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Description
The adventures of Morgan Mackenzie and her sidekick Lulu the Loofah continue! The [Skyclad Sorceress] has made new friends, discovered she has some enemies, and now along with the Worldwalker Dana and the survivors of the Expedition she is working to get out of the Wildlands. Meanwhile, the Deskren have beseiged Fort Expedition, and The General rides with his troops to their relief. He is followed by The Hammer, leading the Children of the First Beast. Certainly an impressive and dangerous force, but will they get to Expedition in time to save the city? If they arrive in time, can they hold the walls until the Tribes arrive? As the northern continent slips deeper into autumn and winter, the Empire in the south prepares for spring and the planting of crops. Their raiding campaign into the north has not gone well, and tensions are rising as food shortages loom, and all is not as it seems in Nouveau Deskra.




 
 Adrin Holt crouched before a flickering campfire, gnawing on a chunk of meat skewered on a thin stick along with several mushrooms and a strange Anfealt plant that he couldn’t decide bore more resemblance to an onion or a clove of garlic. The strips of gaurox meat were quite tasty, in no small part because he had led the hunt himself for the first time. The giant creatures resembled oxen on steroids, with extra horns and bone spurs sprouting from shoulder and spine. Foul-tempered and far smarter than cow from home, they were not something a self-professed “gamer nerd” like Adrin would have gone near in his previous life.
 
 He had landed on Anfealt, and it was much to his good fortune that it had been Tarag and Iroko’s small clan of Luparan that had found him. They had treated him like a cub at first; indeed, their own cubs were quite a bit stronger and more durable than the hapless human at first. Worldwalker traits had helped bridge that gap quite quickly, but after nearly two months in this new world he had long since realized a less friendly pack of beastkin would have been just as likely to kill and eat him as to tolerate a new runt becoming a burden on their food supplies.
 
 Instead, Clan Ta’Roko had fed him and taught him, and their stern, but fair tutelage had paid dividends to the clan in short order as he levelled and gained strength and endurance. Now he could keep pace at a run; no longer was the family pack forced to slow to allow him to rest. Steady increases to his strength and stamina, as well as skills like [Second Wind], meant he could now keep up with all but the strongest of the pack’s runners. Even his class helped improve his new life with the clan.
 
 Always a team player of computer games on Earth, Adrin’s online life had been as fulfilling and successful as his offline one had been disappointing and lonely. Grateful to have found a place with Tarag and Iroko’s family, he had been inclined to choose a class based on how much he believed it would benefit the pack, and the [Keenblade Ranger] had most certainly proven himself useful. He could keep up with the pack thanks to his skills and his new class abilities, and while he lacked the natural claws or partial shifting abilities of his clan brethren, the pair of knapped obsidian knives he acquired later brought his combat abilities up to par. While his skills with the blades were certainly nothing to scoff at, his time spent in his previous life organizing combat and raid groups for gaming had lent him a natural understanding of how best to fit into the group.
 
 Once I got over myself, anyway, he thought with self-deprecation: his attempts to acclimate to Anfealt had led him to embarrass himself with regularity in the beginning. Tarag seemed to sense the lay of his thoughts from across the campfire, his mis-healed broken leg propped up to ease the aches with the radiant warmth. The clan’s alpha grinned, tearing into his own skewer of meat, but with vicious snaps of his sharp teeth instead of the more delicate bites Adrin had to rely on.
 
 “Good hunt,” grunted Tarag. “You didn’t go for the largest, but took the sure kill without the risk of burdening the pack with more wounded.”
 
 “It was Rangan and Rokana as much as me, and we’ll all be happier when you’re back up to the job,” replied Adrin. “Ayina and the other archers did their part as well when we had to fall back.”
 
 A hunt was thrilling, but not without risk, especially when hunting gaurox, which were far more nimble than their great size would lead one to think. Unlike deer and elk, which were dangerous when cornered but fairly simple to chase to exhaustion, the giant oxen-like beasts never tired. They had to be bled, by arrow or darting nips of fang or knife, opening wound after wound in the hopes of bringing them down before their own healing outpaced the stamina of the pack. Longer hunts led to weariness and injury, and Tarag’s crushed leg stood as evidence of that fact. The hunt prior to the one Adrin led had nearly ended in tragedy, the Alpha throwing a younger pack-brother out of the way just in time to take a blow from an enraged gaurox in his place.
 
 Normally, a smaller pack like Clan Ta’Roko would never have taken on a herd of gaurox unless they had joined forces with other clans or even, in some cases, partnered with another Tribe like the Ursaran bear-men or the Ma’akan badgers. According to Iroko, they had even teamed up with Panthren before, although the Luparan got along with the cats about as well as Adrin would have expected of a people stuck halfway between human and wolf. They did tolerate each other though, when the need was great enough; while such a large hunt always came with risk, the rewards were considerable. A larger kill meant more time between hunts to rest and prepare, as well as the wealth of other resources harvested from the bodies: bone tools, horn tips for arrows or spears, bowstrings from guts, hand-stitched hide and leather clothing and armor, and more. Beyond their uses for the pack, these things also served as trade goods whenever the clan’s wanderings took them close to human lands.
 
 Iroko, the clan matriarch, had argued against a gaurox hunt in the first place. Tarag was the alpha, however, and while his rule was not that of an iron-fisted tyrant, the alpha’s word was generally law. All the clans of all of the Five Tribes had been called to the Meet, which meant a large amount of time away from the hunt. Taking a gaurox meant extra food, more things to trade at the rare event, and more status for the clan among the rest of the Lupara. It was a risk, the Alpha had acknowledged, but with great gain to be had.
 
 Tarag’s injury, and more so the resultant failure, made for serious complications. Clan Ta’Roko stood to lose significant face with the other clans, enough so that Luparans from outside the pack might seek to challenge his position. This was something Adrin expressed grave concern over; Iroko assured him, however, that such primal savagery happened far less often than it used to in centuries past. She reluctantly admitted that the risk was there, and eventually agreed with Tarag that another attempt had to be made: a success to counter a failure, in addition to simply needing the resources.
 
 They had arrived at the Meet only to learn more bad news, dampening the mood of the pack. Galtherex, a mighty Luparan and leader of the Five Tribes for decades, had finally succumbed to time and passed on to join the departed Spirits. Luparan tradition dictated that all of the clan Alphas would compete for Galtherex’s title in something Adrin had heard called the stone circle; when asked, however, Tarag and Iroko refused to elaborate. Adoptive family or not, there were still things Adrin was not privy to. Further complicating matters was the fact that Galtherex was Iroko’s father; as her life-mate, Tarag was even more strongly obligated to stand for the position.
 
 “We will see,” rumbled Tarag after he finally finished his skewer. The broad-shouldered wolf-man eyed the now-meatless skewer almost mournfully before tossing it into the coals. “A battle of Alphas is no small thing.” He didn’t say it, but Adrin could hear that Tarag recognized that he might not survive the ordeal. Iroko, meanwhile, had gone to the Long House, a massive log cabin that stood to one side of the Meet, atop a cleared hill. She had sought to petition for the contest to be postponed until Tarag healed, but he and Adrin both knew she would likely be denied. “Sometimes,” he continued, “the fights are symbolic, without bloodshed, but...Kohtzan, another of the alphas, was my rival before I wed Iroko. I’ll have to kill him.” Tarag stared into the dancing flames. “He wants her more than he wants to rule.”
 
 Adrin frowned. “What about the Eldest...Old Kamaga, you said her name was? Doesn’t she have any say?”
 
 “Some,” nodded Tarag with a rumble. “That’s Old Kamaga heading up the hill to the stone circle now.” He pointed to the far side of the clearing between the forest and the cliffs, where a grey-muzzled Ma’akan was making her way up rough-hewn stone steps to a raised berm of earth. The cliffs behind it gave the impression of an amphitheater, and whether through magic, or just natural acoustics, the clacking impacts of her walking stick on the stones could be heard all across the Meet where sat the thousands of tents of the many tens of thousands of Beastkin that had gathered.
 
 Iroko melted out of the shadows then, her pinned-back ears conveying both the result of her petition and her opinion thereof. “Trust the spirits, she says!” she seethed, snatching up a skewer from the rock next to the fire and biting into it too quickly, scalding her tongue. Tarag raised an eyebrow, amusement plain on his face. “Kohtzan can go mate with an itch-thorn bush if he thinks to claim me!”
 
 “Peace, my heart,” said Tarag soothingly. “If Old Kamaga said trust the spirits, then that’s what we shall do.”
 
 “You’re up to something, too!” she snarled, jabbing the skewer towards him. “I know you talked to her when she was trying to heal your leg this morning; you’re both too calm and smug.”
 
 “Only of dreams and portents,” answered Tarag, with a cryptic expression. After a moment he winked at Adrin. “Live or die, I still intend to win against that fool, crippled leg or no,” he said with a chuckle. The human didn’t quite understand how the wolf-man could be so nonchalant about his possible death, but he knew what it meant to be stoic in the presence of others to prevent the spread of worry. Tensions were already high in Clan Ta’Roko, and nothing would be gained by making it worse. The two youngest cubs of the clan snuggled up to their mother, Taniya and Kamoso sensing Iroko’s nervousness. As one, they looked to the hillside as the grey-furred Old Kamaga struck the rocks three times with her walking stick. Across the Meet, everyone else’s eyes turned to face her as well.
 
 Iroko shot Tarag a stern look as Kamaga began to speak, the old badger’s voice carrying clear and strong across the bowl-shaped clearing where the tribes had gathered. “Come we to the Meet!” she said, spreading both arms wide in a sweeping gesture. “Dusk falls, and grim matters must be dealt with at first moon’s rise!”
 
 She pointed at several different campfires in turn and beckoned towards her, her voice becoming less formal as she continued. “Ah, but the moons are not yet risen, and many here have never Met. Gather ye before the stone circle, and let Old Kamaga tell the tale! The Tribes cannot settle these lesser matters before all are reminded of our beginnings!”
 
 Iroko stood, giving Tarag a smoldering glance that promised their conversation wasn’t over, and led her two youngest towards the cleared ground before the circle. Tarag stood as well, grasping Adrin’s shoulder. “Come,” he grunted. The human scrambled to his feet and made to follow, giving the alpha a questioning look. “Outsiders rarely witness the telling of our beginnings, Otherworlder, and it is never spoken of outside the Meet. You would do well to pay heed.”
 
 As they made their way towards the circle, Adrin saw others leading their own young as well: Luparan and Ma’akan parents leading young wolf-children and badgers, while the Ursaran fathers and Panthren mothers strode without their mate. The birdlike Corovan preferred to remain in the trees rather than approach, resting lightly on their branches.
 
 The evening had been filled with the murmuring background noise of thousands of conversations, which slowly died into silence as the shadows deepened. Adrin felt a change in the air, a prickling at the back of his neck that spoke to something deep within. The smoke rising from the campfires swayed seemingly of its own accord, indistinct shapes appearing and disappearing as it blurred into a haze that obscured the stars. He wasn’t the only one to notice: Tarag’s eyes met his for a moment before turning to the misty haze with a solemn nod.
 
 “You can feel it, can’t you?” he asked quietly. “Yes, the spirits are with us. Not as much now as before, and maybe more so one day soon.” He closed his eyes and sat back, basking in the warmth of the fire as the Eldest continued speaking..
 
 “Come, young ones!” Old Kamaga’s voice carried, amplified by whatever effect was held in place by the stone circle; the squeals, growls, yips, and other calls of the children, however, were too faint to Adrin’s merely human ears. “Do you know where we came from?” asked the badger. “Do you know of Ka’Na Oko, the First Beast, and Fair Hiyori, his mate from another world?”
 
 The assembled cubs squealed and laughed as Old Kamaga moved before them, shaking her stick and stamping her feet. “You know the names but not the story!” she cried, tone just this side of accusatory. “Shall I tell you the tale? I think I shall!”
 
 “You know our names for the moons: Fair Hiyori, bright but pale!” Kamaga pointed upwards with one claw while leaning on her staff with the other paw, looking down at the young ones. “She races across the night skies, followed by Sad Ka’Na, never quite catching his mate!”
 
 Oohs and ahs and chitters faded as the children picked up on the more serious tones of the Eldest. “Ka’Na Oko was a Druid, the greatest there ever was! He danced with the spirits of the wild places, ate supper with grumpy Bear, hunted deer with the Pack! He flew with the First Raven, and dug roots and grubs with Mama Badger herself!” Kamaga moved like a badger half her age, pantomiming the exploits of Ka’Na Oko in his youth. “He wrassled with the Panther! A friend of everyone in the forest, was Ka’Na Oko. He learned the Old Ways from the Elves, the long lost cousins of the Trees.”
 
 Kamaga leaned on her staff, her ears drooping and her eyes becoming sad and mournful. “But Ka’Na Oko was lonely. He knew the wild things better than he knew his own people, the humans. Torn between two worlds was Ka’Na Oko, at home in neither one.” The Badger shook her head, wagging one finger at the children. “For while he could change into any beast he chose, he could stay that way for only a day, lest the man forget the man and the beast be all that remained.”
 
 “You know of the ‘Walkers, those people who find their way to Anfealt from other worlds?” More excited yips were hushed by watchful parents, though Kamaga did not seem to mind the enthusiasm of the little ones. “Ka’Na Oko was lonely, and moping around the woods one day. Like a star, she fell from the sky: Fair Hiyori. Ka’Na saw her falling, and turned into a great raven!” The Corovan younglings laughed their approval at this turn in the tale, jeering down at the more ground-bound cubs of the other Tribes until a stern look and a shake of the Badger’s walking stick brought them to humble order once more.
 
 “Ka’Na broke Hiyori’s fall from the sky, but she broke his wing on the way down! They both tumbled down!” Kamaga made a motion with her fist, bringing it down low and flattening open her hand. “Splat!” Cubs jumped. “They landed in the snow!”
 
 “Ka’Na Oko was smitten! Fair Hiyori, with pale skin and dark hair! She walked the forest with Ka’Na Oko, and learned quickly, as all the ‘Walkers are wont to do! Her songs could call down the moon! Yes, there was only one moon back then!” Kamaga twitched an ear and winked, and despite the distance between their campfire and the stone circle, Adrin was certain she was looking his way. He was as enthralled as the cubs: Tarag and Iroko had never told the story -- in fact, they had avoided any and all conversation about the history of the Tribes.
 
 “The druid wanted to keep her beauty for himself,” continued the badgeress with a growl, eliciting more shocked oohs and ahs and angry growls from the cubs. “Hiyori liked Ka’Na Oko just fine, but she longed for more people to talk to than one old druid and the trees!” Adrin could hear faint chitters and hushed laughter.
 
 “So Ka’Na did what any smart man does -- exactly what his woman wants!” More laughter, this time from campfires spread around the Meet. More than just the cubs seemed to be enjoying the story. “They journeyed to the biggest village of the humans that Ka’Na knew, Arc’Tarenas. It has a different name now, but Tarenas it was then, thousands of winters ago.”
 
 “How long is that?” Kamaga repeated a question from one of the cubs. “It’s a long long time! Many times many paws of winters! It was back before there were Kings and Queens in the human lands!”
 
 She waited for the cubs to settle once more, leaning on her walking stick and grinning at the younglings. “Fair Hiyori loved Ka’Na Oko, she just wanted to visit other people from time to time. Aren’t men silly?” she asked, waggling her ears at the children with a toothy grin. “But all was not well for long, for our Fair Hiyori was not the only ‘Walker from another world!”
 
 Kamaga’s expression turned grim, and she fell silent for a long while, long enough for the cubs to start shifting impatiently. “The Gray Man had come as well,” she intoned. “He who raised the dead, he who bound dark spirits to his will.” Fearful whimpers rose from the assembled cubs as the smoke swirled to lend Kamaga’s shadows an eerie ambience. “He took town after town, and all the tribes of Man banded together, along with the Elves, to stop his evil works.”
 
 “Yes, the Elves helped too,” Kamaga said, in reply to further murmured questions. “I’m getting to that! Our Tribes didn’t exist yet!”
 
 “The Gray Man had lost his war in the south, so he came north! While Fair Hiyori and Ka’Na Oko were visiting Arc’Terenas, the Gray Man came! And what did he do?”
 
 The children were as eager to know as they were frightened, and Adrin couldn’t blame them. He was as drawn into the tale as any of the cubs.
 
 “The Gray Man saw Fair Hiyori, who could sing down the Moon! He wanted her power as much as her beauty, and cursed the waters in all the wells and all the streams near Arc’Terenas. He told the humans there: ‘Give me Fair Hiyori, and I will give back your water!’ and so the people of the city argued with Ka’Na Oko that they should, for without water all life withers.”
 
 The cubs wailed in shock, and fear of Kamaga’s menacing gaze, until she stood back upright. Shaking the charms on her walking stick she paced back and forth before the young audience. “Ka’Na Oko and the Elders of the city argued, but Fair Hiyori did not wait. While they yelled at each other --” the Eldest leaned down low with a conspiratorial grin, as if letting the cubs in on a secret -- “while they were all distracted, she snuck outside!”
 
 “Fair Hiyori had her own magic, so she danced in the street and she sang at the moon, and the moon came down to visit!” Kamaga raised both hands to the sky, rattling the charms once more as the smoke swirled and danced. “And when it drew close, its light broke the Gray Man’s curse!”
 
 Kamaga slammed her stick down onto the stones with a crack! Cubs flinched back, shocked into silence. “The Gray Man was furious! Weakened by the moonlight’s purest power, he cast his foulest curse on Fair Hiyori! It wasn’t enough to kill her, but her hair turned gray and her bones grew weak, and Ka’Na Oko saw her lying in the street before the Gray Man. Ka’Na Oko ran as fast as he could, but the Gray Man stabbed her in the heart when he saw his curse had failed!”
 
 Whimpers and cries came from the cubs, and Adrin felt their grief as well, as drawn into the story as he had been by Old Kamaga’s power. He knew there was more to the story than the Eldest was telling, but the cadence of her words fit the simplified version, and left the details for his heart to fill. The Badger let the silence hang in the air until it was almost painful before continuing, much to the relief of both the Worldwalker and the waiting cubs.
 
 “Ka’Na Oko was angry,” she said, cold and flat. “Angry, and hurt, and mad with grief. He was also a Druid, and so he called on the Spirits.” Ears perked up among the listening cubs. “He offered them everything: his service, his life; he even offered his Soul, if they would save Fair Hiyori.” She shook her head, sadness filling the Meet. “But Death is a part of Life, and all Stories must have an ending. And so ended Fair Hiyori’s Story, as the Moon wept and a Druid raged.”
 
 “Ka’Na Oko fought the Gray Man at Arc’Terenas.” The walking stick cracked on the stones again. “He turned into a Mighty Northern Bear, as white and terrible as the frozen wastes! But the Gray Man was quick as a mouse!”
 
 The stick cracked down again. “He turned into a Nightstride Panther, as quick as midnight itself! But the shades of the dead told the Gray Man where he was, and Ka’Na Oko could not bite him from the shadows!”
 
 Crack! “He turned into a Wolf, but one Wolf is not a Pack, even for one such as Ka’Na Oko!”
 
 Crack! “He turned into a Badger, and dug a hole as big as the town! The Gray Man fell down with Ka’Na Oko, and they fought and fought until the city was ruined! With every bite, Ka’Na Oko was weakened, because the bad magic of the Gray Man came from death, and a Druid’s power comes from life. The Gray Man finally got away from Ka’Na Oko when his dead shades carried him into the sky!”
 
 Crack! “Ka’Na Oko turned into a Raven, and chased the Gray Man into the sky! But what did he see?”
 
 The cubs and children made no sound whatsoever, enthralled completely by the Eldest. Adrin’s breath caught in his throat, as the human desperately wondered what Ka’Na Oko saw.
 
 “The Moon itself grieved for Fair Hiyori, who once sang it closer in the night! And the Moon saw the Gray Man, riding the Shades of the Dead into the sky. What did the Moon do then?”
 
 “The Moon ate the Shades! It grew bright, as bright as day! As bright as summer’s noon! And it burned the Gray Man away!” The smoke above the Meet roiled and writhed, twisting low overhead with the dancing light from a thousand campfires. Adrin felt as if he could almost sense the Spirits that Tarag had spoken of, the patron beings all of the Tribes believed in. He had to admit, after gaining skills and a Class on Anfealt, he could not claim they did not exist. He had simply never actually felt such a presence before with his own senses, and found he could not look away as the Badger told the story.
 
 “But the Moon could not save Fair Hiyori! Nor could Ka’Na Oko, not with all his magic! The Moon wept tears of twilight, and took Fair Hiyori into the sky, so high Ka’Na Oko could not fly no matter how he tried!”
 
 “He could not fly as high as the Moon, but Ka’Na Oko did not care!” The stick cracked into the stones again. “He used his Druid magic, and ripped out a piece of himself, and sent it flying higher to follow Fair Hiyori!”
 
 Kamaga paused, glancing at the assembled cubs with a grim expression. “In his grief, Ka’Na Oko had forgotten that Souls should not be messed with! When he gave up a part of himself to chase after Fair Hiyori, it took a piece of his Soul with it. The part that remembered the man.” Kamaga shook her head, eyes closed with sadness. “As a beast he was trapped, forgetting how to return to himself. So Ka’Na Oko flew away as a Raven!”
 
 “The First Raven, the spirit of wind and sky took him in, not knowing his true nature. They flew together for many paws of seasons, until one day Momma Raven woke up and found a Wolf in her nest!” Eyes wide with the declaration, the cubs laughed at Kamaga’s antics as she made a shooing motion with her stick like a maid sweeping with a broom. “Out! Out she kicked him from her nest! For Wolves don’t belong in Trees!”
 
 All the cubs, and many of the fully grown members of the Tribes laughed at that, the Corovan most of all as Kamaga continued the tale without pause. “So Ka’Na Oko ran with the wolves, for many paws of winters! Until one day, Momma Wolf woke up and what did she find?”
 
 “That’s right! A big ol’ Panther in her den! So she chased him out!” The pantomime of sweeping with a broom using her walking stick drew more laughs from the cubs. “So he ran with Momma Panther for paws and paws of winters! Until one day Momma Panther woke up, and do you know what she found?” This time Kamaga grinned sharply down at the cubs with her teeth bared big with an eager smile.
 
 “BADGER!” yelled the cubs as one.
 
 “Yes! So Momma Panther chased Ka’Na Oko away! He went to live with Momma Badger, for paws and paws of winters. And one day Momma Badger woke up, and what did she see? Naught but a big ol’ Bear in her den! And you know what she did?”
 
 Several cubs made sweeping gestures, but Kamaga interrupted them with a waggle of fingers. “No, she didn’t sweep him out of her cave, ‘cause Momma Badger is the meanest! Momma Badger bit him ‘cause that’s what badgers do!” The cubs were even more excited by that revelation, flopping back in a display of child-like shock that transcended species. Adrin couldn't help but laugh as well, and Kamaga let the noise settle before she resumed her story.
 
 “So Ka’Na Oko, he was a grumpy bear with a badger-bite on his rump! He wandered the forests for paws and paws of winters, sometimes with Momma Bear but sometimes alone. We all know Bears can be grumpy don’t we? So one day the Grumpy Bear wandered closer to Human lands, and guess who found him?
 
 “If you guessed the Silent Prophet, your parents taught you good, but she wasn’t silent back then. The one the Humans call the [Oracle], she’d been lookin’ for old Ka’Na Oko for a long, long time, ever since he fought the Gray Man. The Gray Man had been very, very bad before the Humans drove him away, and the [Oracle] wanted to thank Ka’Na Oko for helping the Moon get rid of him.
 
 “Why couldn’t she find him? Why, because he wasn’t a man anymore! He’d forgotten all that when he sent a piece of himself into the sky to chase Fair Hiyori as the Sad Moon. She could see him when he was a man, but could not see him as a beast. But Ka’Na Oko had saved the world, him and Fair Hiyori who sang the Moon from the sky, and so the [Oracle] gave him a gift.”
 
 “She made a Bargain with the Spirits of the Wild Places, and traded her Voice to let Ka’Na Oko remember how to be a man! So it was that she was Silent forever after. The Spirits thought she gave too much, but they couldn’t give it back because she refused!”
 
 Kamaga sighed, looking up into the mists. “Yes, little ones, that is why we owe a Debt. The Gift from the Silent Prophet was too much for one man, so all of Ka’Na Oko’s children were given words, and the Children of the First Beast became the Tribes.”
 



 
 Morgan Mackenzie was having a good day. She had been having several good days, in fact. There were people in her valley now! Being alone in the wilderness had been bothering her more than she cared to admit. She still felt awkward around so many strangers, although she was constantly -- and pleasantly -- surprised by how little of an issue her lack of clothing had been. The beastkin weren’t phased in the slightest; they only wore the bare minimum themselves. The dwarves, Dana had informed her, weren’t really interested in a tall, pale surface-dweller, and the gnomes saw everything and everyone as a potential science experiment. Most surprisingly, Terisa privately admitted to her that most of her fellow humans were simply jealous of her metabolism. They just haven’t seen the downsides to starving yourself through spellcasting, she thought ruefully.
 
