooth.  
 
      
 
    Lak-Tak: The yries stone-weaver mage and shaman, Lak-Tak was a female of her race and one of the few who was fluent in Enorian. She was very direct and didn’t like humans much, but made an exception for Viv and the servants of Neriad. 
 
      
 
    Lancer: Third in line for the throne of Enoria, Lancer was an aggressively pragmatic and remorseless man who would stop at nothing to promote himself. He was constantly searching for more funds to finance his faction of the civil war. 
 
      
 
    Lorn: Captain of Neriad’s temple guards, the holy warriors of Neriad, Lorn was a tall, bearded man who favored the great sword. He has maintained the guard in top shape despite landing what most would consider punishment detail. Lorn was both a leader and a dangerous combatant. 
 
      
 
    Maradoc: Maranor’s twin and the god of travelers, secrets, and knowledge, Maranor appeared as a tall hook-nosed man in warmage robes. He had deep blue eyes and was usually calm and detached. He was Emeric’s best friend. 
 
      
 
    Maradyn: The local leader of the mountain people who live at the edge of the deadlands. 
 
      
 
    Maranor: Queen of the gods by marriage and the goddess of power and rule, Maranor wielded a blade called slayer. She had the appearance of a dark-haired, beautiful woman in a dress with its fringe stained with blood and soot. Maradoc was her twin. 
 
      
 
    Marruk: A member of the Kark, Marruk left her tribe in self-exile to find a way to save them from the depredation of the northern league, a hostile human alliance aimed at exterminating them. She tended to be blunt. She wielded a mace and shield combo and was currently in Viv’s employ. Marruk had short black hair and traits that humans would consider too squarish to be attractive. 
 
      
 
    Neriad: The god of righteous war and an all-around good lad (for a god). He was notorious in letting his servants choose the cause they believed in, which meant Neriad servants could be seen on either side of a conflict and still receive his power. Neriad’s church was vast and well-funded through the donation of lands and industries. Neriad had golden eyes, hair, and armor. He favored the sword and shield. 
 
      
 
    Nous: The god of magic, who sacrificed himself to grant all sapient lives the interface. His heroic ‘death’ was one of the major causes of the rise of civilization, though there were many signs he might not be quite as deceased as people thought, and also that he had a dubious sense of humor. 
 
      
 
    Octas: Spider goddess of destruction, plottin, and savagery, Octas hated civilization in all its forms. Octas can control spiders at will and grants horrible mutations to her followers.  
 
      
 
    Orkan: Denerim’s apprentice and an inquisitor in his own right, Orkan used to be a gladiator in the merciless land of Halluria. He has a good heart under a tactless demeanor. Viv thinks he looks like a punk rocker. Tattoos cover his body, which he can use to empower himself at the cost of his health.  
 
      
 
    Param: The continent on which this story takes place. A mostly flat band tapering to a thin isthmus at its eastern end. Harrak occupies its west side. 
 
      
 
    Resh Ganimatalo: Mayor of Kazar for the past fifteen years, Resh was a northern exile who turned Kazar from tiny outpost into the town it was today. She was a careful leader who cared deeply about her constituents. 
 
      
 
    Solfis, or HX-013 Experimental Strike Golem, designation Solfis: The masterpiece of the dead empire’s greatest engineer, Irlefen. It, though Viv calls him a he, was designed to take out high-value targets. As the result of the fall of the empire, Solfis gathered into itself the memories of all other golems. It is fully sapient and slightly psychopathic. Its loyalty to Viv is absolute, and it will stop at nothing to protect her. Solfis currently inhabits an inferior bone frame. Solfis cannot charge its own battery due to hard-coded directives aimed at controlling it, but it is otherwise one of the continent’s deadliest fighters. 
 
      
 
    Tars: Head investigator Tars was Kazar’s detective and a decent fighter, though she was more interested in keeping the peace. She was of average height with straight black hair she tended to wear in a ponytail.  
 
      
 
    Varska: An exile from the continent’s magical capital, Varska bore the mark of her sin as a brand on her cheek. She was a delicate and perceptive mage who taught Viv much as a mentor and a lover. Unfortunately, she could not let go of her guilt and preferred to sacrifice herself to cover the escape of the Kazarans rather than consider another option. Her death left Viv angry and hurt. 
 
      
 
    Viv, or Viviane Saint-Lys, French special force medic and the daughter of a prominent Nice politician, Viv left her family after she realized her father’s lack of ethics and how it fueled her lifestyle. She joined the army more out of spite than anything but found it suited her. She still planned on rejoining civilian life. She has green eyes and auburn hair that single her out as a foreigner anywhere on the continent. 
 
      
 
    Yries: A race of barrel-chested, thin-limbed tree and cavern dwellers, the yries lived in harmony with their surroundings, preferring to mold them to their needs rather than change them drastically as humans tend to do. Yries had big eyes, long hair they used to perceive vibrations, and extremely long, sharp ears. Humans tended to find their appearance owl-like.

  

 
 
    Afterword 
 
    Thanks for reading! As I mentioned, this story is a web serial, and the conclusions might be less cut and dry than other, more traditional stories. If you want to read more, Royal Road hosts this story and many others. I also have a Patreon where the most recent chapters are published.  
 
    You already supported me by reading this, but if you enjoyed the story, please consider leaving a review on Amazon, as they are absolutely vital to indie publishing.  
 
      
 
    If you have questions or comments, feel free to visit our Discord. Look for the Bob channels.  
 
      
 
    I hope you enjoyed reading it as much as I enjoyed writing it. See you next time, if it pleases you. Squee! 
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