 Thankfully, this was less of a problem in the mana-suffused region surrounding her spire; Dana’s skyship was proving to be incredibly magic-intensive to construct, and Morgan had spent the past several days helping the engineer assemble a geodesic sphere to sit at its heart. Steel would have been a better material than stone, but between its lack, Morgan’s skill with [Terrakinesis] to craft the various rods and joints, as well as enchantments to reinforce the structure, the resulting arrangement didn’t give up much.
 
 “So,” Morgan called, setting the last stone rod into position and melding it with its fellows, “explain this to me again.” She reached up to grab the structure and swing herself inside, clambering onto the internal scaffolding and making her way towards Dana, who hung upside down, legs hooked over part of the sphere’s structure as she double-checked Morgan’s work. “We’ve basically got a buckyball here, right?” 
 
 “This is the prototype for our lift mechanics, yeah,” Dana replied, letting her arms dangle and turning to look at the sorceress. “Your spatial magic and runes gave me the idea, and if we can get it to work, it’ll solve a major problem for building a functional flying ship.”
 
 Morgan shook her head, bemused. “I don’t see how you can stay upside down so much! Don’t you get dizzy?”
 
 Dana shrugged, her tools folding themselves back into her gauntlets. She rocked herself forward, latching onto the sphere and dropping back to the scaffolding. “You spend as much time as I do contorted into a pretzel, you get used to it. But to get back to the point?
 
 “If we had less people, and less supplies, just basically less to lift?” Dana gestured through the stone bars to the Expedition encampment farther down the valley, where extensive scaffolding had already been assembled and a vague shape that may have at some point thought about possibly being a ship was beginning to form. “If we didn’t need so much lift, we could use a regular round balloon or one of those big sausage-shaped blimps. But we’ve got over five hundred people, hundreds of tons of supplies, pack animals, and mounts.” She shakes her head. “Any traditional dirigible would put the Hindenburg to shame for sheer size, and be stupidly slow. We’d never make it out of the Wildlands this year, let alone before the worst of winter.
 
 “Not only that, but a lift bag that big would leave us at the mercy of the wind, no matter what sort of engine we strapped to it.” She gestured at the skeleton in which they stood. “This, though? Two hundred feet across. With your help, I’m hoping we can get triple that in interior--”
 
 “I can do triple,” Morgan interrupted, catching on. “But you’ll want seven, instead. If I used a three-point array, it’d need to be constantly supplied with mana. My spatial folding works on a seven-pointed array that bites into itself,” she continued, lacing her knuckles together as if to demonstrate. “It feeds into its own mana and sustains itself.”
 
 Dana blinked. After a moment’s pause, she flipped out a small pad of parchment from her forearm and started hastily scribbling on it. “Man,” she groaned. “That changes all my math. Everything I’d worked off of said that threes were best for enchantments. If you can actually make a seven-point array…? And if it scales linearly…” She trailed off, pencil dancing across the parchment. Eventually, she grunted, apparently satisfied. “Seven times the radius means way more than seven times the volume. We’ve got a hell of a safety margin now, and we can use four of these instead of six.”
 
 It was Morgan’s turn to shrug. “Threes aren’t best for enchantments; they’re useful if you don’t have a lot of mana all at once to work with. They take less power to make, but need upkeep. What we’ll do instead is a seven-point spatial expansion lattice at the bottom,” she explained, pointing down, “and then six more spaced around the sphere. Seven of seven, see?” Dana opened her mouth to reply, but Morgan raised a finger to cut her off. “But that’s not enough,” she warned, a day of rain and broken clay returning to her mind. “We’ll need to offset the spatial expansion with spatial reinforcement; if we don’t, internal stress will tear the structure apart. Another set of seven sevens, opposing the first.”
 
 Dana had been writing and sketching the entire time as Morgan spoke. She made a few more quick lines with her pencil, looking back up at the [Skyclad Sorceress]. “If my figuring is right, it would be extremely unstable to hold together until it was finished, and then it all snaps together around itself like shrink wrap or a spatial bubble? What about heat?”
 
 Morgan raised an eyebrow. “That’s almost exactly what happens. I busted hundreds of clay pots trying to get it to work before I figured out I needed to reinforce the space itself, and not just the clay. Thankfully, I’ve got all the juice I need for this as long as we’re in the valley. For heating, I can weave conductive enchantments into the inner scaffolding here. There may be more effective or efficient ways of doing it, but that’s what I know how to do right now.”
 
 “Hah!” laughed Dana. “It took some getting used to for the rest of us. Biggles is amazed you didn’t lock down your spire so that only you can use it. Apparently, ley line nodes like this are a big deal, and all the known ones in the lowlands are controlled by Guilds or by agreements between nations. Meadowspire is the largest Mage Tower I’ve read about on the mainland, although there’s supposedly an island province with the largest one in the world built into it.”
 
 “I’m not sure how I would even go about doing that,” replied the Sorceress. “I built it more like a magical radar or echolocation sort of thing. I didn’t realize at first just how much extra magic bubbles up from the ley lines. But, being able to eat like a normal person is really nice. You have no idea how hungry I can get…”
 
 Dana grinned. “I haven’t forgotten seeing you eat more than a dwarf and two full grown bear-men in one sitting. I have a pretty good idea.”
 
 A sudden cool breeze trailed through the valley, causing Morgan to shiver in surprise and bringing with it a wurbled greeting as Lulu floated near the dome. More scrubbies had shown up as they had travelled from Castra Pristis to her valley, which most of the Expedition had simply taken to calling the Spire in honor of its most prominent feature. Many Expeditioners had adopted the poofy offspring of the Matriarch, a fact which brought Morgan more than a little amusement and satisfaction.
 
 “Hey there, pretty thing,” cooed Morgan as the scrubby descended with a pop of its soapy bubble to land on her shoulder. “I thought you were hanging out with Wuffle and Biggles, while they work on the air bags.”
 
 “I actually need to go check on them, now,” said Dana, picking her way down the inner side of the dome. “They think they’re making a bag only twice the size of this sphere, but if your spatial magics can make the inside bigger, then we can use an even bigger bag and get much more efficient lift…”
 
 Morgan followed, swinging down from span to span as she revelled in the simple satisfaction of having something to do. Something besides fight for survival or scrounge up enough food to power her voracious appetite. As happy as she was to have company, however, she still felt the pressing urge to move on with her own goals before winter arrived. I’ve wanted wings since I got here, and the old witch said I wasn’t strong enough then, she thought to herself. Not that she couldn’t help me get them!
 
 “Have you thought about how you’re gonna deal with the whole naked shtick when we get back to civilization?” asked Dana as they navigated the short walk to where the scaffolding had been erected to facilitate framing out the skyship. “We’re roughing it out here so there’s bigger things to worry about, and nobody who saw you turn into the Human Torch is brave enough to make a scene. That won’t last forever, though,” Dana warned.
 
 “Does fire bikini armor count?” asked the Sorceress, her [Runic Armor] flaring to life, projecting her inner fire into a contoured layer less than a hair’s width away from her skin. “I can’t keep it up forever, at least not outside the valley, and it’ll be hell on any furniture that’s not fireproof…”
 
 Dana gaped for a moment, nearly stumbling. “You really take that whole idea of skimpy armor being better to the absolute extreme! And you can still see through it, just blurry.”
 
 “Yeah, I’m no good with illusions, though. The fire I can control without even thinking; bending light is a whole different ball game.” She stopped, weaving Mana around a small shrub. It blurred, but didn’t quite vanish completely. “If it’s not moving, I can sorta cloak it. My [Fade Presence] skill does something similar for me, and I’ve just been more focused on more direct magics myself.”
 
 Dana had stopped as well, a thin visor folding down from within her helmet as she observed Morgan’s partially-effective illusion spell. “I don’t think I’ll be able to put something like stealth systems into the skyship, but the idea tickles my fancy. Shields would be more useful for the Mark One,” she said as they resumed their trek.
 
 “The Mark One?”
 
 “That’s the designation for the original design, yes,” grinned Dana. “You’ll have to wait for the actual christening before I announce its real name.”
 
 “Shields are actually pretty simple in concept,” continued the Sorceress. “I learned mine from a shellipede monster.” She ignored Dana’s shocked and curious stare. “Your own barrier emitted by the Crawler isn’t weak in any way that I could tell, but you won’t be able to power it continuously, will you?”
 
 Dana stepped across a muddy rut where wagons had been used to haul supplies repeatedly from the lower valley encampment to the construction site of the future skyship. “Not even close to continuous. We’ll have the Mana-Bolters for point defense from smaller flying critters, and Terisa and the big guns for everything else. Shields will be more for emergencies because the drain on the Crawler’s core is immense. What happened to the centipede?”
 
 “Shellipede, actually, and I ate it.”
 
 The engineer made a hurrk sound, pantomiming a disgusted dry heave.
 
 “Tasted a lot like shrimp or lobster, actually; wasn’t bad at all,” Morgan continued with a grin.
 
 They were interrupted by an earthshaking rumble and a massive thud, followed by the indistinct shouting of several dwarves as they finished levering a massive piece of timber into position by means of a block and tackle and raw dwarven might. The slowly-forming skyship didn’t exactly look like anything she’d call a ship, but she allowed that she’d never seen what this world called a skyship. The primary section of Dana’s workshop had been disconnected, and a framework of lumber and pulleys was being constructed around it. Witchwood, as the Expedition called it, was the predominant species of tree in the Wildlands and with just a little coaxing, it took extremely well to being worked.
 
 “This will be the most expensive thing ever built in the history of Anfealt, or close to it,” quipped Dana as they approached. “The witchwood alone would empty national treasuries. It takes special storage precautions in order to preserve its magical properties; otherwise it loses its ability to take in magic and become regular wood like any other tree. Add in the crystals we’ll be using to power it, and the wealth we’re just throwing into one pot here is mind-boggling.”
 
 “I’m sorry you have to give up your crawler for parts,” Morgan said, looking at the now-stilled and partially dismantled machine. “It looked so badass--”
 
 “Hold! Shim that support timber, Targan, yer off level on this end!” Kojeg’s shout was loud enough to interrupt the women even through the continuous cacophony of construction work. Grumbling ensued, but it was as good-natured as Morgan might have heard from any tight-knit work crew on Earth. The boisterous dwarves certainly knew teamwork, and shims were soon hammered into place with heavy thuds of wooden mallets to the beaming approval of the foreman. 
 
 Morgan wasn’t exactly sure how, but the dwarf in charge seemed to work for Dana. He’d certainly been a boon for getting the construction of the skyship started, and the Cannoneers had set aside their gunpowder, picked up tools and set to work along with him. The brief glance Morgan had taken at his schematics only served to reinforce the idea that this looked nothing like a ship. Her studies in architecture had not been without a heavy serving of structural engineering, however, and she could tell Dana had opted for function supreme with no regard to form.
 
 “She’ll come in at just over seven hundred feet long. The lift bags will overhang that by a bit both fore and aft,” said the armored woman, handing a few sheets of parchment with the new scribbles on them to a passing dwarf and pointing at Kojeg with a nod. “We’re gonna run into one big problem though…” She trailed off as the pair made their way past the construction site to a low clearing where Biggles and several beastkin were stretching out the vibrant green witchwood leaves on the ground.
 
 “I can’t help with the Life magic stuff,” replied Morgan sullenly. “I’ve tried several times, I just don’t have the knack for working with living tissues, either plants or animals. I couldn’t grow house plants back on Earth either.”
 
 Biggles dusted off his hands and stood at their approach, having heard the last bit of their conversation. “We should have the bags worked out without your help; or, more precisely, your Spire’s Mana field is all the help we need.” He nodded at two Ma’akan as they passed. “Gamar and Chnarl here are Druids. Chnarl isn’t actually his name, but it’s the closest I can come to making the sound--”
 
 “Better’n most of the clawless,” growled Chnarl without looking up as he sewed two leafy segments together into one larger piece. Morgan could sense the magics weaving between his claw-tipped fingers, and as he stitched the two leaves together the seam glowed green briefly before fading to leave one contiguous piece. “We ken coax the leaves together; witchwood has no equal for this purpose...‘sides mebbe a few of the magical forms of spider silk. That en’t the problem…”
 
 “We can’t use steel cables to keep the bags from lifting away from the vessel,” finished Biggles. “Even if Miss Dana had enough on hand, the worked steel would slowly absorb the magic from the leaves, fraying their natural magical properties and eventually separating the leaves.”
 
 “We think we have a solution,” said Dana, hesitantly. “But none of the workers are brave enough to ask the Titan. He’s already doing more than we have any right to ask, dragging up the giant timbers from lower down the mountains for us. But his vines would be perfect, if he can weave us a net for each lift bag once they’re done.”
 
 “Shouldn’t be a problem, but you’ll need to get the bags woven and sewn around the sphere-frames soon if you want his help with that.” She looked at the northern mountain ridge, where wispy clouds had grown to ominous autumn storms on the heights. “He’s drawn to follow the ley lines, and we’ll both be heading east within another couple of weeks. I have to get to First Raven’s Roost before winter really takes off, and he’ll be with me for most of that trip.”
 
 “Will you be able to find us? Terisa told me about the winter storms. If we don’t leave before they get here we’ll be stuck in the valley till spring…”
 
 “I honestly don’t know. I’m pretty fast on the ground, so flying should be way faster. If this thing is as slow as you think it will be, catching up shouldn’t be a big deal. Especially if you’re heading for the pass you guys used to get here.”
 
 Dana shook her head. “Not the pass. This time of year, the winds are all blowing down from the peaks. We’ll have to head east, then turn south. Either Thun’Kadrass, or Eastharbor in Far Kosala.” The engineer gave a soft laugh. “I bet Andi would freak out if I flew a skyship right into my shop!”
 
 “We’ll have to figure something out for staying in contact and finding each other once I finish up with the old witch,” said Morgan. “Maybe Terisa will have some ideas…”
 
 “I’ve been working on a simple form of radio that uses a mana field as a receiver,” Dana replied, frowning, “but that won’t help you, since you can’t equip anything.”
 
 “We can work on that then, there might be a way to adapt my sight rune--” Morgan tapped her temple for punctuation -- “to help with picking up radio transmissions, or even make a new rune. I don’t have any more freebies that I can see when I dig into my skill points, so I’m betting I’ll have to design my own from now on…”
 
 The two women continued their walk, leaving Biggles and the druids to their work. Morgan had built several stone bunk-houses to accomodate all of her new guests, and the fire pit in the center of that loose ring of buildings was their destination. Delectable scents had begun carrying on the wind, spurring her appetite as Foz applied his talents with cooking to feed the rest of the Expedition as they worked on the ship.
 
 “I’m actually getting a little nervous,” Morgan told Dana as they threaded their way through the sparse bushes and small trees dotting the slope of the valley. “Things have been going so smoothly for the past week…”
 
 “You’re used to one crisis after the other, aren’t you?” Dana asked, raising an eyebrow.
 
 “You could say that!” she laughed.
 
 “Well, hopefully the next one will keep until after lunch,” said Dana with a grin, waving at Terisa’s husband as they came in sight of the cookfire.
 
 As if to taunt Morgan, a flare went up on the south end of the valley, briefly swallowing the midday sun with its magnesium-bright glare. A signal from Terisa and the hunting party!?
 
 “And I think I spoke too soon,” Dana sighed, as a shadowy form stepped out of the brush to one side of the path. It seemed almost like the echo of a man, only partially visible, that faded if she looked directly at him. It spoke in a hushed voice barely on the edge of human hearing, but Morgan heard the words well enough.
 
 “Lady Sorceress, Miss Dana,” said the form with a respectful nod that was almost a bow. “The Lady Terisa requests your assistance; the hunting party encountered a large cat of some kind, and there are wounded.”
 
 “We’re on our way!” answered Dana at the same time Morgan voiced her own exclamation.
 
 “What kind of cat!? They better not have hurt my kitty!”
 



 
 Once again, Morgan found herself running; this time, she was following the shadowed outline of a man that faded in and out of her vision with every step. Dana kept pace, though she wasn’t doing anything close to what Morgan could consider ‘running.’ Shortly after they set off, Dana had reconfigured the legs of her suit between one step and the next, her armor shifting so rapidly Morgan almost couldn’t see two legs transform into two wheels. She’d leapt forward, keeping pace with the ghostly figure until Morgan tapped her [Acceleration] to close the gap.
 
 “What did you mean when you said ‘your’ kitty?” Dana shouted over her shoulder as they crossed the uneven ground.
 
 Morgan put on some more speed, drawing shoulder to shoulder with the engineer. “There’s a huge cat called a Nightstride! It’s the only thing out here that didn’t try to eat me,” she replied. “If they hurt it, I’ll be pissed!”
 
 “That is highly unusual behavior for a Nightstride,” the apparition remarked, seemingly unaffected by their run. His name was Miros, the sorceress recalled, and he was the ephemeral twin of someone the hunters referred to as Kels. “They’re intelligent predators, nearly untrackable, and they don’t make friends.” He paused, reflecting. “They also don’t typically attack large groups.”
 
 Neither Morgan nor Dana spared the breath to respond, merely hoping they arrived in time.
 
 ==========================
 
 Terisa Aras glided between the trees, keeping the horses and hunters in sight as they picked their way back towards the valley. With several hundred people to feed for longer than the expedition would normally be in the Wildlands, hunting parties had become a staple of daily life, supplementing their food stores. It was only a matter of time before some tragedy befell them, and the huntress seethed with embarrassment that she couldn’t avert it.
 
 Her senses, which had entered into local legend back at the city, had failed her; she didn’t have enough time to even shout a warning before the hindquarters of the rearmost pack-horse disappeared in a spray of blood and viscera. The horse had time enough to scream once before it succumbed, sending its brethren into a panicked stampede and sending the hunters scattering for position. The fact that Terisa had sensed nothing until a moment before the attack meant that it could only be one of a handful of creatures, and the momentary impression of a cat’s paw writ in shadow narrowed the field to only one or two.
 
 “Miros is approaching.” Were it not for Terisa’s sensitive hearing, she would not have been able to make out Kels’ whisper from his position halfway up a tree some thirty paces away. “Quickly, but not his quickest. He must have people with him.”
 
 The rest of the pack-horses snorted and stamped the ground in agitation, eyes rolling in barely-restrained terror. Graz, the young Ursaran, held their reins in one massive hand and worked to calm them down to prevent them from bolting again. His Luparan counterparts circled around the horses, trying to catch the scent of their mysterious assailant. Terisa briefly considered telling them to save their energy, but she couldn’t be certain one wouldn’t catch the trail by dumb luck.
 
 They were, however, still quite unlikely to track a Nightstride. She knew of nothing as fast, or as stealthy, as the huge, deadly cats. The only reason she hadn’t ordered the party to break and run for the valley was the sheer oddity of the situation. The panthers were notoriously reclusive, and for one to attack a group of seasoned, healthy hunters was so far out of the ordinary that she’d only expect it if the animal in question was desperately wounded or defending its territory. Figuring out which case held would be key to determining the correct course of action.
 
 She carefully crept back through the trees to the horses, where another hunter sat with gritted teeth and a rough splint on his leg. Graz may have gotten a hold of them now, but with the death-scream of one of their number, the equines had bolted in fear. Varkell had been knocked down and stepped on before he had a chance to get clear of the horses, and Terisa had used up most of her rejuvenation elixir when her eyes had been flash-burned after Dana’s prior misadventure. What little she had left, the man had refused, understanding that healing was near if they could make it back to the valley.
 
 The evening shadows stretching across the forest proclaimed that the short trip back to the valley would be fraught with peril. Dangerous enough in daylight, the Wildlands became downright treacherous once night fell, and their chances of avoiding or intercepting the lurking Nightstride fell to almost nil. If it had attacked from hunger or starvation, they had likely seen the last of it now that it had had a solid meal. If it was wounded, all bets were off; if they were in its territory, she knew she would have to kill it and hoped she could do so before more lives were lost. Althenea pulsed in agreement, the Colt’s grip reassuringly cool.
 
 Her sister’s rifle form would have been too unwieldy; the dense trees, uneven terrain, and the fact that Terisa needed to move quickly negating the advantages the Barrett offered. While certainly better suited to the task of taking down a Nightstride, it wouldn’t be practical given what she lacked. What she had, however, was a living weapon, decades of experience, keen senses, and most importantly: bait.
 
 The remains of the dead horse and its terrified brethren put the scent of blood and fear on the wind, and Terisa moved as silently as she could across ground covered in autumn’s dried leaves. A lifetime of practice allowed her to time her own movements to coincide with the sound of nervous horses and the susurrus whisper of the wind, masking her own footsteps. The branch Kels perched upon overlooked Graz, the horses, and the injured Varkell, and she picked her way to a better vantage point where she could see all of them.
 
 The forest had grown silent, the taut air lending an eerie cast to the deepening gloom. Birds and other wildlife had grown still when the beast attacked, yet had not resumed their natural chatter. She knew they were being hunted. But she was a hunter herself, and one did not live nearly fifty years and earn over seventy levels without learning a few tricks, after all.
 
 ==================
 
 Morgan kept running, and to her surprise her two companions were actually keeping up, even as she continued to tap her [Acceleration] skill. She could have pushed faster, of course, but once they had crossed the warded border and left her demesne it would have started to dip into her reserves. She had to conserve power, unsure of how bad the situation may be when they arrived. Miros had lost a good bit of his physical substance outside of the mana-rich confines of the valley. So Morgan ran, Miros flickered his way along to keep pace, and Dana…
 
 Dana continued to zip across the ground in her two-wheeled configuration, armor emitting a sound somewhere between a go-kart and a buzzsaw. The gears whined and hummed, spitting electricity through the gaps in her armor and making for a rather frightening appearance. A small cannon had emerged from Morgan could only guess where, and was somehow keeping itself level over her right shoulder no matter how she tilted and turned. One of Dana’s golems, what she called dragonflies, had launched itself from her left shoulder, and now flew circles around them, mapping the ground with angry red lines.
 
 “Almost there,” came the whispery shout from Miros, his more spectral form’s voice seeming to fade in and out like static on a radio. “Something’s happen--”
 
 The evening gloom was banished by dozens of balls of bright light shooting into the sky less than a mile away, and more flashed through the trees in the distance. They were followed by the popping cracks of gunfire that could only be Althenea’s “magic bullet” mana-bolts. With that acting as a beacon, Miros abandoned the fiction that he needed to run anywhere, vanishing into a sphere of ephemeral mist to return to Kels’ side. Morgan sped up even further, and to her surprise, so did Dana. She grimaced and manipulated something in her armor, and several small points of magic erupted from her back, propelling her in Morgan’s wake. A layer of projected energy sprang into existence in front of her forward armor, protecting her from the forest’s debris and detritus. The two of them shot past two terrified horses running in the other direction, but Morgan could spare them no mind as a sudden, harsh, bellowing roar shook the trees.
 
 That doesn’t sound like my panther friend! she thought worriedly.
 
 The roar grew louder and deepened into a bass rumble, and she realized it had to be the young Ursaran giving into his berserker rage. More shots broke the air, and when Morgan and Dana crested the hill, she took in the scene at a glance: Kels and Miros, dragging a hunter she didn’t know away from an enraged bear-kin; Terisa, high in a nearby tree, looking down; and in the middle of the clearing, Graz, the berserker, grappling with a large, shadowy shape, its edges barely discernible in the magical light. His muscles jumped and quivered, claws sunk deep into the shadowed form, unwilling to let it loose.
 
 “I need light!” the huntress shouted as the pair darted into the clearing, Morgan skidding to a stop lest she intrude on the struggle. “As much as you can make, before it shadowsteps and kills him!”
 
 Morgan raised her hands, lightning flickering between her fingers. She hesitated; save for Lulu, the Nightstride had been the closest thing she had had to a friend for the majority of her time on Anfealt.
 
 Dana, however, did not. Rising from her cover in the low brush, she spread her arms, armor shifting across her arms and shoulders, retracting to reveal the latest in her bag of tricks. Then, suddenly, there was light. Brighter than the noonday sun, brighter than a football field’s entire arsenal of floodlights, the harsh fluorescence banished every single shadow for hundreds of yards. Morgan threw her arm up and cried out, momentarily blinded before her tattoos could compensate for the glare.
 
 Her sight returned to her as Terisa raised her Colt, the pistol shimmering into the form of the Barrett as she drew a bead on the shape in Graz’s arms.
 
 “NO!” Morgan screamed. For a long time afterward, she wasn’t sure if the crack she heard then was the Barrett or her heart.
 
 The echo of the shot died away, and the forest went silent, save for Graz’s labored breathing. The massive feline shape stopped struggling, its neck and throat destroyed. It slumped to the ground with a long deathrattle, and Graz turned, arms spread, looking for someone to sate his rage on. He advanced towards the first person he saw -- Morgan. The sorceress blanched and backed away, conjuring a barrier of air ahead of her. Graz roared and charged, his rage granting him startling resilience in the face of the savage wounds he’d taken in his fight. He smashed through her barrier; Morgan yelped and danced back, pouring Mana into her [Runic Armor], the runes glowing an angry violet.
 
 Terisa, seeing Morgan’s predicament, had dropped from her perch and made her way over to where the young berserker was trying to attack the sorceress. She interposed herself between the two with an easy grace; as Graz raised his massive paw at this new threat, Terisa demonstrated the supremacy of her levels and stats by simply lowering her body, then driving her forehead into his face.
 
 Morgan let her magic fade as Graz dropped in a heap. “What was that?!”
 
 Terisa shrugged. “You can’t talk a berserker down, even a human one. Ursaran are worse.” She returned her Colt to the holster at her side, patting it. “He’ll be fine; his head’s almost as hard as Foz’s.”
 
 Indeed, Graz appeared to be snoring, of all things, as though he hadn’t just had his face smashed in. Morgan gave him a wide berth and a wary look on her way to the fallen panther; Lulu pressed herself against her mistress’ neck, sensing her changed demeanor. She dropped to her haunches next to the beast, eyes narrowing as she slowly came to a realization.
 
 “That’s not Marjorie!” she said slowly. “That’s not my cat!”
 
 “Are you sure?” asked Dana, approaching as softly as her whirring metal legs allowed.
 
 “Yep,” Morgan replied. “Marjie’s a lot darker, almost black, and has a white slash on her forehead. And,” she continued, moving to the panther’s hindquarters, “this one’s a male…”
 
 Terisa glowered at the sorceress. “So you’re telling me there was not just one, but two of the most dangerous species of cat in the known world prowling in your territory, and you’re just telling me this now?” She gestured at the remains of the battle.
 
 “I only knew about Marjorie,” Morgan replied defensively, “and I figured she’d be making herself scarce, what with me and my dad wandering around.”
 
 “Why’d this one attack, though?” Dana asked, approaching the panther and crouching beside it. “If this is Morgan’s cat’s territory...not to mention Morgan’s herself...wouldn’t it have stayed back?” She heaved at the creature, rolling it over to expose a series of wounds. “Man, this one looks like it went a couple rounds with...with...damn, another Nightstride, maybe.”
 
 “The only thing Nightstrides will fight each other over is a mate,” came an oddly reverberating, repeated voice. Kels’Miros stood next to Terisa, a singular being once again. “There must be another male in the area, and we must track it down sooner rather than later.”
 
 “Dana and Morgan can help me with that,” replied Terisa. “You and Graz get Varkell back to the camp in the valley once the bear wakes up. We’ll escort you as far as the wards.”
 
 “I won’t let you kill Marjorie if she’s not attacking people,” Morgan warned.
 
 “I don’t expect you to, but we still need to find her and the other male if there is one. If you can keep her from attacking us, she’s in no danger from me or Althenea, Morgan.” Terisa’s nod was reassuring. 
 
 Dana set herself to helping Kels’Miros roll Graz onto a travois, shifting supplies to the spare where sat Varkell with his broken leg. “I’ll pull the big one,” said the engineer with a grin. “Power armor has its perks.”
 
 ===========================
 
 Terisa stalked forward through the trees as quietly as she could, with a carpet of leaves again muffling her sound. She knew well how to walk in the forest, picking out patches of moss or places where the wind had bared the dirt. Much to her surprise, Morgan made even less sound than she did; whatever skill she used to conceal her presence served her well. She had obviously grown well accustomed to her role; she picked her way through the brush and leaves in a half-crouch, like some feral thing. A necessity, Terisa supposed; without such rapid acclimatization, she wouldn’t have lasted long on her own. Her eyes sharp and alert, Terisa knew the woman was taking in everything in their surroundings with her darting glances and intense focus.
 
 The skill she used wasn’t quite stealth, and it wasn’t quite invisibility, either. Even with Terisa’s own advantage in levels and a skillset practically built from the core to seek out targets, she found her gaze sliding off the slender tattooed form. It must be something that twists perception in an area around her, thought the Huntress. Something to make her stand out less, not a true masking skill.
 
 Terisa was impressed. Such unconventional abilities meant that the true advantages came from the woman’s own knowledge of how to make the most of it. If she didn’t already know how to move through the forest, such a skill would be worse than useless against such beasts as stalked the lands. Like the Huntress herself, Morgan moved with the sounds of the wilds, waiting for the natural rustle of leaves and the stirring of the wind in the branches of the trees before taking her steps.
 
 Dana, on the other hand, had managed a true silence, which even in the absence of a particular skill, had its own distinct advantages. Terisa didn’t pretend to understand the science the woman claimed to employ, but its effect was total silence. From the engineer’s vague ramblings when asked, she understood that the ‘active sound dampening field’ that her suit used required a certain amount of power to keep running, which would drain her faster than usual, were she forced to fight with it active. Dana wended her way through the trees above the ground-bound pair, and Terisa found herself more unsettled by the suit’s arachnoid nature than its unnatural quiet.
 
 Between the three of them, they had managed to pick up signs of the Nightstride’s path even through the dark, starlit night: a tuft of fur here, a blood trail there. The evidence of its wounding grew greater the further along they went, leading them into a shallow gulch several miles from Morgan’s valley. The sorceress paused by a clear patch of dirt, laying one rune-etched hand palm flat on the earth and closing her eyes for several moments.
 
 “There’s a cave ahead,” she whispered faintly, without opening her eyes. “I can’t tell what’s in it, but there’s definitely something there.”
 
 Slowly, the trio crept forward, pushing through a copse of trees and overgrowth far denser than the rest of their surroundings. The quiet grew almost oppressive, and they could feel each other’s tension grow.
 
 The scrub eventually opened up to reveal a tiny clearing. Across from them was a small cave cut into a hillside, and in front of the opening lay a very dead Nightstride, even more torn up and mutilated than the one Terisa had felled.
 
 “That’s another male,” the huntress reported tersely, stepping into the clearing and drawing Althenea. “You said your friend was a female?”
 
 “Yeah,” Morgan replied, easing out of the treeline behind the huntress. “Nearly pitch black, and bigger than either of--”
 
 “Guys!” Dana hissed from the trees. “I’m picking up something in the cave on wide-band sonics!” She slunk forward, slowing down to match pace.
 
 Morgan summoned a ball of flame, casting purple light across the clearing as she stepped forward toward the shadowed opening. Low growls emanated from the cave’s mouth, but nothing leapt out at her.
 
 “Easy, girl, easy,” she murmured, as the light crept forward with her gesture to reveal a wounded but alive Nightstride Panther. The cat put its ears back and hissed, baring its fangs as the light played across it.
 
 “Wait, Morgan--!” Terisa took a quick step forward, reaching out to grab Morgan’s shoulder while carefully keeping an eye on the cave opening.
 
 Dana dropped to the ground on the sorceress’ other side, her suit whirring. “It’s not just her in there!” she shouted. “I’ve got two other heartbeats--”
 
 Two spotted grey heads appeared over the Nightstride’s flank, the young ones curious about this new intrusion into their den.
 
 “Oh,” said Morgan. 
 
 “Well, this complicates things,” said Terisa as Dana threw caution to the wind, advancing towards the cave mouth.
 
 “KITTENS!” squealed the engineer.
 



 
 Kavnerrin Descroix climbed down from his carriage, waving away a liveried footman who rushed forward to assist. He glanced around, passed a hand through his hair, then began crossing the field. This was the last place he really wanted to be; ever since his misadventure with his sister and the Dreamer’s machine, fear and worry had been his constant companions. He could have risked nothing more involved than to order her soulless husk to throw itself from the arched footbridge in front of the Noble’s District; there was no way he could have kept up her appearance for long enough to plot anything else without his artifice being discovered.
 
 With Louisa’s death, the competition for the Imperial Throne found itself in an uproar as the balance of power shifted tumultuously. Kavnerrin stayed aloof from most of it; being the youngest grandson, the only person more remote in the line of succession was his uncle Calvin, who had largely eschewed the game of politics in favor of military campaigns.
 
 Internecine rivalries were the least of Kavnerrin’s worries on this first day of spring; the Imperial banner given pride of place over the coats of arms of his cousins filled the space under it with a sense of looming dread. He feared his grandfather’s displeasure more than the scheming of his cousins, and the presence of the Watchers that accompanied the emperor everywhere he travelled cast a watchful eye over the area. At any other place, or on any other day, they might have continued to scheme, but the first day of spring was the day of the Blood Tithe, and none would be so foolish as to try the emperor’s patience today.
 
 A few dozen paces from where he had departed the wagon, Kavnerrin approached his grandfather’s pavilion. The gilded and padded seat was empty; evidently, the emperor had gone out to observe the gathering. Nobles, both of Descroix blood and otherwise, had gathered on the outskirts of Shabo Khal to greet the sunrise, and he knew similar scenes were playing out along the entire border of the desert. Looking east, every hundred paces he could see the countless rows of man-high stone posts set in lines extending northwards into the sands. Several miles away, the shadowy outline of a windmill could be seen barely peeking over the horizon, backlit by the predawn sun not yet risen.
 
 “You’re late,” came a harsh voice. Kavnerrin jerked to the side and turned to face the voice before realizing nobody had approached. His grandfather had ever been fond of sorcery, and to throw one’s voice was the least of the tricks he knew. He hurried his steps, descending partway down the hill to where the man waited. He displayed little evidence of rank or title, though his cloak and breeches were of far finer make than most would wear. The only outward indication was the black crown set atop his head, its seven crystal tips glittering in the morning light. Not even Kavnerrin knew what or how many enchantments were woven into that particular artifact, how many others like it the emperor carried.
 
 The emperor stood apart from his attendants, looking at a copper bowl inlaid with silver runes which rested atop a low stone plinth. More runes, glowing a cool blue, described patterns down the outside of the stone pedestal, then across the ground. Kavnerrin could feel the magic pulsing with anticipation, a low, steady beat which seemed to hunger for the tithe. As he approached, one of the lesser blood -- a distant cousin, distant enough that Kavnerrin couldn’t recall his name -- drew towards the bowl. He reached out almost reverently, drawing his wrist across the lip. The metal was honed to a sharp enough edge that even that contact was enough to split the skin, whereupon the runic inlay flickered, drawing a ruby globule from his body. It sunk into the runes, which flashed from blue to red, the color travelling in a pulse into the ground, then out along the lines of posts. They glowed briefly, then returned to quiescence.
 
 “Apologies, Your Majesty,” said Kavnerrin, mostly managing to keep his voice level as he genuflected. His grandfather had proven far more shrewd than any of the Imperial Heirs time and time again. “The wagons had some trouble with the last of the winter snows coming down Shabo Pass.”
 
 “You should have had your mages deal with that, but no matter,” rasped the old man. “You will need to tithe double, since you couldn’t wait a month to end your sister’s useless existence.” The latter half of the emperor’s words sounded only in Kavnerrin’s head.
 
 Kavnerrin drew in a breath and took a half-step backward, but he knew he couldn’t flee. The emperor turned his head slightly, and continued speaking to Kavnerrin alone.
 
 “Come now, did you really think you and your Dreamer had gone unnoticed? Sloppy, and wasteful, how you went about it.”
 
 “But…” Kavnerrin’s shoulders tensed, as if he expected to feel blades part his flesh. “If you knew...and I’m still alive...then you see the value.”
 
 “Hm.” The emperor’s chin lifted a little, and Kavnerrin knew he had managed to escape his wrath by not denying his involvement. “Perhaps. Your schemes have managed to keep you out of the eyes of my other heirs; they may come to regret that in time. There’s a chance your project may have some use, but do not mistake my indulgence for endorsement.”
 
 Wagons had been drawn up near the first rows of posts on the plains below, and Kavnerrin could see the forms of captives being ushered towards the sands. The distance blurred the sounds, but the cracking snaps of whips and faint cries of hopeless confusion lay just on the edge of hearing. A priest drew up the hill towards the platform, dressed in simple robes. His scarred arms gave silent testament to his long years of service. With him, he carried a wooden slate, a quill, and a stack of parchment. He stood, mutely, waiting.
 
 The emperor sighed. “Garthel, approach. You know we don’t need to do this dance every year.” His voice warmed, and lost some of its gruffness. “Tell me, friend: how bad is it?”
 
 Garthel approached to present the sheaf of paperwork. “We shall need to commission another entire row of tithing posts. The sands have encroached almost a third of a league farther than last year, and the raids have not brought half as many for the Tithing.” The old man gave a rattling cough, wiping his mouth on a cloth pulled from one of his pockets. “In some places, it is as bad as two-thirds of a league.”
 
 “It’s the same to the west,” the emperor replied. “The message from Tel Rhamos and the western fields came by semaphore two days ago.”
 
 “I see no other way, Your Majesty,” the priest said regretfully. “We’ll have to cull the lesser blood if we are to have a harvest at all this year.”
 
 It is almost sunrise, boy. His grandfather’s voice was impatient in his mind, and Kavnerrin stepped towards the bowl and pedestal, baring his wrists. Attend well to your duty, or join the lesser blood.
 
 He barely felt the bowl’s edge bite his skin for the immediate drain on his vitality. The blood welled from his wrists, and dizziness washed over him as the runes drew it from his body. Any other year, a token offering would have sufficed, but he knew better than to blanch under the eyes of the emperor himself. For a time that seemed to stretch for hours, he held his wrists over the basin until his vision began to turn grey at the edges, his breathing growing ragged as the droplets condensed into a crimson globe. Before his vision went completely black, Kavnerrin tore himself away from the bowl, stumbling back into the arms of an attendant who quickly set about wrapping his wrists.
 
 He felt the healing salve go to work immediately as the sphere of blood, half the size of his own head, drifted down to sink into the runes. Where before, they had merely glowed red from the gift of a lesser noble, now they flared bright and savage with an Imperial’s blood. The light poured down the body of the pedestal and surged down the line of posts, darkening the sand in its wake as if it had been touched by rain. The dead grey dust darkened to a healthier brown, and the brittle grasses flared with sudden growth, returning to a shade of green.
 
 Garthel beamed with satisfaction, unknowing of Kavnerrin’s silent discourse with the Emperor. “A worthy Tithe, my lord.”
 
 “Indeed,” said the Emperor. “How fare the stocks from the winter’s tithings at the temples, Garthel?” As he spoke to the priest, his voice touched Kavnerrin’s mind once again.
 
 I’m almost impressed, grandson. The dizziness finally started to fade as he accepted a cup of wine from a servant, but he knew his Vitality had been permanently diminished. His grandfather’s voice did have a hint of approval to it, albeit slight. It will take you months to recover from that gift of power. If the rest of the Blood would be so generous, the Empire would be well fed.
 
 The priest answered as Kavnerrin recovered his strength. “If we can reclaim half a league today, we are well stocked to hold it until harvest. Pushing for more would let us plant more wheat and barley, but the sands hunger the most in high summer. If we overreach, our late crops will be endangered.” He shook his head, mentally steeling himself to deliver bad news. “The winter Tithes collected were much less than the previous year, as people hoped Lord Calvin’s campaign would be more successful in bringing back more bodies to Till and Tithe by now.”
 
 “It was a gamble, and it failed,” replied the emperor. “My son survives as captive, according to my Watchers. He should have simply returned as soon as he met any real resistance. His sister’s efforts to take Fort Expedition show far more promise.”
 
 Kavnerrin handed the empty cup back to the servant, and shook his head. “Are we sure he didn’t allow himself to be captured?” He barely managed to keep his scorn for the man out of his voice. “Ever has he held our way of life in-- ghrk!”
 
 The Emperor’s will clamped around his voice and his jaws snapped shut, barely missing his tongue. “His views about our ways notwithstanding,” rasped the old man, now stirred to anger, “Calvin still loves his people. He is simply...misguided about why we practice such a barbaric ritual.”
 
 An unseen hand took hold of him by the collar, dragging him forward to where the Emperor stood looking out over the sands. Lines of shackled slaves threaded their way along the rows of posts, one shackled to each post before the attending priests took their blood to power the enchantments. “He always did rail against what we do here,” the emperor said in a quiet, emotionless voice. Kavnerrin quailed; such a voice usually preceded disproportionate slaughter, done in the name of Imperial justice. “It is no sin for him to disagree. However...this ritual is all that stands between us and the Dead Sands, grandson.”
 
 The emperor’s arms flexed, and pieces of a golden collar fell to the ground as light flared around his shoulders. Kavnerrin gawked as the older man took a deep breath, then stepped forward. “The [Oracle] has finally set our end in motion.” His arm reached out over the bowl, old but still strong, to slide his wrist over the sharpened edge. “We have existed for centuries, but time comes for all things.”
 
 Blood, vital and crimson, surged forth from the wound, gathering into a roiling sphere that represented the life force of the emperor. It pulsed with power, raw and untamed, and Garthel fell to his knees in rapturous worship. Kavnerrin felt it too, muted as it was by their blood’s similarity. The air thickened as the blood fell towards the runes, holding his breath fast until it fell past the event horizon and disappeared.
 
 The runes burned so bright they nearly blinded him, but Kavnerrin found himself held fast as the stone pedestal groaned with power. it threatened to overwhelm the enchantments, but they held even as the hilltop shook, driving all but the Emperor himself to their knees. The light pulsed outwards, and down to the rows of posts below. Each became a beacon, and the bright red light cast eerie shadows from the slaves, servants and priests assembled below.
 
 Where sand had darkened and traces of green sprouted from Kavnerrin’s Tithe, the Emperor’s gift spread out like a flood of rich loamy earth and green growth. As the soil was revitalized, grasses, vines, and small trees sprang up, and workers began passing out sacks of seeds for those following the chained captives. Under the savage glow, Kavnerrin could see the sands transforming back into fertile land, rolling half a league north and spreading east and west as far as his eye could see.
 
 “The gods are silent, grandson,” whispered the Emperor, quietly enough that only Kavnerrin could hear. “So make us one of our own. Find a way to defeat our greatest enemy.” His wave at the sands to the north needed no interpretation. “Do this, and I will set the crown upon your brow myself.”
 
 Kavnerrin Descroix, last in the line of succession to the Imperial Throne, stood transfixed by the effect of his grandfather’s gift and struck dumb by his implication. He drew a sharp breath and turned to face him.
 
 “Thy will be done, Your Majesty.”
 



 
 Stev Aras stood over a table upon which had been placed a well-worn, intricately detailed map of Fort Expedition and the surrounding terrain. Locations of Deskren siege equipment, encampments, catapults and trebuchets were marked with flattened metallic chips. In the first days of the siege, the city had felt little, well-supplied as it was, and well-defended by the warding towers which dotted its walls. Every day since, however, saw the Deskren attackers bolstered by troops and materiel trickling up the river from the southern gulf. At the same time, the warding towers needed to be manned, and the mages represented a steady drain on their supply of potions, elixirs, crystals, and other viands necessary to fuel strenuous magical workings. The Deskren commander had opted to play the long game, as opposed to simply charging in with overwhelming numbers. They had surrounded the city and had begun a slow but steady bombardment of stones and intermittent magical artillery. The attackers could rest and resupply at their leisure; the defenders could not.
 
 The food component of the fort’s supply dump was the least of Stev’s worries. Just over two weeks had passed since the Deskren arrived, and both the Magisterium’s Enclave and the Swift Waters Embassy had burned through nearly a third of their reserve stores of crystal and potions. The attack had been timed perfectly to coincide with the Wildlands expedition’s deepest point, and the Swift Waters delegate had nearly had an apoplectic fit when he discovered that someone had forged supply records; even after accounting for the supplies taken by the expedition, their supplies were half what they had thought. Though not a military commander, even Stev could see the writing on the wall: the nearest reinforcements would have to make a nearly two thousand mile trek overland, and they were still eight weeks out. That time could be cut a little, thanks to magic and mass-area skills, but not by a significant amount, and not for the number of bodies it would take to prise the Deskren away from the walls.
 
 The Deskren were arranged in a loose horseshoe-shaped camp that stretched for several leagues, prevented from surrounding the fort on all sides only by its position sealing the south end of the Expedition Pass. At first, the defenders and residents, not to mention Stev himself, had regarded the Deskren with casual contempt, certain that the Wildlands Expedition was soon to return, loaded with all manner of crystal and witchwood, with Terisa leading the way. With her atop the parapet of the fort’s central tower, Althenea in her hand, they thought, the Deskren would fall like wheat before the scythe. The risk of an assassination certainly would have existed, but with Terisa would come Foz, and any would-be assassin who penetrated the fort’s wards would find themselves on the wrong end of an Ursaran berserker’s rage.
 
 Much to Stev’s shame, he had fallen victim to the same hubris of the city, smugly self-assured that the Expedition was in fact soon to return. That attitude lasted nearly a week past the first snows of the high pass, but when an early blizzard roared its way across the peaks overlooking the fort, that hope finally fizzled out. The city was well and truly on its own: the pass would not open up again until spring, barring a Greater Working of spellcraft requiring mages in numbers they simply did not have.
 
 Although the situation seemed dire considering their dwindling supplies, all hope was not yet lost: while it was true that supply shipments couldn’t make it to Expedition, the Deskren suffered no such limitations -- and it had ever been true that materiel held out no loyalty to its original owners. So it was that Stev gazed down at the map, letting his mind and thoughts relax as he considered the lay of the land. The terrain between the fort and the River Swift was dotted with hills and gullies and groves, and Stev knew every one of them like the back of his hand. The same was true for many other residents of the city.
 
 What held his attention in this moment was the yellow-lacquered metal chip placed quite close to not one, but two such gullies, washed-out depressions in the earth bequeathed by the chaotic paths taken by glacial melt on its way to the river below. While a red chip would have indicated the position of a trebuchet or siege tower, and a green chip an officer’s tent or mage’s quarters, yellow was the color his advisors had selected for the position of Deskren supply dumps. Most of them were positioned well in the middle of or behind the Deskren lines, but this one was close -- probably to support a forward push. A mission to take it would be risky, but the risk could be mitigated by the right people, led by the right person, and the city desperately needed the supplies.
 
 A smash-and-grab, Stev thought, tracing a line from the fort to the dump. A quick sally, with a fast group. Sneak through the washouts, past this picket here...then grab what we can, and burn the rest.
 
 He had the people -- and his people had the classes -- he needed for the task at hand. What he didn’t technically have was the ability to hold the gates against the Deskren if he sought to get a group out. However, there were two classers in the city who potentially could hold the gate for the short time needed; unfortunately, both of them had been involved in an altercation the day before the siege proper began, and now languished in the dungeon after levelling a shop and collapsing the street in front of it into the sewers below. Stev had petitioned for their release, but the city council had balked, feeling that their rightful authority was being eroded in a time of crisis.
 
 While the council nominally ran the city, everyone knew its true leader was, and had been for decades, Terisa. As long as the council restricted itself to civil business, such as roads, sewers, and construction projects, she was content to leave them alone. The moment they started encroaching on her domain, though, she typically shot them until they stopped. The Huntress wasn’t here, however, and the city found itself under siege now. Stev was fairly certain there was some profound point of philosophy to be made here about human behavior, and how fear made people less rational -- but he had neither the time nor the patience to indulge it. 
 
 The current source of his irritation was a councilman whose name Stev could not even remember, barging into the impromptu command center of Fort Expedition’s hastily-assembled militia. “Absolutely not!” the man nearly screeched, slamming his hands on the table. “They are not to be released until restitution to the shop owner is paid! Not to mention fines for the damage to the street and the collapsed sewer below!”
 
 Stev schooled his expression into neutrality, looking up at the councilman with a chilly calm. Being surrounded by an enemy, especially one who inevitably enslaved any who surrendered, had pushed many of the people of the city to a state of fear bordering on irrational terror. This was especially true for classers, like the councilman, whose skills left them ill-suited for combat and survival in such an environment. Unfortunately for the councilman, Stev was quickly approaching the end of his tether, and didn’t have the time to waste navigating the red tape and ruffled feathers of a few self-important bureaucrats -- not while stones were bouncing off the city’s barrier, shaking dust from the rafters as they spoke.
 
 He finally resigned himself to dealing with the consequences later, resting his hands on the table and massaging his left wrist. The gnomish-engineered, spring-loaded bolt-thrower built into the armored vambrace covering his left arm gave off several soft clicks and a muted whine, before a final click indicated the end of its reloading process. “I suppose that’s that, isn’t it?” Stev asked, rising to his feet.
 
 The firing mechanism itself was silent; the only hints the guard posted outside had that anything was amiss was the sound the bolt made as it slammed into the wall behind the councilman, as well as the sound of his body hitting the stone floor. The guard rushed in, sword half-drawn, and for a moment Stev was worried he’d have two corpses decorating his office in a moment, his vambrace clicking again.
 
 The guard relaxed, rehoming his sword, and chuckled. “I was wondering how long it’d take.” He drew closer to the table, casually kicking the downed councilman in the belly. “The mission’s a go, then? The boys are eager to strike; huddling behind the barrier’s taking a toll on morale.”
 
 “It’s a go,” Stev confirmed. “You get the word sent to make ready to lift the barrier by ten feet. We’ll need a hundred volunteers to mount a charge as a distraction.”
 
 “And you?”
 
 “I,” he replied, swallowing past a sudden nervous lump in his throat, “am going to break my sister out of jail...and hope she doesn’t try to kill me.”
 
 ===============
 
 Princess Maréchale Claire Descroix watched the domed barrier protecting the city ripple, the magic emanating from the towers visibly shifting as something changed within. She had held back from an initial assault of the walls, well understanding the futility of charging against the shield while the defenders were well-rested. Such an effort would have merely squeezed her own people into tighter masses for Expedition’s more powerful ranged classers to decimate with impunity. She had withheld her own magical artillery as well: while fireballs and lightning bolts would have exhausted the defenders much more quickly, it would have done the same to her own practitioners as well. Instead, she had let her mages rest and ordered trebuchets constructed. Rocks were, after all, far cheaper than mana potions.
 
 This shift was something she had been waiting for. She had plenty of rocks, and a stable supply chain with more supplies and troops arriving every day. The River Swift was aptly named, and moreover typically remained liquid until the very coldest weeks of winter, and the transports had yet to miss a delivery. Keeping a constant bombardment on the barrier day after day had cost her almost nothing, and the defenders within had no means to resupply. She knew they had to be feeling the strain by now, and so she was ready when the lower edge of the barrier shimmered, rippling and curling up onto itself as a section nearly two hundred paces across lifted away in front of the western gate.
 
 “Looks like that’s the smallest gap they can open, ma’am.” Adjutant Brechallan Turmeyr, her long-time aide-de-camp and one of the few she considered a friend, helped her don her lamellar coat and handed her a burnished steel helm as he spoke. “Just as you predicted. But we are ready.”
 
 “They’ll aim for the trebuchets,” she replied, gathering up her staff and securing her baton to her belt. “Their mages have to be getting exhausted keeping the shield towers active. If they can stop us from dropping rocks on them for even a day to rebuild, it would get them some rest. I did not expect this so quickly, so be ready for anything.”
 
 “They may think it’s better to risk a sortie early, before they’re more worn down,” Turmeyr replied as he secured his own sword.
 
 She felt as much as heard the thumping rattles and clunks as the gate behind the barrier began to rise. “Heavies to the front! Protect the trebuchets!” she snapped, crisp but without shouting. Brechallan did shout as he repeated her orders. “Let them wear themselves out against our Ursaran. I want a squad of mages with me.”
 
 “We’re hitting the gate?” The adjutant’s question came through a grin, eager and expectant.
 
 “Any of their heavy hitters we can take out now, we won’t have to fight later,” she affirmed. Her silent escort of Imperial Guardsmen flanked the princess and her adjutant as they left the clearing near the command tent. The sound of a horn came from somewhere behind the gate, the barrier above muddling the sound so it sounded tinny and more distant than it actually was. A mass of armed fighters charged out, moving faster than mounted cavalry. Skills and enchanted gear in full effect, they crossed the ground in an effortless sprint, slamming into the massed wall of Ursaran heavy infantry with an impact that could be felt even hundreds of paces away. Screams decorated the evening then, a backdrop of blood and terror that, for all its horror, gave Claire thrills of exhilaration. For better or worse, the time for waiting and drudgery was over, and it was time for action.
 
 “There are only two to hold the gate,” Turmeyr reported. With spells flying over and through the scrum so close to her position, she could just make out two figures standing in front of the heavy portcullis at the entrance to the city. “That means they are powerful. Be careful, ma’am.”
 
 He snapped out more orders, but Claire’s attention was focused on the two figures. One, a tall and slender figure, wearing a close-fitting gray tunic and leather breeches. He stood with both hands resting on the hilt of a great sword, tip resting on the ground in front of him. She couldn’t be sure, given the distance, but it looked as though he had a strip of cloth bound over his eyes. The other figure was no less striking: a shorter woman with a wild, curly mane of hair, clad in a loose shirt and a loincloth. She was unarmed, or so it appeared.
 
 “Four squads of Gendarmes, Adjutant,” she said, paying heed to the feeling in her gut that the pair may actually be as dangerous as they looked. “Be prepared to disengage; I’m not throwing away this siege on a fool’s charge if they prove more than we can handle quickly.”
 
 ============
 
 Taz Aras bounced on her toes, eager to vent her rage on the approaching enemies. While her brother took after Terisa, with a calm temperament -- save for the moments when it wasn’t -- and a level head, she followed in their father’s footsteps. She had gained the [Aspect of Ferocity] at a young age, and it was that Aspect that nearly drove her mad staying cooped up beneath the barrier, away from the action. Intellectually, she knew the reasons they could not simply charge out and fight against such numbers, but that didn’t make the inaction any easier to bear.
 
 That was how she had ended up arrested by the watch, overreacting to a comment from a total stranger, which had led to a tavern brawl that levelled a local tailor’s shop before dropping her and the stranger into the sewer when the man had used gravity magic and ripped a section of the street right out from under them. It wasn’t until both of them were restrained in suppression cells by the city watch that she had finally calmed down enough to actually listen. How was I supposed to know he sees through a gravity sense when he said I had nice mass? Anyone would have misheard that!
 
 Her brother letting her sit in the cell for four days before getting her out was another issue entirely, and one she would have still been furious over if not for the enemy troops that were now approaching. Nothing would make her feel better than an honest-to-goodness fight, and now one was coming to her! She could even put up with having to partner up with her previous erstwhile opponent, Xerrioth, who was apparently a gravity mage of some sort, even though he used a sword instead of casting grand spells -- most of the time, at least. She certainly hadn’t expected the stones of the street to suddenly fly apart, and she had responded with [Brutal Slam] to try to knock him out. Already caught up in [Berserker’s Fury], she may have overdone it a bit, taking out the already weakened supports holding the street up above the sewer. But really, he shouldn’t have surprised me like that!
 
 “I can sense many approaching,” said Xerrioth, almost too calmly for Taz’s comfort, hands never leaving the pommel of his sword. The blade was mottled black and grey, very roughly forged out of some extremely heavy alloy. He had refused to answer any questions about it, and it had taken a higher levelled Captain of the city watch to pick it up and carry it to the stockades upon their arrest. The weaker guards could barely lift the sword, and none of them could go so far as to pick it up. The Captain, whose name Taz never got, had actually broken a sweat, carrying it across his shoulders like some sort of heavy timber.
 
 “You can sense them, but not see them,” Taz pointed out. “How will you keep from knocking me around with that monster blade the same as them?”
 
 “I told you before, your mass is different,” Xerrioth replied calmly. “I won’t mistake it.”
 
 “We just have to hold them ‘til the others get back from breaking a trebuchet or three,” said Taz, “but maybe I’ll show you why my ‘mass’ is so different. My pa’s half-shifter, and I got some of that in my blood.”
 
 “I look forward to it,” said Xerrioth, raising his head as if listening. The oncoming infantry levelled their spears, and the officer behind them lifted a glowing staff overhead with both hands. Light threaded through the enemy troops, increasing their speed and strength as they closed with a charge, a great roar rising from the onrushing host.
 
 “Showtime,” Taz exulted, as power began to flow outwards from the girl’s body. She hadn’t lied when she mentioned her father, and the truth of the matter became apparent as her callused feet crushed the gravel on which she stood and her body began swelling with power. Her shirt grew tight against her chest and shoulders as they bulged with muscle, and the familiar popping in her jaws as they reshaped and her teeth drew into points was a welcome pain, feeding her burgeoning rage. Her heart began to labor, and her joints felt as if they were tearing apart. Taz couldn’t fully shift, as the Ursaran of ages past could. She couldn’t even get as far as her father -- not yet, at least.
 
 But she could get almost halfway there.
 
 Her roar erupted from her chest, matching the roar of the Deskren decibel for decibel. The Deskren hastened their advance…
 
 ...and there, before the gates of the besieged city, met the charge of the [Grizzly Knight].
 



 
  Millie Thatcher slumped against the side of the wagon, sagging with relief. Dismounting with only one arm was difficult enough under ideal circumstances -- and with her body feeling leaden and sluggish from her exertion, her current circumstances were far from ideal. The day was only half done, she knew, and, doubtless, the Black Lance would shortly resume its tireless march after only the briefest respite to water horses and let the soldiers see to their own needs. Millie’s heart pounded in her chest, echoing the beat of her recently-acquired skill. 
 
 While Millie was the Lance’s first and youngest bard, she was by no means its only bard; four others now rode in the column behind her, spread through the formation, and her new skill, [Savage Syncopation], allowed her to share the duties of setting tempo and pace with her new fellows. It had taken her several days to get used to it, but she could now fall into a trance-like state, her awareness narrowing to the beat of her drum and the road ahead. She remained dimly aware, however, of the state of the column and especially of the General, allowing her to quickly respond to orders.
 
 One major disadvantage of her skill manifested itself when that order was to halt the column. Her nearly single-minded focus on the forward march made it difficult to come out of her trance to begin slowing down; when she did, she had to resist the urge to simply stop drumming. Doing so threw her fellows into disarray, and caused a headache that would take hours to subside. She was, however, slowly learning to ease herself and the column into a stop.
 
 She knew, however, that the order to halt the column wasn’t truly his; nearly an hour ago, a great shadow had broken through the cloud cover that seemed to always follow Millie’s drumming, preceded by a long and mournful cry. Archers and mages had prepared their weapons, only to be shouted down by the old muleman, Hett; not long after, the well-leathered Hanz Geremas had swooped down on drakeback. He’d surged forward to catch Jacob’s attention, then waved the column into the foothills off the side of the path. The next time Millie saw the drake, it had landed on one of a pair of hilltops separated by a wide, shallow gully. Several felled trees on the drake’s side lay as testament to its strength, and with a short burst from its maw, a great bonfire surged forth.
 
 Millie’s curiosity overrode her tiredness, keeping her from falling asleep as she accepted a piece of jerky from Hett as he dismounted. “It seems the king wants a word with Jacob,” he grunted, snacking on his own piece of meat. The seemingly endless supply of food Hett possessed was one benefit of riding with him; Millie was levelling quickly and was always hungry, even beyond the normal appetite of a growing teenager. She didn’t complain; beyond that it was her duty, the long hours meant that Lady Erin -- Duchess Erin, now -- no longer had the time to set her to her letters with Lady Jenna. She knew the words well enough by now, anyway; the practice was merely to improve her handwriting, now that she’d lost her dominant hand.
 
 As Millie finished her snack, she saw Laren Torm, the merchant’s wife, approach. A seeress of some description, Millie was sure; she’d heard the woman browbeat her husband into compliance with Jacob’s orders on no small number of occasions, speaking of omens both good and ill. She raised her arm, catching Millie’s attention.
 
 “He’ll be wanting you on the hilltop,” Laren said without preamble. “And you’ve marched a lot further than he thought, so he’s calling a halt today, so we can rest and recover naturally.” She walked away as abruptly as she arrived, heedless of Millie’s eyes on her back. As she disappeared towards the rear of the wagon train, Millie could hear her screech for her husband, demanding that he unpack flour and spices. 
 
 Less than a minute later, a man trotted up to Hett’s wagon -- one of the Lance-Captains, to judge by the insignia adorning his uniform. To Millie’s shame, she didn’t know the man’s name, even though she should have. He glanced between Hett and Millie.
 
 “We’re getting an early rest tonight, and a full night’s sleep,” he reported. “And the General asked me to tell you that he wants to meet with his staff before he sees the king. That means you, too, Corporal,” he reminded Millie. It took her a moment to associate the rank with herself, but she quickly acknowledged the order with a crisp salute. Ever since other bards had manifested among the convoy, the Battlemaster had promoted Millie over them to act as their mentor.
 
 Hett didn’t salute. Millie had never seen the old man salute anyone -- not the royalty at the Gathering, nor even the [Oracle] herself. He merely nodded, retrieving his axe from underneath the seat and slipping it through the loop on his belt before walking off. Millie hurried in his wake, heading towards the front of the column where the Battlemaster waited.
 
 ================
 
 Jenna Tillersen held a steel circle at arms’ length, pouring her concentration into it. The final stage of enchanting an artifact was always the most difficult for her; as a [Water Witch], it wasn’t something that came naturally. ‘Difficult’ and ‘not natural’ didn’t add up to ‘impossible,’ however, and the process of discovering her own way to go about it was proving exceptionally effective at improving her skills; the same held true for the Lance’s other adepts, who quickly adopted Jenna’s methods.
 
 With a brief hum and a flare of mana, the steel circle merged with the silver triangle, becoming a single piece. Within the triangle, thin copper threads held a mana crystal. She lowered the piece, sweat pouring from her brow, and once more decried the necessity of steel. Silver would have been easier to work, and mithril easier than either; the Black Lance, however, had none of the latter and precious little of the former.
 
 Her husband, Davin Tillersen, had signed on with the Duke of the Endless March before leaving the City of Prophets. She had followed; there was simply nothing to return to in South Hollows. Their minor land holdings, only enough to grant them the barest sliver of nobility in the eyes of the court, now lay in smoking ruins. The population of the small village, if they had neither fled nor joined up with Jacob and Erin Ward, had fallen into Deskren slavery. The soldiers, however, still insisted on calling her and her husband Lady and Lord, however unwarranted she thought it was.
 
 Perhaps one day, maybe even soon, she thought as she climbed down from the wagon. Even on the march, the mages weren’t spared any labors; for the past several days, they had been laboring to offer the Duke a solution to a request he had made: modifications to a standard [Icefall] spell. To her confusion, he hadn’t asked for a more powerful version, but rather one spread across a wider area. Fortunately, such a change was easier to work into a lower-quality material, but more than a few of the new Battle-Mages had expressed confusion as to the reason for their labor. Neither the General nor Duchess Erin had seen fit to explain, but neither had they punished the askers. Regardless, Jenna was sure that the reasons for their request would be made clear in time, and would doubtless be as unexpected and potent as everything else they had accomplished.
 
 She dismounted the wagon, and looked around in confusion. It was too early for their normal camp, and they had rarely left sight of the path since they left Possibility -- but here they were, deep in the hills, with King Geremas not far away. A few wagons behind her own, the merchant Belka Torm was unloading supplies from his wagon, and ordering several footmen in the construction of the firepit and cooking frame that would serve the evening meal. Regardless of why, Jenna certainly wouldn’t say ‘no’ to an actual meal instead of travel rations.
 
 As she walked towards Belka’s cookfire, she had to jump back to dodge a squawking rooster that dashed between two wagons as it fled two of the younger Luparan Gendarmerie ex-slaves. Their snarls and yips were cut short as the two saw how close they had come to trampling the [Water Witch] underpaw, and they snapped hasty salutes as they stumbled over apologies.
 
 “Sorry, Ma’am,” the female growled, hanging her head. “Our Captain said we could eat it if we could catch it...”
 
 Jenna chuckled, shaking her head. “It’s been, what, a week, and you’re still chasing the poor thing?” The rooster had rapidly become a fixture among the column, its antics offering a much-welcome respite against the drudgery of the march.
 
 The two Luparan exchanged glances. “It hides in Hett’s wagon,” the younger complained, his voice not quite a whine, and more than a little afraid. “We don’t mess with the bard, or the old man.” With a pair of respectful nods, the wolfkin resumed their hunt, breaking to either side of the wagon to recover the rooster’s trail.
 
 There had been far less tension than Jenna would have expected between the Gendarmes and the rest of the Lancers. She didn’t know if it was their wilder nature and natural proclivity to a pack structure, but they were taking to integration under the Battlemaster much better than she would have predicted. Once they had been formed into ranks, the General had split them up and let their pack instincts take care of the rest. The squad captains kept the smaller groups in line, and there was neither time nor opportunity for division or strife. Everyone was simply too tired at the end of the day to stoop to petty bickering. A good thing, she thought. By the time everyone remembers their differences, they’ll have suffered enough together to forget them. That was her hope, at least. She had faith Jacob would squash any dissent after that, anyway.
 
 The focus her current task demanded of her kept her from devoting too much worry to it. The Duke wanted as many of the modified Icefall foci as they could produce on the way to Expedition. The process was draining and difficult enough to manage in a workshop; maintaining concentration in the back of a moving vehicle on a bumpy road was another matter entirely. At least everyone’s skills are improving with the challenge, she thought. She wasn’t sure what Jacob planned, but linking the focus rings together would allow them to magnify the effect. That part made sense to her, but diffusing the concentration of ice magic across a broader area would render the overall effect far less potent. It may hamper lower-levelled enemies, but stronger classers or well-trained groups would be inconvenienced at best. Even though she didn’t understand the reason, she merely got to work. She hadn’t understood what they were doing with the levees until they’d flooded the Deskren, and she suspected that the Battlemaster would surprise them just as effectively this time.
 
 A Lance-Captain came trotting up before she could find a seat near the merchant’s cookfire, slowing just long enough to get her attention. “Officers and general staff meeting, Ma’am. His Grace has requested your presence as leader of the Mage squadrons.” He continued along to deliver the rest of his missives as soon as she nodded her acknowledgement. Jenna was far from mastering the salute adopted by the troops, but the Battlemaster seemed far more concerned with getting the job done than with protocol -- at least for the moment. Her husband Davin had delivered the grim news that at the earliest opportunity their commander intended to put the entire company through what he ominously called good training. Putting such thoughts out of her mind, she made her way towards the front of the column.
 
 ===========
 
 Millie Thatcher grunted in annoyance, bracing the strap of her gauntlet in her teeth as she adjusted it, a task she was obligated to perform more often over the past several days. It still fit, but only just -- and she was still putting on lean muscle to replace the youthful padding she had lost during the refugees’ flight. Strength wasn’t a typical focus for a bard, but her combat-focused variant, along with her title, meant she did gain some with every level. Not that she was complaining; as Hett reminded her constantly, a little extra Strength never hurt anyone, but lacking it definitely could. She cast a critical eye at the thing as she arrived at the head of the column, shaking her head. I’ll have to see if one of the smiths can readjust the armor while we’re stopped tonight. There would be no time when the march resumed, and certainly not once they reached the enemy. Having finished her adjustments, Millie drew towards the head of the column.
 
 Jacob Ward, Duke of the Endless March, and Battlemaster of the Black Lance, stood before a folding table looking down at several detailed maps. He nodded as Millie approached, gesturing to his left where an aide stepped aside to make room for the bard. He continued speaking without pause, never taking his eyes off the map after that first acknowledgement of her presence.
 
 “I want the smiths getting as much done tonight as they can. Horseshoes for our mounts, and any repairs for the wagons that need doing. I want every axle and wheel we have greased and reinforced.” He finally looked up as Miss Jenna approached the group at the table. “Lady Jenna, do you need more of the steel rings?”
 
 She shook her head. “We’ve finished over two dozen of them so far; at this rate, we’ll have more focus disks than Adepts to use them,” she replied. “Until we know more about what they’ll be used for, I don’t think we need to put any more back.”
 
 “There will be a full briefing tonight, all officers and staff. First, I’ll be seeing what our visiting King has to say while everyone tends to the camp.” He tilted his head towards the hilltop where sat the massive drake and its rider, next to a rather large campfire. The King of Drakenth sat next to his mount’s massive head, a small pennant bearing the [Oracle]’s eye jammed into the ground next to him. “For now, I want all of you see to hot meals and repairs for our equipment.”
 
 “Are we that far ahead of schedule?” Lord Davin, husband to Lady Jenna, was one of the last to approach. Millie didn’t know him very well, though she did know that what few farmers had worked his lands had nothing bad to say about him or his lady, which was far better than most noble-born she had heard of. One’s rank in their pre-Lance life seemed not to matter, anyway -- at least, not to the Battlemaster.
 
 “By two days,” the Duke confirmed. “The [Oracle] was as ambiguous and vague as she could be on everything else, but she took pains to emphasize the timing: forty and one days. A day late, and Expedition falls; a day early, disaster.”
 
 “An [Oracle] can’t really help that,” added Hett. “If she had even tried to be more specific, it would have cost her, and after that stunt with the bounty…” He trailed off, shaking his head.
 
 “I’m not complaining,” said Jacob. “It’ll be enough. We get to the city on the forty-first day, and we hold until the Alpha arrives with the Tribes.”
 
 “I’ll admit,” spoke the man on Jacob’s other side, “before the Alpha presented himself at the Gathering, I was sure you had no chance of mounting a defense of the city, let alone an invasion of the Empire.” The words were softly spoken, but with near-complete assurance. Calvin Descroix never strayed far from the Battlemaster’s side except under direct order. He seemed uncomfortable with being unbound, though he still bore the white armband that, Millie was given to understand, denoted his status as a surrendered enemy. Privately, she felt the Duke was placing far too much trust in the Deskren noble, but he had said his orders were non-discretionary. The meaning of the phrase was clear enough, but she remained vigilant, and tried to keep her hand from reaching for her knife whenever they crossed paths. She mostly succeeded.
 
 “You will still need to contend with the desert,” he continued, “unless you can find enough transports to go by sea. Because Expedition blocks the way to Eastharbor, I believe that’s part of why the siege was ordered.”
 
 “That’s a conversation for after we have broken the siege.” Jacob’s voice was gruff and tired, but not angry, at least for the moment. “I’m less sure that the desert is outright impossible to cross, but if it is? We shall simply find another way.”
 
 “As you say,” nodded the Deskren noble.
 
 “For now, hot food, horse shoes, wagon repairs, and a proper night of rest,” ordered the Duke. “The second half of this trip will be harder than the first.”
 
 He looked up from the maps, turning an eye to each that were present, one by one. “Well? See to it! I’m not here to hold your hands, and you know how to make camp.” The officers hastily saluted, darting off to see to their respective tasks as Jacob turned to Millie-- and Duchess Erin, who had walked up beside her. 
 
 “Corporal Thatcher, you’re with me.” He turned and nodded at Hett, who simply grunted as the Duke led them away from the tables, up the hill and across the gully to where King Geremas sat with his mount. Its bulk, even as far away as it was, dominated over the convoy’s preparations, and Millie knew that, since stopping, everyone had been trying and failing to ignore its presence.
 
 Icy dread poured down Millie’s back as they approached the massive beast, drying out her mouth. She could only muster one rational thought as she drew to a stop before the king:
 
 I really, really hope it’s not hungry...
 



 
 Stev Aras fired a magically modified heavy crossbow through the arrowslit, the enchanted bolt punching right through the first shield raised by the enemy spellcasters. The second shield only slowed the projectile, but then the enemy commander raised her hand. The air around her fist rippled as the bolt slowed to a halt, suspended in a sphere of wind magic, before the lack of motion tripped the second enchantment etched into the projectile’s tip. What should have been a messy explosion of shrapnel was instead neatly contained, sparing the nearby soldiers
 
 “The new bolts don’t have the oomph I need, Mister Bracklethwait,” he said, turning to the flamboyantly dressed gnome observing the test through a strangely shaped looking-glass. The instrument rose up from Jemeris’s eyes to peek over the lip of the other arrowslit, without exposing his head.
 
 “Indeed. Those shields are interesting, and different from what I’ve seen the Deskren use before.” Petram, who had little to no direct combat experience, seemed less interested in the ongoing battle than in detailing the minutiae of the equipment in use. His service to the city came primarily by means of assistance with enchanted and enhanced equipment, such as the hybrid crossbows built into Stev’s vambraces. The gnome and his partner had turned their skills with artifice towards providing him with ammunition as well, although at distances such as stood between the wall and the approaching enemy, no normal crossbow would have truly sufficed.
 
 Hence, the massive contraption of coiled springs, mana-charged steel cogs, and other parts that he now carefully leaned against the wall. “I had hoped we could offer more support,” Stev sighed, “but our best archers went with Mother into the Wildlands.” An ear-splitting roar went up from the field, shaking dust from the timbers overhead and barely muffled by the fort’s walls.
 
 “Your sister certainly seems to be enjoying herself, in any case,” replied Jemeris, swapping out several lenses and once again looking over the battlefield. “That gravity mage utilizes his Mana in a fascinating manner, as well...his sword must be even denser than I thought! Do you think he would let Petram and I analyze it, or maybe take a sample after this operation?”
 
 Through the second arrowslit, the gnome saw several armored infantrymen smash into the ground, as if tossed by a giant. Thuds of stone meeting flesh punctuated more roars before the ground rippled out from around the curve of the tower, beyond where Stev’s vantage point allowed him to see. The nature of the gravity mage’s magic was made apparent as the stone and dirt buckled, then flowed like water as he lifted and heaved. He saw his sister charge across the shifting soil, the material solidifying underneath her as she moved through the Deskren ranks like an angry scythe. Already confused by the unstable ground, they swayed as if unbalanced. With their newly-precarious footing, they had little ability to bring their weapons to bear on the berserking Knight.
 
 More soldiers went flying ahead of Taz’s charge; the few weapons that managed to strike her accomplished nothing but deepening her rage. The imperial standing behind the line of battle raised a staff high into the air, drawing mana from the space around her. It arced and crackled around her and her fellows before condensing into a roiling sphere of electricity, which she sent on its way with a broad, sweeping gesture.
 
 “Well, they’ll be regretting that,” Stev laughed. “Watch this, Mister Bracklethwait.”
 
 As the spell approached Taz, the bear-woman turned with a snarl and swiped at it with one massive paw. Instead of detonating, the sphere of electricity became attached to her, as if she were gripping a baseball. Then, she roared, drew herself to her full height, and threw the energy into the middle of the Deskren formation.
 
 Because she couldn’t use a shield, she hadn’t been able to develop any of the magical defenses an ordinary knight might use. Instead, through a lot of trial and error, she had learned [Counter Claw], allowing her to redirect incoming spells at the cost of stamina and health.
 
 The Deskren, on the other hand, had no such defenses; even if they did, it was more than most could do to simply hold their ground against the churning earth that Xerrioth’s magecraft was stirring up. When the sphere connected with the first soldier, it burst apart, loosing all of its fury in a tremendous rush. In the first moment, the initial wave burned through half a dozen soldiers; each one struck by the force set off another, smaller pulse, eventually leading to several dozen injured to a greater or lesser extent. Taz herself was merely singed, a benefit of an extreme focus on constitution and stamina.
 
 “I had wondered how she would deal with magical attacks without shielding equipment,” admitted the gnome. “A sensible skill to train for a bare-handed variant of a knight archetype.”
 
 “I’ll admit, I was worried the two of them wouldn’t be able to hold the gate, but that gravity magic is something else to see,” Stev mused, watching the heavy black blade of metal zip sideways across the front line of enemy troops while Taz stepped back to recover. The sword acted more like a great club, crushing its way through the enemy lines more so than cutting through, a grim testament to the power of the man who wielded it. The dancing blade never came close to hitting his sister, much to his relief. Looks like he was right about being able to tell her mass apart from other people, he thought to himself.
 
 “Two trebuchets just went down!” Jemeris’ outburst interrupted Stev’s focus on his sister’s fight. “I’d say we’ve made a wonderful distraction for our guests! And there’s smoke coming from the wagon camp to the east; I think our rats have been busy while we kept the cat’s attention.”
 
 Stev motioned to the messenger waiting quietly in the corner of the small room. “Send the signal, I want the barrier back at full strength as soon as the strike team gets back under the gate.”
 
 The boy took off at a run, out the door and back up the steps to the walkways between the defensive towers. Stev could see horses galloping back towards his sister’s position, the Deskren advance halted by their own ball lightning attack turned back against them.
 
 “We’ve given them a bloody nose,” he said. “They’re sure to hit back in kind, especially once they realize how much we just stole from their own supplies.”
 
 The gnome stayed silent as the horses thundered back through the gate, their purpose fulfilled. Grimly, he noted that there were a lot fewer returning than had went forth for the charge.
 
 =============================
 
 Millie Thatcher stood on a hill next to a king, a duke, and a drake. For the first time in months, she was at a loss. King Hanz acted nothing like the royalty of stories and bardic tales her mother had used to sing when she was little. He wore riding leathers and a fur-lined coat instead of finery. The crown she had seen at the Gathering now nowhere in sight, he sat on a rock leaning back against the flank of his drake and quite messily enjoying the roasted leg of some large breed of bird. The rest of the unfortunate fowl was transfixed by a skewer jammed into the ground close to the fire.
 
 “Some grub first,” the man growled, looking at the Battlemaster and pointing at the rest of the bird with the remains of the leg. It was Hett who broke the silence with a guffaw of laughter as he stepped forward and ripped the other leg off the skewered dinner.
 
 “Never turn down mountain chargrouse,” laughed the old man. “They’re better’n any turkey or chicken.” He pulled a folding stool out of his pack and handed it to Millie before producing a second one for himself. His pockets held more than jerky and whiskey, to her utter lack of surprise.
 
 “Better a campfire than a courtyard ball any day,” said Jacob, finally looking away from the king. The duke handed Millie a chunk of meat from the bird, raising an eyebrow at her reluctance to step forward. “If he’s not going to act all official, then we won’t either, Millie. Eat up.” He sat on another stool, Calvin Descroix on his other side silently accepting a share. Lady Erin sat next to Jacob opposite the Deskren hostage. Silence accompanied their meal, broken only by the popping crackles of the fire and the basso rumblings of the sleeping drake’s breathing. Only after everyone had eaten did the king finally speak.
 
 “Lowlanders certainly have their fascination with the games of the court, and the Gathering is no different,” said Hanz. “But there are no castles here.” He rummaged through several pouches at his side, his flying leathers a wealth of straps and clasps and other things Millie wasn’t certain the purpose of. With a grunt, he tossed a bottle at Hett. “I’d have bet a bottle of Forvale’s finest I’d never see your ugly face again, Obadiah.”
 
 “And here I am gettin’ prettier ever’ year,” said Hett, catching the bottle which promptly vanished into one of his own pockets. He shook his head sadly before speaking again. “A king isn’t bound to the wagers of a young prince, though I appreciate the sentiment.”
 
 “But a man is bound to his own word, crown or not.”
 
 “Fair enough,” grinned Hett.
 
 “Seems like a King has gone quite a distance out of his way for a camping trip, though,” said Lady Erin. “Even one who doesn’t care for court.”
 
 "I'm sure he has a reason, love. Best we hear him out." Jacob seemed entirely at ease, and without missing a beat, he reached into his own coat and produced a bottle. “You brought the food; least I can do is offer a drink,” he said, nodding at the king. “I’m a bit short on cups.”
 
 Hett regarded the bottle with mild surprise; to his (and everyone else’s) knowledge, Jacob never partook of spirit. That surprise only lasted a brief moment before the old man produced several camp tin drinking cups and passed them around. The only one who didn’t get a cup was Millie, but Hett winked and made a motion with his hand that she took to mean she should just wait. The Battlemaster didn’t pass the bottle around, but walked around the fire and poured a small amount in each cup.
 
 “You’ll want to let it breathe a moment. It’s come a long way, from a place called Kentucky. Was in my duffel by the bed when we fell through.”
 
 Wordlessly, Hett proffered his cup to Millie. She sniffed at the liquid within, and a sharp, astringent scent bit her nose. She snorted and recoiled, suddenly feeling less jilted. “And here I thought you were a teetotaller,” the old drover said to the Duke, grinning once again.
 
 “Not at all,” said Jacob. “I just don’t partake on duty. This seemed like an occasion for an exception.”
 
 “A duke, like a king, is always on duty,” said Hanz. “Some duties are easier than others.” The old king looked down into the cup, seemingly overcome for a moment with a deep sadness to Millie’s eyes.
 
 “I won't pretend I’m happy with the title, but if it helps with what we must do, then so be it.” Jacob lifted his cup; so did the king. With that benediction, all of them drank.
 
 Calvin choked and King Hanz failed to hide a look of surprise, inclining his head in approval. Jacob sat still, savoring the moment, as did Lady Erin. Mister Hett exhaled slowly, with great satisfaction.
 
 “Boy, if you have another bottle of that, we need to talk business,” said the old man, suddenly serious and stern.
 
 Jacob grinned, shaking his head. “Sorry, old man; just the one. We’ll have another round once we get the job done and are sitting pretty in Expedition.”
 
 “I’ll hold you to it,” nodded Hett, reclaiming the cups, which vanished back into his seemingly bottomless pockets.
 
 “Now then,” said Jacob, looking down at the fire. “Why does a king come all this way for a sit-down?”
 
 “A sit-down? That’s a good way to put it. Hard pressed to take the measure of a man while everyone is strutting like peacocks in front of the Kingmaker. Kingbreaker, others say.”
 
 “Peacocks and roosters, mostly, though at the Gathering I think I liked that armored queen the most,” said Lady Erin.
 
 Hanz clicked his teeth, grinning. “Mette Weldt is a tough one, and fair sensible as far as lowlanders go.” He leaned back against the drake as it shifted, raising one wing slightly to block the wind that whipped sparks from the campfire. “She’d have done well on the heights. Drakenth requires a certain toughness of its people.”
 
 “I haven’t had time to learn much of Anfealt’s history,” said Jacob. “I know you lost much in a war, but beyond that, I’ve not had time to read. Been focused on more recent events.”
 
 “It was the Steel Crusade, not a war. There is a profound difference between the two in this world. Nearly a century ago, and we still have not regained our numbers.” The drake behind him rumbled again, this time with menace and anger, heat making the air ripple around its maw. “The drakes bear the worst of it, as they breed so slowly.”
 
 Jacob leaned forward, eyes flicking from the beast to its rider. “They’re sentient?” he asked curiously. “Your dragons, I mean.”
 
 The drake suddenly made a snorting, chuffing noise in its throat as Hanz roared with laughter. “Dragons? Gods, no. Draxiganth is a drake, and no more.” Hanz paused, glancing back at his mount. “He’s flattered, though, that you regard him so. Yes, they can understand speech, and can share thoughts with their riders.” His eyes passed from Jacob, then lingered on Millie long enough that she shied away from his gaze. “He likes her,” he remarked. “Stormtouched, he says.”
 
 “No disrespect intended, sir,” said Jacob, nodding at Draxiganth. “Most people on my world would look at Draxiganth and see a dragon, not a drake.”
 
 Hanz shook his head, and Draxiganth laughed again. “Oh, they look near enough, at least according to the old legends. At least when they want to.” He sobered, regarding the ground between his feet. “But the true dragons are calamity incarnate, and rarely spoken of. Even less is written of them than of Crusades.”
 
 “You said that has different meaning here too,” remarked Lady Erin. “Will you explain or stay cryptic and confusing on purpose?”
 
 Calvin made a strangled noise, leaning forward, but Hanz seemed to either not notice or not care about Erin’s tone. “It’s not intentional, nor is it secret. War is war, no matter where you go. A Crusade actively involves the [Oracle], and unless she’s directly threatened, like the Deskren fools have done, she stays neutral.”
 
 Hanz regarded the captive prince, his eyes seeming to pierce through the man. “That’s one of the things I’ve come to find out: why you keep this one alive.”
 
 “Because simply killing everyone in the empire is neither practical nor just,” Jacob replied immediately. “Even just killing the upper castes and nobility would flood the rest of your nations with hundreds of millions of refugees, and while genocide might be simpler, I prefer to sleep at night.”
 
 The king nodded. “And there it is. I knew it wasn’t whimsy, or at least I’d hoped. And what of the Dead Sands?” he asked, gaze switching back to Jacob. “I assume your captive friend here has explained why they raid for captives year after year after year.”
 
 “The Dead Sands must be dealt with in time, and I suspect it will take all the nations working together,” said Jacob. “The Empire hasn’t been able to stop them, only hold them back. What I am less certain of is why they do not encroach northwards the way they do to the south.”
 
 “Ley lines,” Hanz responded simply. “You can see them, from high enough up.” He pointed skyward. “The north edge of the desert brushes against the southern edge of the Old Road, which was built to follow the old ley lines. The magic running through the earth holds the Sands fast, but there’s no such line to the south.” The king leaned back, regarding Jacob. “If fate should allow, consider this an invitation to High Drakenth; our history books may be less convenient than asking the [Oracle], but there’s no fate-twisting price attached to them.”
 
 “Knowledge can change a man’s fate just as much as prophecy can,” said Jacob.
 
 “Even so,” acknowledged Hanz with growing respect.
 
 “About the Empire, though,” said Jacob. “After talking with Calvin here, and many others, things are not as simple as just exterminating the slavers. What we have here is a beast more akin to the old Greek or Roman style of slavery and caste separation, aside from the Golden Collars.”
 
 “So how does one deal with that beast?” asked the King.
 
 “You don’t; at least, not as directly as you might think. You give the Deskren people a better option. Calvin here--” he paused to slap a hand down on the man’s shoulder before he could protest. “Mister Descroix has a claim to the throne, and while not a saint, he cares for his people.”
 
 “To pull off such a coup you would need to break the Golden Guard, but that’s bound to happen now with the decree from the [Oracle].” Hanz sat back again, rubbing his chin.
 
 “What do you mean by that?” asked the Battlemaster.
 
 “He means people like me, but not as nice,” said Hett roughly.
 
 “There are already whispers of legendary classers on the move again,” said Hanz. “Hett may be the highest levelled fighter that’s known for a fact to still be alive, but with others you never know for sure. Often old classers simply get bored and retire somewhere, forgotten until some idiot doesn’t have sense not to pick a fight with one.”
 
 “The girl’s decree means easy levels for a lot of right bastards. Even the good ones aren’t exactly what you’d consider sociable or anythin’ of the sort,” gruffed Hett. “Most of ‘em is as ornery as my mules.”
 
 Jacob glanced at Hett. “I pity the Deskren who get in their way, then, if I know your mules.”
 
 “It won’t just be the Deskren, lad,” Hett replied, shaking his head. “You take people like this and give ‘em incentive like that...well, they won’t much care who or what gets in their way, and ‘their way’ starts looking mighty broad.” He spat at the ground, then dug at it with the toe of his boot.
 
 “I’ve wondered why this world even has wars, when those such as you can tear through enemies with what looks like barely any effort.”
 
 “You have to have noticed the effects of command skills,” said Hanz. “You have ten thousand troops following you, you can’t not feel it.”
 
 “I feel a pressure,” admitted Jacob. “At the back of my mind, like I’m being pushed forward as hard as I’m pushing them on the march.”
 
 “It’s different for everyone,” said the King. “Some people gain skills and classes that make them individual powerhouses, others go into business or a trade. Not everybody becomes a [Swordsman] or a [Spear Maiden] or a [Brawler].”
 
 “But anyone, no matter their class, can become a [Soldier],” finished Hett.
 
 “Soldiers share a lot of abilities, and people with actual classes built for it are affected to an even greater degree. This is why the girl can march the entire company like hell’s at your heels.” The King grinned at Millie, then Jacob. “Her [Soldier] skills add to her bardic ability; it’s the only way you could have marched this far so quickly. All your troops, under one singular command. Have you promoted any lieutenants to spread out the pressure?”
 
 Jacob nodded, looking surprised but not totally shocked by the revelation. “Yes. I had my theories, but I could not be sure.”
 
 “They will make you stronger, and you them,” said Hanz. “There are things that are known that are not given by the numbered words or anything the scribes can measure, though. Things like faith and loyalty have an impact, even though no numbers for them ever show up when we look at ourselves.”
 
 “And that is how I will tear down an empire, so that something new can be built,” said Jacob.
 
 “Oh?” The King had a wry smile as he spoke, and Draxiganth focused a vertical slitted eye on Millie with a rumble of approval before also turning his gaze on the Battlemaster.
 
 “I had wondered why their lines would break so easy. Such things should not have been possible. But what value does loyalty have if it is extracted at the tip of the lash instead of earned side by side?”
 
 “You begin to see,” Hanz said respectfully. “Or, perhaps, already knew.” “Imperial tactics have always been based on overwhelming numbers to mitigate their losses, except for the Shackled.”
 
 “Those were much stronger, yes. But still, weak in the ways that matter.”
 
 “And those who follow you?” the king asked, eyes fixed on Jacob. “The dread company already being sung about in the streets of the City of Prophets, the Black Lance? By the time I left Possibility, that girl had cryers at every street corner speaking of your vow to march to Expedition. And here I find you more than halfway there, even faster than the Prophet herself expected.”
 
 “There’s a reason for that,” said Jacob, grinning with an intensity that Millie felt mirrored on her own face as he gestured down the hill at the encamped company. His words settled within her like embers as she looked into the fire burning in the eyes of the drake. “Those down there? The ones who follow me? They have a power no slave could ever hope to match, nor stand against.”
 
 The king leaned in. Draxiganth swung his head to regard the Duke of the Endless March. “And what is that, Otherworlder?”
 
 The space around the group grew quiet, as if awaiting his answer.
 
 “They chose to be here.”
 
 Hanz Geremas, King of Drakenth, smiled.
 
 “You do understand.”
 



 
 Morgan Mackenzie was relaxing in a pool of water so hot it was nearly boiling, and thoroughly enjoying the experience. Lulu purbled with contentment, working through her scalp and hair while producing an amount of sudsy bubbles any sane person would have considered obscene -- or which a toddler may have declared almost enough. Terisa lounged in the water several paces away, her resistances not quite enough for her to be totally comfortable at the hottest end of the hot springs where the Sorceress sat. The Huntress still endured far more heat than Dana, who sighed with contentment from much farther away, in a shallower section of the waters that was merely warm to Morgan. The earthborn engineer had focused much more heavily on her own craft than on her ability to endure the elements.
 
 Several of Lulu’s brood-descendants were tending to the other women’s equipment as well. Terisa’s wyvern-hide leggings and tunic gleamed in the morning sunlight, and Dana’s armor lay on a nearby ledge giving off a shine impossible to match with mere oil and polish. Even separated from it for a bath, the spinal graft allowing the woman to control it afforded her limited armor of its own. The curved edges of articulated plating just peeked over the engineer’s shoulders; metal meeting flesh with no seam or transition that Morgan could detect even with her enhanced vision.
 
 “When you said you had a hot spring, I wasn’t expecting anything as nice as this,” said Dana, relishing the unexpected luxury. “Especially with custom seating and privacy fences.” The pool they now occupied sat some distance away from the construction site of the skyship, and even farther up the mountain from the makeshift camp of the survivors of the expedition. Morgan had raised baffled stone walls around the already secluded glade to protect it from sight and the sounds of construction, more as a courtesy to her new friends than any sort of modesty on her part.
 
 “The benefits of [Terrakinesis] and a valley full of mana,” replied the sorceress. “Things are much easier when I don’t have to stop and eat every few minutes.”
 
 “You have a lot of raw power. More than I have ever seen, even from accomplished Arch-Mages or the greater Wizards I have known.” The Huntress sat with a poise and grace Morgan envied. Even sitting bare in a bath, the other woman was almost regal, carefully undoing her braided hair. “But aside from your natural skill with moving stone or fire near your own body, you hemorrhage raw, primal mana with almost no thought to control. It’s no wonder you have to eat so much to maintain yourself when you waste so much of your magic that way.”
 
 “I don’t really know how not to!” exclaimed the once-waitress. “Biggles showed me some mana exercises he said all novices learn for their first spells, but they are boring! If I need light I just let out my own fire.” She held her hand above the water, palm facing upwards as a flickering violet flame sprouted there as an example. “I don’t even have to think to do it. It’s actually difficult to make the basic circle he showed me. That doesn’t even use my fire, just a trickle of mana without any, uh…” she trailed off, unsure of the words.
 
 “Elements?” Terisa smiled knowingly. “I’m not a mage, but I’ve known many.”
 
 “It’s more like flavors the way I sense them. It’s like I can taste the magic.”
 
 “Everyone’s different with that,” added Dana. “For me and my golems or my armor it’s like that buzzing sensation when you lick a nine-volt battery, but in a good way.”
 
 “What is a--” the Huntress started to ask before stopping herself. “One of your otherworld things, I presume.”
 
 “Yeah,” said Morgan. “There’s no magic back home, although I think there used to be. We had to figure out other ways to do things.”
 
 Terisa gave her an inquisitive glance. “Like the skyship?” 
 
 “A lot like it. Blimps and dirigibles are a bit different, but similar principles,” answered Dana, breaking in before Morgan could respond. “Turns out there’s actually a bunch of different ways to fly, but big bags of hot air are the best we can do before the weather traps us here…”
 
 “Are you sure you cannot travel with us, Morgan?”
 
 The sorceress shook her head as the huntress dipped under the water, finally having finished undoing her braid and letting the water do its work before sitting up again.
 
 “The winds have already shifted and it will be snowing soon.” The spring and the surrounding air were luxuriously warm, but the steam and vapor rising over their impromptu bath-house evidenced the frigid temperatures falling upon the valley. “Another two days, I think. Dad’s dragged up enough of the big witchwood timbers that you should have more than enough to finish the ship, and we should be able to get the bags melded to the enchanted spheres tomorrow.”
 
 “The keel is solid,” said Dana. “It ain’t pretty, but it’ll hold together. Five full decks, and we save some weight going with open bunks and hammocks except for the lady’s quarters, which is just partitioned from the rest and not individual rooms. Sorry, Terisa,” she grinned. “There’s not much room for privacy on a ship, especially one like this. I know you’re used to bunking down with Foz.”
 
 Terisa shrugged, unoffended. “We haven’t always had a room to ourselves, or even a tent. Those of the Tribes view such things as simply a matter of living, Worldwalker.”
 
 Dana and Morgan both stared, nearly slack-jawed. “B-but what if you--” Morgan stammered.
 
 “Get frisky?” the Huntress asked, smirking. “Your airship may be strong, but there are limits. We wouldn’t want to damage something important, so don’t worry.”
 
 “I--” Dana started, then choked back the words. “Honestly not the answer I was expecting, and you seem totally serious!”
 
 Terisa smiled ruefully. “You always make jokes without the rest of us understanding. Don’t deny me such simple pleasures. Although when you sent Jakenna to fetch some ‘updog’ from the Luparan tents, the look on their faces was quite enjoyable.”
 
 “Dana!” exclaimed Morgan in shock. “You didn’t!”
 
 The engineer grinned broadly at Morgan, almost vibrating in place. Suddenly, she burst into long peals of less-than-ladylike laughter. “Y-You can’t understand--” She shook her head. “--how funny it was! A-A catkin, asking a wolf--” 
 
 She lost her balance, then choked and sputtered, having accidentally inhaled quite a bit of sudsy water. Above the heated volcanic spring, steam and water vapor drifted lazily towards a sky that grew steadily colder as three women laughed. Farther down the valley, three figures stood next to several magically sculpted stone structures, arguing amongst themselves.
 
 ==========================
 
 “Are you gonna tell her?”
 
 Chnarl flicked one ear at the necromancer. “Someone has to. Ship’s gonna be heavy enough without all this stone puttin’ more weight at the top.” The old druid hacked up a packet of spittle, grunting and wiping his nose before taking another sip of the steaming kaffen Biggles had brought, flexing his fingers against the cup. I may not understand his obsession with plants and alchemy, the man thought, but he makes a mean cup of kaffen.
 
 “I don’t understand it,” the necromancer said, laying a hand on the smooth, elegant-seeming spars and joints. “How can she have made something as elegant as those weapons she anchored Althenea to, and then make something as wasteful as this…?”
 
 “Anchors are easy,” replied the badger. “If you aren’t trying to bind a spirit -- if the soul in question is willing -- all the fiddly bits are left to their preference. All you have to do is open the pathway and keep it open, while the spirit does all the work.”
 
 “Even that’s baffling,” Biggles responded, shaking his head. “Enough magical power to open the pathway, yet she barely grasps the basics of spellcraft; things that any student at the Magisterium would know. Not that I’m debating its effect,” he hastened to add. “She saved us from the Skitterling attack, but...she has so many blind spots, and doesn’t even know the basic exercises for mana control--”
 
 “Sorcery is different,” interrupted Chnarl. “You know this, Necromancer. She will never lack for raw power, but she’ll always struggle with the finer control. She is likely to suffer greatly once she leaves the mana-rich air of the Wildlands. Have you never met a sorcerer before? It is as different from the other magics as you can get. They’re more akin to priests or those blessed by various deities or powerful beings, but without the need to pray or bargain.”
 
 Biggles shook his head. “Never had the pleasure. I was trained by my family, not sent to Meadowspire or Stormbreak.”
 
 “We will need to teach her as much as we can,” growled Chnarl, flicking his ears at the third person standing next to the constructs. “You and your shade are probably the closest to a sorcery-based classer we have, Mister Kels.”
 
 “I’m not sure what I can teach her,” he answered, drawing his coat closer as the wind gusted suddenly. “I don’t use spell forms to call up Miros, I simply let him draw on my mana.”
 
 “Druidry would be useless to the girl,” added the badger. “She doesn’t have an iota of ability with the life and nature magics. She’s all fire and stone and storm, that one. The most suitable teacher would actually be the engineer, if she weren’t absolutely insane…” The druid shuddered, remembering the explosion that had been even worse than the attacking swarm of bugs. “Annihilating a shard... Elders save us from her ‘science,’ skyship or no.”
 
 “Miss Dana certainly has her fair share of skill and precision,”Kels agreed. “All of the magical builder classes do, but her suit is a masterpiece. Miros can sense the mana traces through its construction when he is close, and we’ve never encountered anything as dense or complex as those patterns, not even the runes etched into the Sorceress’ skin.”
 
 “Well, both Dana and Morgan have a severe lack of a lot of the basics of magic. I understand it doesn’t exist on their world, so that makes a good deal of sense,” said Biggles.
 
 “It is one thing to understand,” growled Chnarl. His voice was raspy not from anger but from his mis-healed jawbone. The scar across his snout still ached in the cold weather. “To understand a failing is acceptable. To excuse it, or refuse to even attempt to correct such ignorance? Sheer folly.” He turned to the [Shadecaller], Kels. “Has your wraith-self found them yet? The Huntress left the camp this morning with both the Sorceress and the Engineer, and we’ll need to get started on fixing this--” he waved a paw at the geometric sphere in exasperation, “--before we waste too much of the day.”
 
 “I believe he was close,” answered Kels, cocking his head to the side as if listening intently. “They had trekked further up the valley than he origina-- oh…”
 
 “Oh?” Biggles gave him an inquisitive look.
 
 Kels appeared suddenly panicked, his face turning hitherto unknown shades of red. “It’s not-- oh no!”
 
 Thunder rumbled in the distance as the morning sky flashed.
 
 “Gods, that’s gonna be a splitting headache!” exclaimed the shadecaller. “Don’t tell Foz, please…”
 
 “Start makin’ sense or I’ll drag him from the cookfire myself,” growled Chnarl.
 
 “Miros walked in on them taking a bath!” Kels said in a breathless rush.
 
 Chnarl looked from the Necromancer to the Shadecaller, then back. “All three of them?”
 
 Kels was suddenly wreathed in mana as Miros returned to his physical half, the Shadecaller stumbling sideways and struggling to keep his feet. “Yes,” he gasped, holding his head in both hands. “All three of them.”
 
 “Not a word,” said the druid.
 
 “Agreed,” said the necromancer.
 
 ================
 
 Morgan was in such a good mood she couldn’t help herself, and barely realized she was skipping along the path as she headed down towards the site of the Expedition camp. Lulu wurbled from her shoulder as she flounced down the mountainside. The skyship’s hull was taking shape: a boxy wooden structure that, while not quite pretty, had a solid and functional appearance and appeal. Utilitarian, she thought. Maybe we can build pretty ones later…
 
 Terisa and Dana had continued talking as they walked, the chilly breeze giving their words an eerie cast. “I hope he’s not hurt too bad,” said the engineer. “Sentry mode can’t discriminate, and my suit recognizes friendlies through biological signatures. Miros doesn’t have biology as my suit understands it, though -- no heartbeat or body heat to track and identify!”
 
 “He’ll be fine, Dana,” the Huntress assured her. “He’s merely a projection, even if he does have a great deal of autonomy. Disrupting the sending just returns him to Kels. It’s not the first time it’s happened and it certainly won’t be the last.”
 
 Content in the knowledge that no permanent harm had been done to anyone, Morgan put the event out of her mind. Her current destination was a cave excavated the night before for one exhausted panther and two rather energetic cubs. Her father had been on the opposite side of the valley when the hunting party had encountered the big cats. No one else could drag entire witchwood trees in pairs the way the Titan could, and so the hunters had gone in the opposite direction. Prey was scarce for miles around the giant form that had once been Max Mackenzie.
 
 That giant form was now sitting outside the cave, with Marjorie the giant panther resting just inside the secluded opening, but close enough to keep her cubs in sight. “Cub” was a light way of putting it, however; though barely a third of their mother’s size, they already rivalled Earth tigers for bulk. Instead of stripes, their fur was dappled with silver and charcoal grey that shifted with every movement. Dana had taken to calling the darker one Nyx, and Morgan called the lighter one Lily because of a splash of white between its ears. The others in the Expedition had worried the Titan might have been a danger to the cubs or the mother, but Morgan knew better. Thousands of years via displacement in time notwithstanding, some things would never change.
 
 Nyx lay on her side up against the Titan, who was chewing on the ribcage of what had once been a rockmaw. Her sibling Lily pounced back and forth trying to catch several writhing fronds of vines, only to miss when her father danced them out of reach at the last moment.
 
 “I wonder who adopted who?” she asked, looking up at the Titan’s resting form. “I know you’re gettin’ impatient to move on, and I need to talk to Moghren again. You think the kittens will follow us?”
 
 “Too young.”
 
 The rumbling reverberations of his voice startled the cats as much as when he ponderously shook his head, looking down at their overly fluffy forms. 
 
 “Stay with skyship.”
 
 “I won’t argue with that. I think Dana’s been drawing up some room modifications to keep them, if they can store enough food.” A sudden gust of wind whipped Morgan’s hair out to the side, Lulu wurbling in protest.
 
 “Two days. Must go.”
 
 “Two days and then you’ll have to leave before winter sets in?”
 
 He nodded slowly.
 
 “I’m helping work on the skyship some more today then, but I’ll be ready when it’s time to go.”
 
 The giant didn’t respond, already returned to playing with the kittens. Overly massive size aside, it reminded her of how he was back home with his own dogs and cats. She grinned to herself as she headed back to the worksite with her mood vastly improved, wondering why Biggles and Dana suddenly looked so glum…
 
 ==============
 
 Dana watched with trepidation as the Sorceress approached. This was counterbalanced by the glee she felt as an engineer. Improvement in design was always welcome, every new iteration better than the previous. Finding out there was a better way to form spatial enchantments for the skyship to fly was a boon. The only hitch was not knowing how the woman who would need to make those enchantments would take it. Morgan had not seemed prideful before, but she had also not been predictable or level-headed for the entirety of the short time they had known her.
 
 “Y’all act like frightened cubs,” said Chnarl, joining her and Biggles. “It’s not like she had any way to know. This way we can teach her.”
 
 “Most students can’t incinerate everything for leagues if they get upset,” Biggles pointed out.
 
 “Upset over what?” asked a curious sorceress, her keen hearing more sensitive than any of them had realized.
 
 “Shouldn’t be upset, they’re just skittish fools,” said the badger, waving Morgan closer. “Tell me, how did you learn your holding magics, the stretching of distance and dimensions?”
 
 “Oh! With clay pots!” Morgan waved her hand to the side and a clump of rocky earth broke free from the ground to flow up in a swirl. Levitating it between her hands, a smooth brown bowl soon formed, deepening in shape to a round hollow ball with an opening on one end. “I can make the space bigger on the inside, by anchoring the runes to the strengthened walls.”
 
 “Hmm,” mused Chnarl. “Adequate. Impressive, even, for someone self-taught.” He jabbed a claw at the outermost storage rune etched into her waist on one side. “But those don’t use a solid substance as an anchor.”
 
 “What do you mean? They’re an entirely different enchantment, one that comes from skills…”
 
 “Incorrect. It is a manipulated pocket of space the same as that jar you just made, or your oversized and extremely heavy frames here,” he said as he turned to point at the assembly of stone ribs arranged into a sphere.
 
 “I dunno, it feels different…” 
 
 “The only difference is in the aperture that allows you to put things inside the enclosed space and retrieve them. Your tattoos seem to handle that naturally, so you wouldn’t have been able to sense the difference without someone to point it out.”
 
 Realization dawned on Morgan’s face just before her palm met her forehead. “I was worried about something like this! I don’t have a guidebook or anything! So this means we can-”
 
 “It means we can ditch nearly a fifth of the weight of the skyship,” interrupted Dana with a sheepish grin. “It looks like the dwarves get to bring their cannons along after all…”
 
 
 



 
 Morgan Mackenzie rubbed the back of her neck, looking at her structurally perfect, physically flawless spheres, slightly embarrassed that she had overlooked something so fundamental about the magical component. Privately, she admitted that she was more than slightly embarrassed, but she refused to show the remainder. The fact that it was completely understandable for her to have gaps in her magical knowledge did little to salve the emotion -- after all, she had already known her enchantments were different from Moghren’s. Increasing the volume of space within a jar was different from weaving that same extra space into a flexible bag, but that small issue had never occurred to her when working with Dana on the skyship’s design. Now she wasn’t sure whether or not to recycle the giant polygonal structures they had already made, or begin anew.
 
 Dana spoke as if reading her thoughts. “Trying to decide whether or not to start over with new material?”
 
 “Yeah, and letting my ego recover,” said Morgan, rubbing the side of her mouth with a finger, her other hand on a tattooed hip. “I knew I was missing something because my levelling has slowed down, but this is particularly embarrassing because Moghren used a bag and enchanted thread to show me spatial magic the first time.”
 
 “Sorcerers have a more difficult time with it, that’s all,” remarked Terisa as she left the woodline, the slender shape of Althenea’s rifle form hanging over her shoulder with a leather strap. The Ma’akan druid, Chnarl, followed behind her.
 
 “No two sorcerers are the same,” added the druid. “Most can use the common spells and cantrips that every mage knows, but their advantages come from direct control of the mana itself. Though, not being able to use the normal tools that a master or teacher would have available puts you at an even greater disadvantage…”
 
 “What about druid magic?” the sorceress asked, tilting her head. “I can sense the life mana swirling around you, and the life and death magics around Biggles, but when I reach for them myself it’s like dipping my hand into slippery water.”
 
 “Pfft,” snorted Dana. “Excellent analogy!”
 
 “It’s the best way I can describe it,” Morgan said, shrugging helplessly. “I can barely touch that kind of magic!”
 
 Chnarl laughed from deep in his belly, leaning on his staff. “Girl, if everyone could use every kind of magic it would be a dull and boring world. Even if you could harness the living magics, Druidry is more about convincing the spirits to help you than it is any sort of structured casting.” He gathered himself after his jovial outburst, then continued. “Won’t see any druids at the schools for mages either. A few learn under a master as an apprentice, but mostly? We operate by feeling and faith. If you didn’t live by faith in your old world, just coming here won’t help you learn.”
 
 Morgan nodded, lapsing into silence as she considered Chnarl’s words.
 
 Dana broke the silence a few moments later. “If you and your pops are heading out tomorrow, then we are in a bind,” she offered tentatively. “The airbags are almost done, but a redesign on the fly…”
 
 “Nothing gains levels like being under pressure!” Chnarl snarled with a predatory grin.
 
 “My leveling has slowed, though,” Morgan protested. “I got to forty-four when...Chadwick put the collar on me, and I…” She swallowed, a pained grimace flickering across her face. “...Before that, though, I hadn’t gained a level in a long time.”
 
 “Everyone’s levels slow at some point,” said Terisa. “Most in the thirties, and everyone slows down in the forties. Most people simply know their class and have found their place in life by then. It’s not about killing monsters or men, it’s about how much of a challenge it was, how much risk…”
 
 The sorceress looked up at the polygonal spheres. “That...makes a lot of sense, actually, but how do people who don’t fight get their levels? I’ve gotten a few from learning new spells, but fighting has been way faster...”
 
 Dana grinned, raising her hand. “I hadn’t killed anything here in this world until I came to the Wildlands. Every level before that came from doing what I do best, building golems and parts for my suit. The more challenging my projects are, the more I get out of it.”
 
 “The best way to enchant the bags will be to sew it right into the leaves,” the druid advised, “but spatial magic isn’t alive like the living mana of the witchwood leaves. It is not a thing that I can do, nor Mister Bigglesworth here. But, if you can find a way past your limitations and help us, it may be that that is the kind of challenge that would help you.”
 
 “When Moghren showed me that first enchantment on a leather pouch, she used a magical thread,” the sorceress pointed out. “But I can’t use a needle; if I so much as try, my fingers just won’t work--”
 
 Chnarl tossed a pebble at her, and she caught it mid-flight with [Terrakinesis]. “Who said a needle has to be metal?”
 
 Morgan stared intently at the pebble floating serenely above her palm. Then she smiled.
 
 ====================
 
 Terisa Aras strode through the trees, leaving the sorceress to her work. She had little to add that would be helpful with the project, and trusted Chnarl and Biggles to help Morgan with what was needed. The three had set about working on the so-called “lift bags” with a renewed fervor, and the Huntress left them to their task. Now, she approached the cave where sat the Titan and the cubs of the Nightstride, Lily and Nyx.
 
 The two cubs were currently stalking her husband, who pretended not to notice as they pounced in tandem. Foz had always had a way with the young, be they his own or others’, and even those of other species. She stifled a laugh as he dropped and rolled backwards, leaving the cubs to land on the grass looking like utterly confused kittens.
 
 “Getting attached?” she asked as he lumbered to his feet. The Titan remained silent, wriggling vines to distract the big cats and giving them a moment to speak. “They’re almost old enough to be bonded by a Tamer.”
 
 Foz nodded his approval with a grin. The half-ursaran had always been stingy with words, but Terisa had long found it endearing, even to this day. However, the cats were not why she had come. She turned to face the Titan, as he looked down at them.
 
 “You and her are leaving soon,” she said.
 
 His massive head inclined slightly, eyes burning with more intelligence than any beast ought possess. Even now that his origins were made clear, to have him look upon her so made her skin crawl.
 
 “I owe her a debt,” said the Huntress. “And you as well, for saving my sister.” Althenea pulsed agreement from her place slung across Terisa’s back. “But my home is under attack. The guildmaster may have been lying, but we cannot risk that. My children live there.”
 
 “You go.” It was not a question, and almost felt like an order. The screeching reverberation of the crystals protruding from his massive brow formed the words, and the sound made the cats hiss. They arched their backs, and their fur stood on end in agitation as Foz tried to calm them.
 
 “How will we find you again?”
 
 The titanic form looked north and east, the ground groaning as his bulk shifted before he spoke again. 
 
 “After duty. Will find you. Before sleep.”
 
 “We will be going to war. There is no other answer for this kind of attack. I know she said she can’t not fight them, but--”
 
 Her protests were interrupted by a shaking in the air, a deep resonance that buzzed in her ears as the wind picked up dust and autumn leaves. It took her several moments to realize the Titan’s chest was heaving in laughter.
 
 “She will go. I follow. To war.”
 
 The huntress froze. “All the legends say you cannot leave the Wildlands…” she said in muted shock.
 
 The Titan merely continued to laugh, and when no answer was forthcoming, Terisa withdrew, rattled. Foz followed her, his expression suddenly grim.
 
 “We had hoped to avoid another war,” he told her once they had put enough distance between themselves and the Titan. “Bold, to hit Expedition. That can’t be the only attack.”
 
 “I know,” she agreed, sighing. “Even without us and the rest of the expedition group there, it would be futile to try with anything less than a full-scale invasion. Kosala is at risk, and if Swift Waters is compromised, they could even get agents to Stormbreak Isle. Any river settlements, as well.”
 
 Her husband nodded, face drawn into a scowl that others who didn’t know him would have found intimidating. Terisa knew her husband, and also knew he was thinking. His anger was rare, and unmistakable. She thought his thinking face was one of his better features. They were approaching the field where the others were busy with the enchantments on the lift-bags before he finally spoke, his voice pitched low enough not to carry in the chilly winds.
 
 “It will be a big war, then. The last one will seem as nothing.” He growled deep in his chest. “We have to warn the Tribes, if they don’t already know. You know how they like to use the Children of the First Beast.”
 
 “Do you think the Tribes will march?” she questioned.
 
 Foz considered, then shook his head. “There’s just no way to know until we get back.”
 
 They fell into a companionable silence as they approached Dana and Biggles. The necromancer and engineer were watching as Morgan and the druid Chnarl crouched over a section of the broad sheet of the great leaves. The witchwood leaves had seemed to grow together into one huge layer. The stems of the leaves looked like pale veins on soft emerald cloth, and the material seemed to fuzz together where leaf met leaf. The sorceress was guiding several needles simultaneously with her eerie levitation skills, and Chnarl looked on in approval as a flash of magic caused the threads to glow in a pattern that pulsed out through the vein-like lines of the melded leaves. The silvery glow spread out like ripples from a stone, and runes that they had already sewn into the living fabric were left alight in its wake.
 
 ================
 
 Morgan took hold of another needle with her [Terrakinesis] after Chnarl deftly slipped thread through the loop on the end. At first she had only used one at a time, but as she got the hang of tugging them along, one had become two, two had become three, and now four stone slivers danced below her fingers like puppet limbs on invisible strings. Dana had measured several times, and then marked the location for each rune to be stitched. The runes themselves were simple enough, and the thread made for an even easier conduit for the magical energies than her etchings in stone.
 
 She felt that sculpting enchantments in stone that she had magically toughened would last much longer, but the witchwood leaves had their own regenerative properties that caused the tissues to regrow around the thread as she watched. It seemed that as long as the organic material had mana to draw on it would keep the runes in proper working order. Chnarl confirmed as much when she asked.
 
 “Yes,” he said. “Witchwood has many properties, and things made from it can heal and repair themselves. No one has managed to grow the trees outside of the wildlands, not since the elves vanished after the first Deskren war.”
 
 They finished a few more runes, stitching along the circles where Dana had drawn the markers. The mana hummed in Morgan’s sight, not yet active but waiting, a feeling she couldn’t quite put into words. The green fabric was gathered up as they moved across it, and as they neared the last rune’s position, Biggles helped Chnarl take up the slack in the material.
 
 “The last seam is the most important for making a bag like this; we’re just making a big one,” said the Druid. “We’ll need a ring to fasten it to, and that’s where your stone magic can help.”
 
 Morgan could definitely help with that. A single heartbeat later, and a ring of dirt almost ten paces across leapt from the ground. [Terrakinesis] made it a simple matter to compress it to stone, a contiguous band as thick as her wrist that shrank to half that size as its density increased and she reinforced it further. At the druid’s direction she turned the ring up on its side, Biggles and Dana helping pull the heavy fabric of the bag over to join it with the stone band. 
 
 Chnarl worked with his claws, stitching the last of the bag together. Still deflated, it rolled and billowed and bunched in the chilly wind. It did not stay deflated for long, however; when the last stitch joining it to the ring went into place the enchanted runes lit themselves with bright light. It flashed and glimmered from the opening of the ring, and Morgan felt them begin to pull on her mana. She had plenty to spare thanks to her tower, so she simply poured a steady flow of power into the enchantments.
 
 The spatial runes began to push against each other, and she had to steady herself as the expanding lift-bag began to swell, pulling air in through the ring. As more of the runes aligned and the next enchantment began to draw on her reserves, the bag swelled bigger, faster, and the wind picked up with a howl. The legs of Dana’s suit separated in spider-like fashion, anchoring her in place as another arm folded smoothly from her back to grab Biggles by the back of his coat just before he was pulled inside. The Engineer grinned at Morgan, the noise far too loud for conversation. Even more welcome than the laughter that escaped her lips was the familiar golden tones in her head as similar light brushed down her body.
 
 You have reached Level 45! Health and Status Partially Restored!
 
 10 Distributable Stat points awarded!
 
 10 Skill Points awarded!
 
 2 Enhancement points awarded!
 
 For stepping beyond the bounds of your assumptions and applying your magic in new ways with bold insight, you have grown in power!
 
 Morgan resisted the urge to dance, if only barely. She held herself to just a fist pump and a giddy “Yes!”
 
 The next gust of wind that came hit with the full force of winter as it tore through the valley, and despite her resistances Morgan was temporarily caught off guard. She shivered and wished she had a coat for one nostalgic moment before letting her fire heat the rest of her, but Dana seemed decidedly uncomfortable with so much metal against her skin.
 
 “I’ll have to figure something out like you just did,” said the other woman. “You just lit up on infra-red while I’m freezing my tush off out here.”
 
 “Frost resistance doesn’t seem to help with natural cold,” said Morgan. “But I just got two enhancement points!”
 
 Terisa had approached as the wind from the expanding bag began to fade, and she stepped forward with Foz and grabbed the ring as the breeze shifted the suddenly huge balloon. “Do you guys want to do something with this or just let it drift away in the wind?”
 
 “Oh! I’m sorry!” Morgan apologized, seizing the ring with [Terrakinesis] and holding it level once more as the bag bobbed and wobbled above it. “Dana, are we ready to attach the first one?”
 
 “Yep,” said the engineer, her suit shifting back to wheels as she slalomed away. She led them down the hill to where the main structure of the skyship was under construction, keeping pace so they could hear. “We’ll space them out, four in total. This one is going right over the engine room.”
 
 Dana’s suit went from wheels to legs and then to extra arms as she clambered up the side of the multi-story monstrosity taking shape. Morgan picked her way past several dwarven workers and a Panthren who nodded as he bowed out of their way, the ring and balloon drifting dozens of feet overhead as if pulled by an invisible string. She clambered up a ladder to the top deck, only to see that Dana had gone down two levels into a hollowed out central section of the ship. Standing on top of the upper deck and looking down, it was actually beginning to look like a ship, albeit a bulky and strange one. The engineer was currently scuttling over the central reactor that had once been the thorax of her crawler, and what limited steel that had been available had been reforged into crude but strong struts and braces to which the timbers of witchwood had been fastened as the vessel took shape around its future source of power. 
 
 Several steel clamps arranged in a circle awaited above the engine room, and Dana made some last minute adjustments before waving Morgan forward. “The witchwood stuff is great, but I want the lift mechanisms physically connected with good ol’ fashioned steel,” the engineer said. “The heating coils will come in a couple of days, but the driveshaft and the propeller are done. I’ve even got condensers for water collection that were built into the mobile workshop so we won’t have to worry about getting thirsty. My main concern--” she stuck her tongue out the side of her mouth while tightening the strange clamps around the ring as Morgan held it still “--is the galley and berthing.”
 
 “Why’s that?” Morgan was holding the stone ring in place despite the wind tugging the huge bag to and fro above their heads. The ship structure was heavy enough not to be shifted, but steel and timber creaked ominously with the stronger gusts. “Also, we’ll need to set up some actual tie-downs or moorings. I can raise stone pillars with rings in them that are anchored to the bedrock, and you can tie onto those. The winds don’t seem to be letting up.”
 
 “That would be lovely,” said Dana, the ring finally secure as the last clamp fastened tight. The interlocking steel hooks held it fast, connected to the beams that were themselves reinforced with steel and likewise secured to the main timbers that ran underneath the entire structure to form the keel. “I’m worried about berthing because, while these expedition guys are professionals in the woods, they’re decidedly not soldiers. It won’t be so bad for the dwarves or the humans, and certainly not the gnomes, but we have some very large beastkin. We can’t just pack everyone in like sardines.”
 
 “Well, at least you’ll be able to land to let people stretch their legs and hunt…”
 
 “That’s the hope, weather permitting.”
 
 “I can stay until we get the other bags finished and installed, and then I think Dad would leave with or without me,” said the sorceress, looking down at the cylinder that had once been part of the crawler. She could feel the mana pulsing within it, even inactive. “Did you make any more progress on a radio?”
 
 “I did!” Dana confirmed. “But, I don’t know how much it will help you, it’s not a real radio. It’s more like a...dynamic rune inscription on differing sheets of alloy that lets me send a signal between another matching set of runes.” She waved her hand in a vague gesture. “I do think we’re onto something for long range comms though.”
 
 “Well I have two enhancement points, and I think we can work with that to make a sort of two way radio.”
 
 “How so?”
 
 “If we can make it work, I want to try to increase my enchanting skills to manage a way to communicate, and then try to make a new rune for my [Soul Anchor]. I hate to give up my sight rune, but maybe I can make a visor tattoo that acts like a two-way radio…”
 
 Dana grinned. “I like the way you think. There’s no reason we shouldn’t be able to come up with something that does both. Multipurpose enchanting!”
 
 Morgan laughed as they headed towards the other woman’s workshop.
 
 
 



 
 Morgan Mackenzie sat on the side of a partially-constructed airship, propping herself up by her arms. She idly kicked her legs beneath her, then tipped her head back and closed her eyes. Without the sight of the Wildlands, the noises of construction from all around her wouldn’t have been too far out of place from her old life: no matter its power source, a saw still made that same buzzing rasp, and even the hum of enchantments and mana crystals weren’t far removed from the shrill whine of a small engine. What she was focusing on at the moment, however, made that awareness painfully clear.
 
 Looking at her skill menu, she found most of her options unappealing, and more than once she’d dismissed the menu out of disgust. Given how close she was to leaving, she no longer needed anything related to wilderness survival, and many options she had had prior to selecting her class were simply no longer present. Over a hundred skill points to spend, she thought with a sigh, and nothing useful or interesting to be seen.
 
 Her enhancement points had been easier to work with, albeit frustrating in their own right. She had wanted to spend some of them on one or more of her affinities, with [Mana Affinity] being her first choice. It turned out, however, that not all of her skills could be enhanced, even when mastered. Specifically, Affinities and Resistances did not seem to be affected by enhancement points. She knew her direct spells could be enhanced, as well as her learned enchantments and non-spell skills. She had decided to save her last two points for the future, hoping to raise [Soul Anchor] to the tenth level before trying to boost it. Her instincts said that she should be able to do so, but neither Biggles nor Chnarl had known anything about the anchor itself. Even Terisa had never heard of anything like it, and the Huntress was certainly one of the most well-travelled adventurers of the Expedition.
 
 A chill breeze caused the enchanted bags to sway and ripple overhead, drawing Morgan’s gaze. The weird organic fabric she and Chnarl had fashioned out of the witchwood leaves seemed to shift through the entire rainbow, and even colors for which Morgan had no name. Too, the magic that allowed air to perfuse the spatial pocket caused strange ripples and vortices to appear in the air around the balloon. That achievement had led to a new skill and level for Dana instead of Morgan, but she couldn’t feel jealous; after all, she had her own unique advantages.
 
 Morgan let her gaze drift down to the ship itself, which was a marvel of functional ugliness to Morgan’s eyes. Nothing had been spared for aesthetic; the engineer had enough on her plate simply getting it working in the first place. The parts of the design which incorporated parts of her cannibalized walker and workshop were nakedly obvious, and the whole ship crouched like a flattened rectangular apartment tenement: seven hundred feet of cubes, right angles, and bare structural timbers. The bulging lift bags extended past the vessel’s footprint, adding to its slapdash appearance. Spearing into the bags and extending across the deck to the engine room, metal coils and finned protrusions carried heat from the ship’s reactor into the bags. A huge, three-bladed propeller stuck out from the back near the engine room. At the moment, the blades were folded up against the prop shaft, but once airborne, they would deploy and provide some powered movement. For unpowered movement, massive sails had been and were being woven in similar fashion to the lift bags, designed to be hung from masts that would fold up alongside the ship. Dana made no secret of the fact that the design wasn’t optimal, but that it was probably the best they could do.
 
 Where planks and timbers met, a strange resin had been applied that fused the wood as if it had grown that way. According to Biggles, witchwood underwent a restorative curing process that could be slowed down to permit this joining if enough mana were infused into it; for this reason, a project of this scale would never have been considered outside the Wildlands. Without the high levels of ambient mana, the expense and effort required to keep the wood in a workable state would have beggared entire nations.
 
 In the Wildlands, such matters were of less concern; within the valley near the spire, it was hardly even an afterthought. Dana and her crew of workers had seized on their fortune and worked at breakneck pace, and the resultant speed remained deeply impressive.
 
 Morgan dismissed her status window again as she heard someone approach. Looking over, she saw the huntress, Terisa, picking her way across the deck to sit down beside her.
 
 “I still can’t believe it,” Morgan said. “Even on Earth, a ship this big would take years to complete.”
 
 “There are definite advantages to being able to use magic to manipulate heavy materials,” Terisa agreed. “Dana tells me that building one out of steel will require something called ‘heavy industry,’” she continued, seeming confused by the term, “before it’s feasible, but I guarantee the Thuns will bend every effort to realizing it once they see this one.”
 
 “What is built once can be built again,” nodded Morgan, looking up at the clouds as another gust of wind tugged at her hair and made her shiver. It was noticeably colder than the previous day, and her own instincts were restless and uneasy.
 
 “You seem unusually morose this morning. I’ve seen that look,” mused the Huntress. “You and your father will be leaving today, I gather?”
 
 “It will snow soon,” Morgan said in reply. “I’d like to get into the lowlands as soon as possible, even if I’m with dad. He’s been getting restless himself.”
 
 The two looked out across the valley, to where the Titan was lumbering along the edge of the treeline, drawing in enough mana to the point where Morgan could feel the current he caused. It was more than he would usually draw, as though he were deliberately gorging himself. His increased activity had disturbed the panther kittens, who Foz had named Lily and Nyx. They had taken to ‘playing’ with Foz, the other beastkin, and a few of the tougher dwarven and human adventurers when they weren’t busy with the ship’s construction. Dana had combined two bunkrooms into a sort of lair, and Marjorie had only taken a little convincing to board the ship and travel with her new two-legged friends. Most of that convincing had taken the form of raw meat and snoot boops, both provided by Morgan. Once she got to her lair, she didn’t take any further convincing: Dana had modified the two bunkrooms closest to the airship’s reactor, keeping it nice and warm.
 
 Several members of the group were significantly more excited about the presence of the cubs than the rest. Apparently, they were getting to be of proper age to bond with a tamer, and such a bond didn’t require a specific [Tamer] class. Morgan had little interest herself, but wished the others luck regardless.
 
 “How will you find us after you finish your quest?” asked the Huntress.
 
 “Well, I have the makeshift maps we cobbled together.” Morgan tapped a storage rune on her waist. “That gives me a general idea of where to go to find Thun’Kadrass if I can’t spot you from the air once I’ve got wings.”
 
 “Flight will be impressive,” Terisa mused. “I’ve rarely seen anyone who could fly freely, although most magickers and adepts can manage to cushion a fall or glide a fair distance in the right circumstances…”
 
 “But you have seen it?” Morgan pressed, fixing the huntress with an eager gaze. Flying had never completely left Morgan’s thoughts since she had first seen the wings on her other-self’s avatar.
 
 Terisa nodded. “There’s a succubus who works with the Stormbreak Wardens...she can fly, but the only time I’ve ever seen it was from a distance.”
 
 Morgan gaped. “A-A succubus?” she uttered. “As in...a succubus, a hellspawned demon slut who feeds on mens’ souls?”
 
 Terisa nodded, unruffled. “Convicted criminals, mostly, and not all of them men.” She smiled faintly, seeing Morgan’s expression turn to confusion. “Like I said, she works for the city, likely bound by some magecraft. Demon summoning isn’t strictly illegal, but it is…frowned upon. If she were prone to going on a rampage, though, she’d have been put down long ago.” She frowned, tilting her head and sighing. “As for other fliers...angels from time to time -- or, at least, winged beings that may as well be. We see fewer and fewer of them now, though; the gods haven’t been seen for centuries, and their messengers only rarely in the time since Oasa.” She paused, then straightened. “Oh! The Drakengard, of course, but...they don’t have many drakes left, and rarely leave Drakenth now.”
 
 “What is Oasa?” Morgan had been more focused on matters close at hand, and had picked up little of the actual history of the people around her.
 
 “Oasa was an oasis with a city built around it, in the middle of the desert between the northern continent and the southern tribal lands. Before there was a Deskren Empire, everything south of Oasa was unsettled land, occupied by savages who were constantly migrating and warring with each other and the northeners. Oasa was their trade hub.” The Huntress shook her head. Althenea flared against her back, and Terisa shifted the weapon to her hip as she changed forms. “A lot of records were lost, of course, but when the fledgeling empire cut its first holdings out of the southern jungles, things weren’t actually looking too bad. Trade opened up, Oasa went from a trading post to a merchant’s mecca in a handful of years. It wasn’t until the Emperor started making those abominable collars that conflict broke out.”
 
 Morgan shuddered with revulsion at the thought. She didn’t have words to describe the utter wrongness that roiled in her blood and mana at the memory of the collar’s touch. “So how’d that get started? The [Oracle] people have mentioned?”
 
 “Ha, no,” replied the other woman. “At first Emperor Deskra could only make one collar at a time, and the threat was not so great. The [Oracle]’s power and authority are only as great as the need, and at first it was just rumors and small groups of adventurers sent to deal with singular problems. And then…”
 
 “And then what?” asked the Sorceress, watching Terisa’s face turn sad.
 
 “The elves, or what was left of them, flooded across the borders into the northlands. The Empire had begun invading their groves for the witchwood trees, and to take pretty elven slaves. Elves can’t be held captive, though; they either die fighting or simply cease living, according to the stories.”
 
 “What happened to them? I don’t think anyone in your expedition is an elf…”
 
 Terisa snorted. “No, they vanished. Only the [Oracle] knows where they went, but everyone agrees they went north, and then kept going. They were never numerous, and long lives and low birthrates meant they weren’t able to fight a prolonged war, especially without their groves to tie them to the nature magics.” She shrugged before continuing. “They just left. We know they used to be around, and you can still find some of their artifacts and enchantments in out of the way places, but nobody has seen an elf since the first Deskren war.”
 
 “So what about Oasa?” asked Morgan. The history lesson was fascinating, but the restless winds spurred her instincts and she wanted to know before she left her new friends.
 
 Terisa glanced downward. “Oasa marked the end of the war.” She fell silent a moment. “The Deskren had made it to the northern half of the continent, but had been pushed back beyond Oasa. The [Oracle] herself took to the field, to help fight against the overseers and the legions of the Shackled. She was the one the Emperor wanted most; he felt if he could take her, he could become as a god. Nobody knows exactly what happened, but the Emperor and the [Oracle] marched on Oasa, and whatever happened obliterated the oasis, both armies, and shook the earth as far north as Sprocket.” Terisa shook her head. “That was also the start of the Age of Quiet, when the gods first fell silent. Nobody is sure why, and nobody can get close enough to Oasa to investigate: nothing can survive the desert. They’re called the Dead Sands because they pull every scrap of mana out, and it gets worse the deeper you get.” The huntress fixed Morgan with an intense gaze. “It’s probably the worst place in the world for someone like you.”
 
 Morgan nodded. “Yeah...when I run out of mana my body starts to starve itself to convert calories--” Terisa looked at her with confusion. “--uh, fat reserves if you don’t know that word. But yeah, I can burn fat for mana, but it could kill me if I’m not careful.”
 
 “And here I was, so jealous of your youthful figure,” said Terisa, rolling her eyes. “Anyway, that’s how the whole Deskren situation began. After Oasa, both sides fell back, but the empire raids the north every few years. Piracy is a constant threat on the seas, of course, but most of the nations bordering the coasts have to deal with slavers, both Deskren and their own criminal elements seeking to make a profit selling to the Deskren. Every handful of decades there is a bigger campaign, but they’ve never threatened Fort Expedition even once, let alone Possibility. The [Oracle] and Expedition have always remained neutral, so this war may be bigger than the first Deskren war.”
 
 “More than you realize,” murmured the Sorceress, looking down to where a team of dwarves were installing one of their cannons into an opening in the side of the skyship. “Dana was not exaggerating about war on Earth. We know terrible things. But I will have to be a part of it, at least where I have a chance to save people from the collars.”
 
 “Every one that is destroyed is one less the Empire can use. War may be terrible, but there are worse things to endure,” said the Huntress. “Have you been considering your skills and abilities? Your method of mana recovery shows me one glaring weakness that you will eventually have to contend with.”
 
 “Yeah, I’m not built for long fights. If something drags out, I’m done the moment I run out of food.”
 
 Terisa shook her head. “I’m no mage, but I’ve been doing this for a long time. You’ve only been in the Wildlands, where the air is so rich with magic it can poison those too weak or unable to adapt. You don’t just gain mana from eating, you breathe it in the air, drink it in the water, soak it up from all around you.”
 
 “What do you mean?” Morgan asked, blinking.
 
 “Ambient mana outside of the Wildlands isn’t going to be a fraction of what you’re used to here. If you can, you should invest some of those skill points into mana conservation abilities, and try to learn to contain what you have. I may not cast spells, but a hunter uses all their senses, and I can tell you cycle mana with every heartbeat. You’ve never had to conserve; you give back to the environment as much as you receive. If you keep that up in the lowlands, you’ll constantly bleed mana.”
 
 “That…”
 
 “Could be problematic, yes?”
 
 Morgan groaned, burying her head in her hands. “It’s bad enough when I’m actually casting spells! If it’s as bad as you say, I’ll be magically crippled outside the wilds?”
 
 “Not crippled, but certainly more bound to your food than you are now,” Terisa agreed.
 
 “Great, one more thing to worry about. What about cities? Are they going to try to arrest me for not wearing clothes?” Morgan asked, exasperation clear in her voice.
 
 The Huntress burst into laughter. “I’d like to see them try. But no, most won’t care, though you may have to singe a few lecherous hands depending on where you go. Plus, I’ve seen you cover yourself in flames. Such measures should be sufficient.”
 
 “I’ll be leaving once he finishes topping up on the local wildlife,” said Morgan, pointing off into the distance where the Titan was chewing on a large [Burrowspine Earthwyrm] that had had the misfortune of digging its way close enough to the surface to be detected. “Can you give me any advice at all on skills? I don’t have anything that might help right now, but it would be good to know what to look for or try to train on my own…”
 
 “Well, it’s not just mages that use mana. Most classers do -- myself included -- we just don’t manipulate it for actual spellcasting. Endurance and meditation to keep from running dry when I need to be able to boost a shot or use my more powerful skills are something I am certainly familiar with.” The Huntress pulled a flask from a pouch on her hip and made a gesture of offering, and Morgan pulled a crystal out of her own storage rune and shaped two glasses as Terisa leaned in and continued speaking. “Now, first, I can tell you how it works for me, but I know mages and druids can also learn [Meditation]...”
 
 ====================================
 
 Dana Pierce flipped the visor of her helmet back with a thought. The [Neural Link] between herself and the suit made it as simple as if she had done it with her own hand. It would have been easier to build the skyship’s systems to interface with her suit directly, in the same manner that the crawler had used. A ship was not a crawler, however, and she needed to be free to move around as needed. The crew would have to learn on the job, but the tech she had to work with wasn’t all that much more advanced than what the Dwarves or other artificers would already be familiar with. So far, all the flight control systems were purely manual, with cables, ropes, and springs running every which way across the ship. The sails would hopefully work once they were off the ground; the hinged masts at the front and sides of the ship were designed to flip outwards to give them some maneuverability.
 
 That is, of course, assuming they could get airborne at all, which led to her current task of installing the heating systems for the lift bags. Using the rotating core of the crawler’s reactor to turn a dynamo and brushes for a generator had actually yielded impressive gains in electrical efficiency. This increase was mostly due to the enchanted bearings not requiring any exotic materials or lubrication. With friction reduced to nearly nothing, running her reactor in this fashion was an easy choice. She finished welding the last conduit into place, connecting the aft-most heating coil to the power junction. Securing the cover in place over the wiring, she turned and headed up the passageway towards the bridge.
 
 Upon reaching the door, she stopped and leaned against the jamb. Kojeg was busy swearing, loudly and vociferously, at a pair of dwarven assistants who were dragging a crate along the upper deck.
 
 “--if ye scratch the deck one more time, I’ll ‘ave ye scrubbin’ it from here all tha way back to Thun’Kadrass!” he bellowed. “Now pick that crate up!” The dwarves hastily lifted the crate off the deck and scampered away. Kojeg turned to face his employer, irritation melting away from his face. “Ah, lass. What ken I do for ye?”
 
 Dana couldn’t keep an amused smile from playing across her face. “Bag number four’s online, ready for initial warmup and testing. How’re the other three?”
 
 “Aye, one an’ three be steady on tha gauges, but number two be a wee bit slow to warm up.” He eyed the panel to one side of the wheel. “Number four is now on tha’ gauges, one-twenty-two on the coils and rising.”
 
 “It’ll take a while to heat up as much air as we have in the bags, but they’ll start pulling on the rings long before we actually start generating appreciable lift.” Her prediction came true to the creaking of timber when the first bag at the front of the ship began to pull taut, finally resembling a balloon instead of a half-inflated sack. The ropes and vines woven into a net around all of the bags stretched and flexed naturally as the leafy material flexed within its bounds. “There’s a storm comin’, my suit’s reading a slight drop in barometric pressure. How fast can we get the wagons loaded, Kojeg?”
 
 “‘Nother half day or so,” came the reply as he looked out through the open front of the bridge across the upper deck of the ship. Reinforced timbers and beams secured the rings to the ship, obscuring the view down the center, but the sides remained clear. “Since she’s no designed for water and just sits on the ground, ‘tis easy enough to just push the wagons aboard. The horses and mules will be tricky, although we’ve plenty of fodder. If they get too excited we can always use the extra meat.”
 
 Dana nodded. “I’ve had worse than horse, although I’m not keen on it in particular. Prioritize the wagons and critical supplies first, then; we don’t want to get snowed in and may have to leave in a hurry.”
 
 “And the Burnin’ Lass? Has yer little project finally borne fruit?”
 
 “It did, and I sent one of my drones to find her,” she said, as a fuzzy image appeared over her forearm before resolving into finer clarity. Morgan and Terisa seemed deep in conversation over a drink, sitting on the edge of the upper deck just aft of the rearmost lift bag. “I’ll go see to that while you keep the warm-up test going. Don’t be afraid to pull the plug if they get too hot too fast; better safe than sorry.”
 
 “Aye, Lassie,” Kojeg said, turning back to his duties.
 
 “That’s Aye-aye, Cap’n!” she retorted as she left the bridge and clambered up the side of the ship with her suit’s extra legs. Morgan grinned at her as she climbed up to perch next to the Sorceress, opposite Terisa. Her grin grew even wider as Dana held out her latest project to the woman.
 
 “Is that--!?” Morgan left the question hanging expectant in the air, looking at the metal and stone tablet with three knobs and an analog display that anyone from Earth would be familiar with, if they had ever listened to radio in a classic car.
 
 “It’s a magically boosted, mana-powered frequency modulation transceiver! Basically a magic radio.”
 
 Morgan reached out, and her magic caught the stone grips on either side to gently lift the tablet. “You even remembered to make it out of parts I can use with [Terrakinesis]!”
 
 The engineer grinned broadly. “Yep! Since we couldn’t figure out a way to learn you a new living rune before you left, I tried to make it as simple as possible. You can power it up to transmit just by funneling mana into the crystals set on the back. Range is variable, but you should be able to hear us squawking from thousands of miles away if you can get high enough.”
 
 “Is this some new manner of scrying?” interrupted Terisa with sudden wonder. “No scrying or divination magics work in the Wildlands, it’s why we aren’t able to contact home right now…”
 
 “The only thing magic about it is the power source,” answered Dana. “And this is primitive compared to the stuff back home, but I don’t think you guys need or want the internet and smartphones any time soon.”
 
 “Hah, they’d just post pictures of cats like we do,” tittered Morgan.
 
 Dana scooted closer to the other two women, leaning in to explain the functions of the new toy, while the winds stirred restlessly around them.
 
 ============================
 
 Later that evening, Biggles and Chnarl stood around a fire, warming themselves while watching the Titan lumber down the slope leading to a mountain pass to the lowlands. He could just barely make out a small, pale figure standing on his shoulder, and could barely feel the tremors in the ground beneath his massive feet. There had been no time for proper goodbyes; the Titan had simply started walking, leaving Morgan racing to catch up, shouting hasty thanks over her shoulder.
 
 “Think we’ll see them again?” Biggles asked, not taking his eyes off the pair.
 
 The old druid hacked and coughed, spitting a packet of phlegm into the wind -- thankfully, away from the necromancer. “I’d not gamble...but I think we might,” he said irritably.
 
 “You’ve been on edge lately, badger-man,” Biggles noted. “What’s bothering you?”
 
 “Ah, just old age, and all that comes with it,” the druid replied, holding out his cup as Biggles removed a steaming pot from over the fire. “I thank you,” he said, gratefully taking a sip. “A fine brew makes the cold easier to bear...doesn’t do spit for the dreams.”
 
 “A bit of talent for dreams with your druidry?” he asked.
 
 “Talent, pah.” Chnarl shook his head, growling. “More a curse. Dreams I can’t understand, no matter how I try. For example…” He gestured to the sky, where the wispy cloud cover was growing denser and more foreboding by the day.
 
 “It’s going to snow, right? Don’t need dreams to tell us that.”
 
 “Mm,” Biggles agreed, taking a sip of kaffen. “But…?”
 
 Chnarl fixed Biggles with a hard, grim stare.
 
 “But, if it’s going to snow…why do I dream of thunder?”
 



 
 Belka Torm shivered, huddling deeper into his furs to ward off the chill. He looked up past his hood, trying to gauge the sun’s course through the dark clouds above him and the swirling snow around him. The General’s column had marched since daybreak, unrelenting, through an eerie twilight realm of powder, fog, and shadow. The beat of drum and hoof alone held back the unearthly blizzard that had dogged their steps for days. Though none of them could see the path ahead, the General led them, certain and sure. Belka knew that as long as he listened to the drumbeats, followed the wagon ahead of him, and led the one behind, that they would not lose their way. With gentle flicks of the reins, he guided his horses through the tunnel of white and grey, every so often casting his eye skyward to catch distant lightning.
 
 Winter’s chill had gripped this part of the land early, and all the more viciously as a result. At the beginning, Belka had worried that frostbite would claim fingers and toes -- or worse -- but the Worldwalker’s strongly-ingrained discipline had every unit’s leadership checking their men constantly, ensuring their gear was keeping them warm. The punishment for laxity in this regard was swift and uncompromising, usually consisting of such indignities as latrine or kitchen duty. The cold actually made for easier travel than had the wet rains of autumn. So too did the fact that they once again travelled on paved roadways rather than dirt trails.
 
 Belka’s wife, Laren, shifted anxiously on the wooden seat beside him. “It’s almost time,” she muttered feverishly. Her dreams had intensified on the march, leaving her in a state bordering on mania. “They struck at her as if to cage a bird, but she danced like a cat, and the cat made them blind…”
 
 “I wish you could actually speak clearly sometimes,” Belka remarked idly, putting his arm around her shoulder, as much to share warmth as comfort. She leaned further into his embrace, grinning at sights he couldn’t see. 
 
 “It’s not so hard to understand this time,” she said, baring her teeth in a feral grin. Belka stiffened; normally, she was beyond hearing him or anyone as she drifted in the dream. “They struck the first blow, attacking the City of Prophets. She always stays neutral -- always! -- unless she or the city comes under attack. She restrains herself to messages and missives, words in this ear at that time.” She shook her head, almost luxuriating in whatever she saw. “She is neutral no longer. Not since the Purple Night, not since…” Her voice faded into silence, and Belka was about to prompt her when she spoke again. “And we are part of her counterattack, against those who dared sting her.”
 
 “But how are they blind? This is an army, and we haven’t even tried to hide…”
 
 Laren shook her head slowly.“They’ve marched so far so fast. They search, they seek, but they see only her face in the mirror…”
 
 “You aren’t making sense again…”
 
 She turned her head then, and opened her eyes, fixing her husband with a piercing stare. “The [Oracle] has retaliated, dear husband. The only thing their scryers and scouts can see is her face, piercing their gaze with eyes full of stars. Nor can they divine, or send messages. They violated that which must not be violated, and now she keeps them blind, as the Lance delivers her answer.”
 
 She smiled, closed her eyes, and laid her head on his shoulder, drifting back to sleep as the wagon swayed steadily to the beat of the drums and the horses’ hooves.
 
 ===========================
 
 Jenna Tillersen shivered, exhausted, in the back of the wagon, trying to let the rocking sway of the carriage lull her back to sleep. The [Water Witch] had worked relentlessly with the other mages in the Lance, crafting as many enchantments as they could with the materials they had on hand. Several dozen enchanted rings were complete; pre-loaded with a basic [Icefall] rune, all they needed was to be fed with raw mana, which anyone could provide, given basic training and practice.
 
 In addition to what Duchess Erin had called ‘magic mortars,’ the adepts of the company had also been busy making other types of enchanted items; most welcome among these were flattened stone disks that could be piled next to a fire for a time, and then placed in gloves or boots, or slipped into garments to ward off the chill for hours. Jenna had immediately grasped the theory behind their construction, but her affinities meant she was more suited to work on the mortars. Her husband, Davin, fortunately had more skill with earth magic than she did, and he had made a fair share of the magic stones -- at least, on the rare occasion that his duties let him work near the fire.
 
 On this day, however, they hadn’t stopped to make camp at all. They marched into the evening, which is why Jenna was trying to sleep in the wagon. As she dozed, her mind wandered. Ever since that morning, since King Geremas left them with embered words and the map which guided their path, something felt different among the Lance. The ambient flows of mana had subtly shifted, and though Jenna would be the first to admit that her provincial education lacked in theory what it had in practicality, she felt certain that even the most learned scholars in the Magisterium would have struggled to put words to what she plainly saw.
 
 Though neither had expressly forbidden it, nobody who had been present for the meeting had divulged what was said, or at least had admitted to it. Nevertheless, word spread like wildfire, and a new sort of intensity rose among them. None were more profoundly affected than the freed Gendarmes: nothing she could point to or put a name to, but dozens of tiny changes. Their ears, perked up and attentive, where before they had been pinned back more often than not. Their gait, crisp and uniform where once it had been plodding and haphazard. They devoted their whole being to the drills they were set to, accelerating their transition from a vast, barely-coordinated horde to small, agile, deadly teams.
 
 Jenna had had no battlefield experience prior to the Deskren invasion, but their new formulation struck her as more fearsome than their previous massed ranks. Privately, Davin had informed her that standard Deskren doctrine had been to use them in a manner similar to human infantry, either not recognizing or not caring that the Luparan body is not built that way. The Battlemaster, he said, had been keen to break them of that lifetime of indoctrination, in order to cultivate their great natural aptitude for small pack tactics -- to reforge them as fast, vicious skirmisher units. To Jenna’s eye, this effort was meeting with resounding success.
 
 Such had been their existence after the High King of Drakenth had taken his leave. March and train; train and march, and Jenna watched and felt the column change. It wasn’t just the Gendarmes; the steady, relentless beat of the drum had changed. It wasn’t just the girl, that frightening figure on the lead wagon: several more had taken up their own drums and followed her cadence. The same change that had overcome the Gendarmes had overcome the drummers, as well as the soldiers who marched to their beat.
 
 As the afternoon yielded to evening, the hidden sun’s warmth faded, night’s chill stealing over them. Time had come to be measured by the beat of drum and hoof; the clouds and fog and lightning made it difficult to track time by any other means. Jenna could feel, as they marched, a growing tension among the Lance, like they were a bowstring, slowly pulled back by some great, unseen archer. Jacob and his officers responded most keenly, growing tense and stern, almost grim. Something felt different about them, as though the force on them had changed from pulling the column behind them to being pushed forward, harried along -- less like we’re going somewhere, more like we’re just waiting to arrive...
 
 A thump on the side of the wagon jolted her from her thoughts, and she pulled back a flap of canvas. One of the farriers that had joined the Black Lance instead of staying at Possibility was walking alongside her carriage, and he nodded with a slight bow without missing a step.
 
 “Sorry to disturb you, ma’am,” he apologized, reaching out to secure a metal ring to the side of the wagon. A metal clasp went over the sideboard, and the ring was slid into position and affixed using a strange tool and a burst of metal-flavored mana. “Just following orders; we’re attaching these to every wagon. We’ve been turning them out faster’n horseshoes every night!” He looped a leather strap through the ring and cinched it tight, before repeating the procedure an arm’s length down the wagon.
 
 “So I’m not the only one being given strange projects,” she said wryly, shifting to the other side of the wagon as he jogged around the back.
 
 “Even as you say,” he replied, dutifully resuming his work. Jenna dogged the flaps back down, and laid back as well as she could, barely hearing the thuds as he finished the job and moved on to the next wagon in line.
 
 ================================
 
 Stev Aras leaned back against the wall, chest heaving as he drew in deep lungfuls of scorched air. Mage-fire had poured through a gap in the barrier for what felt like hours before the magical defenses started to recover. The Deskren had had enough time while the barrier was down to inflict severe damage before Stev and his team could bring a trio of mages and an artificer to repair the damaged ward tower, the crystal having shattered under the relentless assault, killing its custodian and destroying a portion of the city’s shield.
 
 The enemy commander had clearly been ready for just such an occasion: shortly after the barrier fell, hundreds of skirmishers had poured into the city, covered by a creeping magical barrage. Fire, ice, and lighting had lashed the walls, pushing the defenders back long enough to permit the advance. His sister and her friend, Taz and Xerrioth, had proven more than a match in open combat, but the assassins and saboteurs among the invaders had melted into the city before they could be dealt with.
 
 Stev kicked the corpse at his feet before stumbling out of the alley, ignoring the shiny slivers of golden metal that clinked against the cobblestones as they fell away from the body. His sister and her new romantic victim were excellent front-line combatants, but the more subtle work of the night fell to himself and the rest of the Acquisitions Guild. The Huntress was not merciful to the darker trades and those who plied them when she caught them within her domain, so only the most skilled and the most lucky, or both, generally survived to operate within Fort Expedition at all. 
 
 Recruiting them had been as simple as offering amnesty and not asking for names. That would have been enough, but once the first Shackled assassin had been killed and his collar destroyed, all semblance of restraint had vanished. The city council had offered gold for intact golden collars, but gold couldn’t buy levels, especially for the older and more powerful classers in the city. All Stev had found of collars had been ruined pieces until the attack had already been largely repulsed. The less scrupulous guilds and solitary adventurers with the capability of taking on the enslaved killers had done so with extreme enthusiasm. He was sure that much of the destruction near the breach and peppered through the streets away from it had been more from defenders getting carried away than from Deskren intent.
 
 His newly gained level had brought welcome rejuvenation, although he knew he would have to eat to fully recover: a particularly thorny problem, after weeks under siege. Rations were running out, and after the third supply raid, the Deskren had learned to keep their supply wagons and stores well out of range of even Stev’s most daring teams. He made his way through the narrow alleys and walkways, staying out of sight as he approached the spelltower maintaining the barrier. Torn stone and shattered bodies stood as silent testament to the fact that his sister and the gravity mage had passed earlier, and several glints of gold he could see meant an entirely different manner of celebration would befall the unfortunate blind man.
 
 The guard watching the steps leading up to the entrance of the tower nearly shot him in the face when he appeared from the shadows, but she recognized him at the last second and jerked the crossbow back and away. The bolt clattered off a rooftop in the distance as she apologized.
 
 “Sorry, sir!”
 
 He waved away her mistake with a dismissive gesture. “It’s confusing enough out there. They’ve stopped the bombardment,” he said. “Your team’s done good work getting the barrier back up so quickly.”
 
 She looked at him in confusion for a moment. “They haven’t even finished, sir. Mage Varkas doesn’t know if it’s the weather or what is happening, but they’ve backed off from the walls and seem to be regrouping…”
 
 A voice -- Varkas’, presumably -- came from the chamber above. “I can’t see what’s happening!” he called. “Something’s got their attention, though!”
 
 Magic thrummed as the mage finished whatever arcane workings he had been focused on, and blue light pulsed from the stones surrounding the base of the tower. Far overhead, the barrier deepened in color as the repaired tower reinforced its magical structure.
 
 “The stabilizing matrices were damaged,” the artificer explained, leaving the mage in the shield chamber with a satchel of mana crystals. “We had to lay in extra runes to repair the spell--” 
 
 Steve waved his arm. “I wouldn’t understand the details. I just need to know if the tower’s gonna hold if they intensify the barrage.”
 
 “Oh, yes, sir,” the man nodded. “Should be even more resilient than before. The shard only shattered because the buffering layers had not been maintained or inspected in several years. It’ll hold up much better now, at least for the short term.”
 
 “They broke off their assault before we had the shield restored,” said Stev, climbing the steps to peer through an arrow slit. Swirling snows hid the encamped attackers, and only the smoke and faint screams and fading fires gave any evidence at all that they were under siege. “Is scrying still unreliable?” he asked.
 
 “All they get is a sense of confusion and the rumble of thunder,” said Varkas as he looked out through another gap in the stone. The mage had joined them on the second level, but stayed close to the entrance to the shield chamber.
 
 “Something has caused them to regroup,” said Stev. “And we can’t know if it’s good or bad. Honestly...we’re just waiting for it all to go south.”
 
 “Another day and it won’t matter, sir,” replied the mage, a frown tugging at his features. “We simply don’t have enough supplies to hold. We’re down to jerky and bad ale, and the last dregs of crystals from the council stores.”
 
 “Well, something has them spooked,” added the guardswoman.
 
 Stev looked out into the swirling snows as the evening darkened further. “Let’s just hope the enemy of my enemy is in fact my friend…”
 
 Thunder rumbled in the distance, and they all looked to the west.
 
 ========================================
 
 Claire Descroix wheeled her horse, turning to race through the rear echelon of the encampment. Horns and mage-light flares had gone up from the section of tents where the seers were stationed, and she rushed to see what was wrong with her own eyes. The main camp stretched in an arc that spanned almost three miles, closing off the valley south of Fort Expedition and sprawling out into the hills that led westward to the Eastwater. The river had been a critical pipeline in their logistics, ferries and barges keeping a steady supply of food and materials and troops as they had arrived on the coastline northeast of the Dead Sands. She crested a low hill and let her horse drop to a canter as she approached a section of tents far more comfortably furnished than most of the infantry were afforded. Seers were a rare commodity in the Empire, and those who served willingly were treated far better than any that served in chains.
 
 “Report!” she snapped, pulling her horse to a stop and swinging down to the ground as a steward took the reins.
 
 “Maréchal!” Approaching her was an officer, wearing the golden tassel that marked him as a lieutenant. He clasped his fist to his chest. “We were attempting another scrying, when the seers collapsed, screaming of thunder.”
 
 “All of them?” she asked curtly, her voice clipped and short.
 
 “Yes, Ma’am. I had the flares sent up and messengers dispatched immediately. None remain standing, and they babble gibberish.”
 
 “You did the right thing, even if it has nearly caused a panic and delayed today’s assault,” she said, her tone slightly softer. The man visibly relaxed as he realized he had escaped immediate punishment. In truth, she had not expected the barrier to fail so early, and the push against the walls had been a hastily-assembled force of skirmishers to take advantage of the event. 
 
 Though unplanned, the breach had demonstrated just how effective the newer amplification arrays for her mages’ artillery spells could be. Even harder to move than trebuchets or catapults, the arrays were more akin to stationary siege engines that allowed her spellcasters to focus power to a far greater degree and unleash it to devastating effect. Her nephew, Kavnerrin, had provided the latest designs. However weaselly and distasteful she found him to be as he skulked in the shadows, his projects and laboratories were occasionally useful, even if she knew it was the work of his underlings and not his own intellect.
 
 Putting such thoughts aside, she pushed past the tent flaps and strode into the scrying tent. Three seers, two women and a man, lay on the ground. Another woman was sitting, but held her head in her hands as blood dribbled from her nose and ears. Claire knelt close to the woman, handing her a cloth to clean herself as a servant brought a basin of water.
 
 “What can you tell me, Seeress?”
 
 “Your Highness,” sputtered the woman, wiping her face.
 
 “Appearances can wait for a better time,” said Claire. “Just tell me what you saw…”
 
 The diviner nodded in relief. “Only her face, for months on end, with glimpses in between,” she said. “It has made all but the deepest dreams impassable until now.”
 
 “What has changed?” Claire asked intently.
 
 Instead of speaking, the seeress held up the white cloth, now stained with blood. That blood drew a dark, almost black slash down the center of the cloth.
 
 “A lance, and thunder. She hid them from us until now.” Who that she was needed no explanation. Only one could disrupt magical sight on such a grand scale.
 
 “Do you know what it means?”
 
 “Yes, Highness…” She looked up at Claire. “He is here.”
 
 “Who?”
 
 The woman turned and pointed, out through the wall of the tent. “To the west! Look to the west!”
 
 It was then that something broke through the sound of the wind, muffled by the snows that swirled in the air. Claire rose, striding from the tent. She ignored the questioning looks of the Lieutenant as she continued past the row of tents, leaving her horse and retinue behind. The sound was low but steady, a rhythmic pulsing in the air that stirred the blood. She could feel it in her chest, growing closer.
 
 As she reached the top of the hill, she pulled a scry-glass from her belt pouch and raised it to her eye. The enchanted monocle was made of the finest imperial glass and almost flawless, set in a silver band inscribed with runes. The drifting flurries had let up, the evening settling into slightly better visibility than the earlier part of the day. She scanned from the northern bridge along the riverbanks, seeing nothing out of the ordinary.
 
 It was the lightning that revealed the truth. A grim flash, punctuated with a rumble as the snows parted above the ridge that overlooked the far side of the river. In that momentary gap, she saw a mass of shadowy figures on horseback, and over their heads…
 
 A vertical pike, with a stained white banner that hung in defiance of the gusting wind, as if by its symbolism alone. The splash of dark red looked black in the fading light of the overcast evening. 
 
 The Black Lance had arrived.
 



 
 Claire Descroix let her eyes rest on the banners in the distance, hanging, wraith-like over the dark and shadowy forms of the mounted troops just passing the crest of the hill. What she saw was an impossibility: no force in the northlands should have been able to come so far so quickly -- and yet, here they were. Despite that, she was not unprepared: no matter the accident of birth, one did not rise to the rank of Maréchal without merit. As they had arrived to begin the siege, Claire had ordered her sappers to set mines on the only bridge crossing the river to the west. Now, as the oncoming force poured over the rise, she was already barking orders.
 
 “Sapper teams to the bridge!” she shouted, not waiting for the approaching messenger to close the distance to her as she rushed down the hill. “The caltrops will slow them down, but don’t underestimate them.” As she approached, she could see the shadowed forms of her infantry, barely lit by mage-light and torch, move into position near their end of the bridge.
 
 “They are slowing,” said one of her lieutenants, whose name she could not recall that had followed her from the scryer’s tent. “They have to be tired after such a long march; they can’t be fresh. We’ll bleed them at the crossing, then retreat and blow the bridge..”
 
 Claire paused, then shook her head tightly. “Something isn’t right.” Her instincts were honed over a decade of raiding campaigns and skirmishes within the borders of the Empire, and they screamed dire warnings in the back of her mind as the new enemy came to a halt. The sound of the drumbeats, low and resonant, halted as well. “Make sure the sappers are in place. They can’t use some new trick against us if they can’t reach us, and we committed too many when the barrier faltered.” 
 
 As much as she wished it weren’t, that was indeed the case. When the magical barrier protecting Expedition had fallen, she hadn’t wasted any time sending troops forward. Unfortunately for her, neither had the city’s defenders wasted any time re-establishing the barrier, and now her soldiers were out of position -- clustered around the southern and western gates, with only a token picket force by the crossing. The timing could not have been worse for the invaders.
 
 “That bitch,” Claire breathed. “This is her doing…”
 
 “Whose doing?” Intended or not, her lieutenant had been standing close, and had overheard.
 
 “The [Oracle], of course. But careful timing won’t help them. We have six Corps, nearly a full Armée.” Claire smiled bloodlessly. “They don’t have enough to meet us on the field in a protracted engagement. They’ll hurt us, but we have the numbers -- and we only need to keep them away from the city itself.”
 
 He opened his mouth to respond, but was cut off by a rumble of thunder so loud that it shook the earth, sending the powdery dusting of snow leaping into the air. In its wake, silence washed across the field for dozens of heartbeats. Claire snapped her gaze back to the head of the distant, waiting column, their outlines blurred even through her monocle. Atop the wagon stood a slender figure with one upraised arm -- an arm that suddenly fell to her side. As if summoned by that motion, thunder rumbled again, and lightning shot through the clouds over the column. In that moment, as the harsh glare cast into sharp relief the maniacally laughing figure at the reins of the lead wagon, she thought she recognized him.
 
 “Blow the bridge!” Her voice broke the silence, somehow tinny and diminished after such a noise. If she had been asked in that moment, she wouldn’t have been able to say why those two figures shook her so, but a lifetime of service had trained her to listen to her instincts. Those instincts told her something was wrong, and her training told her one didn’t commit unrested troops to battle if one had a choice, as the enemy force seemed to be preparing to do. Separated as they were by the river, they could have -- no, should have -- stopped before the hill, to rest and prepare. A headstrong, tactless commander was a possibility, but no general who expected to keep her own hide put stock in her opponent’s stupidity.
 
 Her eyes were drawn back to the wagoneer as another bolt of lightning shot through the clouds. It reflected off the figure’s axe -- a simple woodcutter’s affair -- as he raised it high overhead, and in an instant, recognition crystallized.
 
 She turned and seized the lieutenant by the tunic, dragging him close. “I said blow the bridge! NOW!” The lieutenant, to his credit, didn’t flinch. He turned his head and let out a shrill whistle, and a messenger took off towards the command tents.
 
 “Are we not to wait until they commit to a charge?” he asked, obviously unsettled by her near panic.
 
 “...No. Something isn’t right,” Claire whispered, shaking her head as icy fingers of dread started to work their way through her gut. A nimbus of blue light arose around several of the wagons, casting them in sharp relief. Her gaze was drawn back, as if compelled, to the lead wagon and the familiar figure at its head. The icy fingers transformed into a solid spike as he brought the axe down, pointed straight ahead -- straight at her. She didn’t know how she knew, but the man was looking directly at her.
 
 “...The Hatchetman is with them.”
 
 “No,” her lieutenant whispered. “L'homme à la Hachette? They killed him in the last war!”
 
 Claire couldn’t take her eyes off him. “They failed.”
 
 As the next wave of thunder shook the air, she would have sworn she could hear his laughter.
 
 ======================================
 
 Stev Aras blinked, lowering the spyglass as another wave of thunder vibrated the stones under his feet, kicking up dust and small pebbles from the shield tower’s observation deck. Mana rolled out in waves from the chamber overhead, the city’s defensive barrier once again whole, and growing stronger now that the enemy bombardment had slackened. He mulled over what news the spyglass brought him as footsteps rose from below.
 
 “I count nearly ten thousand,” he said as Taz and Xerrioth entered the room. “Three hundred wagons with them, and a banner I’ve never seen before.”
 
 Xerrioth frowned, glancing toward the window as though he could see clear to the unknown force. “Those at the temple have been dreaming of what they call the Black Lance for several days now. Is that them--ugh!”
 
 Taz had elbowed him in the ribs, and anyone who didn’t know them would be forgiven for mistaking her affection for aggression. “Since when do you hang out in temples? You certainly haven’t been acting pious and respectful with me all this time!”
 
 “I go there to meditate,” he said. “It’s much quieter than most of the city, especially with all the rocks that have been falling. Everyone forgets a blind man can hear things, and I hear them speak in whispers of this Black Lance, who rides with thunder and darkness.”
 
 “Do they know if he is friend or foe?” Stev raised the spyglass once again, panning across the ridge on the far side of the river. “The Deskren sure don’t seem to like them….they’re scrambling for the bridge, and runes are flashing along the support columns--”
 
 The rumble that cut his words off was different from the thunder that the newcomers had brought. Flashes of angry red light backlit fountains of rubble bursting forth as the supports holding up the bridge suddenly exploded. The bridge itself rose several paces into the air before it began to crack apart and tumble into the rushing, icy waters.
 
 “Enemy of our enemy?” suggested Xerrioth.
 
 “The Deskren really don’t want them on this side of the river, so it really doesn’t matter. No one will be able to make a crossing under fire,” answered Taz, crushing her knuckles together. She was still partially shifted from the fighting after the recent breach, and Stev knew she was only a hair’s breadth away from berserking again. Thankfully for him, her recent dalliance with Xerrioth had proven the gravity mage could deal with her, and Stev would not have to subdue his sister for her own safety.
 
 Harsh blue light suddenly lit up the new players on the field, and the low misting of clouds and snow flurries were suddenly the canvas upon which eerie, eldritch shadows were cast as horses stomped and banners waved. The light intensified, and the tower mage, Varkas, shouted from above.
 
 “That’s mana, and lots of it!” he shouted. “I think they’re attacking the Deskren!” The man’s voice was optimistic -- a bit prematurely so, Stev thought -- as dozens upon dozens of blue orbs launched into the night sky from all along the column. Three heartbeats later, another wave followed, and then another.
 
 “They’re aiming for the Deskren,” Stev corrected, “but they can’t possibly reach them at this range...” His voice trailed off as he eyed the mortars’ flight, watching the first wave start to descend.
 
 “But why waste the mana…?” Varkas muttered, perplexed.
 
 “Because they weren’t aiming for the Deskren,” Stev breathed, realization dawning as the orbs streaked downwards, their payloads unfolding into a fractal pattern that resembled nothing so much as enormous, cerulean snowflakes.
 
 “It was the river...they were aiming for the river…!”
 
 As the first glowing meteor impacted the water, it burst into a dense cloud of ice, creating a rough, jagged-edged disk that spun slowly in the water. The current grabbed the first wave of icebergs, pulling them downstream until the second wave bridged the gap between the first and the near bank. The last wave impacted in a cold, dense spray, and a pall of mist hung over the river. Thunder broke over the ridge; no longer the low rumble, now a harsh, discordant sound that shook the chest. Lightning crackled and danced across hoof and wheel alike…
 
 ...and the distant column charged.
 
 ===================================
 
 Millie Thatcher took a deep breath, drawing the crisp arctic air into her lungs. It was finally time. She knew she should feel tired, after so many days, so many long days spent marching for endless hours. But playing on the march was a steady thing, an exercise in discipline that left her spending most of her waking hours in a trance as she kept time with what the other troops had come to call the Drum Corps. 
 
 The Battlemaster had halted the column just before the road curved to follow the ridge to descend to the crossing. Millie could finally see the Deskren, after so long marching to face them. She couldn’t put words to the feeling rising within her, but she knew the wait was over. She was a Soldier, and now, at last, she had found her Enemy. All the rest seemed to pale in comparison and fade away as she watched the small figures in the distance scurry about around their trenches and trebuchets, illuminated by torches and mage-lights.
 
 She had more than light. She had lightning, and thunder -- and while they didn’t strictly obey her, they always heeded her call to dance, and accepted the gift of her drumbeats. She could feel them in the air, the tingling as tiny sparks buzzed along her steel gauntlet and arced between her baton and the metal bolts sticking through the side of the wagon as her arm swung out to bring down the next strike. She forced herself to slow down, to hold a steady beat that the lightning strained against in heady anticipation. With every heartbeat came a strike, and soon every heart in the Lance beat in time with her own. Every strike rippled with power, into the air around them and the ground beneath their feet, and through this sea of power, the Battlemaster paced down the column, pausing briefly at every wagon to touch its horses.
 
 Hett trembled with excitement. “He’s bringing them in,” he breathed. “He’s never brought the wagons in before…!”
 
 Millie grinned in reply as she beat her drum, her own anticipation rising to match Hett’s. The mages and otherwise adept among the Lance, having already received their assignments, set to work; the electric-blue glow of charging mana rising up to cast long shadows back from their wagons. The [Thunderstrike Battle-Bard] didn’t spare a backwards glance, eyes intent on the enemy forces as they swung to address the new threat.
 
 But they have no idea, Millie thought as she watched them rush for the bridge, we don’t intend to use the bridge…!
 
 Hett burst into laughter, that cackly sound that seemingly only old men could produce. It swelled into raucous guffaws, then died into silence as he looked down the ridge, across the river, at a group of sharp-dressed Deskren with gold braiding at their shoulders. He leveled his axe at them, gesturing as if they could see, and laughed once more.
 
 The briefing before the morning’s march had been clear, and now she understood their orders. The Icefall mortars, fully charged, launched their spells, and the mages were already charging them up for another volley. As the glowing orbs shot skyward, the Battlemaster returned to the front of the line with lance in hand. He turned, looked back at his Soldiers, and then he spoke.
 
 ==============================
 
 Jacob Ward turned his horse, looking back at the men and women who followed him. He suppressed a twinge of guilt as his eyes passed over Corporal Thatcher, her arm halted mid-strike, quivering anxiously, as she sensed his intent. While it was true that the year was longer on Anfealt, he’d eat his boot if she were a day over sixteen in Earth years. The fact that she was by no means the youngest to bear arms, on Anfealt or on Earth, barely consoled him, but to deny her her chosen path now would have been an even more grievous sin, as far as he understood how a person’s class affected them. Hett had even taken him aside one day and warned him that, without a good cause to fight for, Soldier classes almost always turned to bad ones, caught up by this or that bandit group eager to make use of their skillset and take advantage of their need for structure. This he could understand, even if he didn’t like it -- and he had since resolved to make sure Millie never faced such a choice while he was alive.
 
 He shoved such feelings aside for now; he could ill afford to wallow in self-recrimination now. His own skills had grown as he led his ragtag band of refugees across two nations to safety, and had grown still further as the hardest and most capable among them had flocked to his banner. As their skill grew, he felt it as a pressure that drove him forward just as hard as he was pulling them along -- a collective will, a unified urge that was soon to find its truest expression.
 
 He was proud of them -- prouder than they could ever know. Prouder than he could ever show, for to show it would cheapen its value. But on this day, he could give back. Give back a portion of what they gave to him, give back this power and pressure that had built and built over their long march -- give back the expression of his unique Skill, of which he had found no record in all the books and stories that Hett could offer.
 
 [Momentum], it was called. With it, the Lance had pushed harder, marched farther, and gone faster than he had intended. The [Oracle] had warned him of disaster if he didn’t arrive on time, and so he had tarried with King Geremas. They had spoken of his experience with the Lance, and he presumed a sharp-eared Luparan had been close enough to hear, and spread the word.
 
 Ever since, he had heard the Deskrens’ whispers as he sat awake, long into the night: “I chose to be here,” they would say, in voices that trembled on the edge of reverence. The blossoming loyalty they held for their new commander threatened to become fanaticism, and Jacob knew he had a duty to temper that before it mutated into something awesome and terrible. Among his human troops, this sentiment was only barely more restrained.
 
 Thus they had marched, with the pressure from [Momentum] only barely allowing him to check their pace. The feeling had built -- day after day, mile after mile -- until he felt like he had his back up against a door, or a floodgate, with something uncontrollable on the other side, threatening to break through. He’d barely managed sleep for the past week, and none at all the previous night.
 
 He went from wagon to wagon down the column, pausing on his charger long enough to reach down and lay a hand on a mane here, a harness there. With each touch, he felt his horsemanship skills reach out and bring them into the fold, the same collective will by which he directed the lancers. Lord Davin and Lady Jenna moved beside him and gave commands -- he to the Luparans and mixed infantry, she to the mages. Those who were on foot clambered into the wagons -- and when those were full, they clung to the side, to leather loops and rope handles. Terror met anticipation and naked rage, locking tight against each other as they refused to fear what lay ahead.
 
 The Icefall Mortars had fired their last charges as he stopped in front of the column once again, turning to look at his Soldiers. Millie’s thunderous power held itself in abeyance, and the banner, weighted down by broken collars, hung still in the frigid air. He couched his lance, letting it rest against his shoulder.
 
 “I’m not much for speeches,” he said. “You’ll get enough of those from the nobles and their ilk.” He shook his head, ignoring the detonation that punctuated his sentence with an explosion of magic and stone. He threw his arm behind him, gesturing at the field that awaited them. “Our enemy is waiting! They outnumber us ten to one, but that doesn’t matter!” His voice rose, from a conversational pitch to a shout. “They are here against their will! But you... You chose to be here!” he roared, lifting his lance to the sky. “We ride!”
 
 With that, he wheeled and plunged down the ridge, with hell’s own fury on his heels.
 
 ======================
 
 Claire Descroix looked on in horror as the glowing orbs of light fell like shooting stars -- not on her troops, but on the river itself. The bridge had proven irrelevant, and all she had accomplished was to pull her troops even more desperately out of position. The ridge over which the riders poured was steep, far too steep for anyone sane to attempt -- and yet, they came.
 
 Over the ridgeline came that monstrous stallion and his rider, as thunder shattered the night and lightning surged with every hoofstrike. The magical blasts slammed into the river, dull booming thuds that echoed with glacial rumbles in counterpoint to the thunder of drums and hooves. As the mortars fell upon the water, steam and ice and vapors billowed into thick clouds that obscured everything but flashes and shadow under the glare of the spells falling one by one. The charging horses and wagons plunged into that mist, and Claire thought she could hear screaming in the spaces between lightning and thunder.
 
 She turned on her heels, dashing for the nearest siege engine. The trebuchets were merely wood, and could be reclaimed and rebuilt -- but her siege engines were works of enchantment and steel and blood, and their loss would be dear. “Shield walls on line!” she screamed, using her baton to scorch a ring around the spelltower. “Protect the towers! To me! Rally!”
 
 Imperial infantry rushed in, but they were only her light infantry -- mostly human, with some Ma’akan units. She had committed her entire corps of heavy troops when the city’s barrier had broken, and they were still out of position. Most had shifted to battle lines closer to the destroyed bridge, and she didn’t have as many as she would have liked in position to defend the engines, but it would have to be enough.
 
 Her own armor hummed, rippling with magic as she activated enchantments she rarely had cause to use. Her armor -- leggings, mail hauberk, chain skirt, and the half-plate she wore atop it -- started to weigh less heavily upon her, and it grew stronger as she pumped mana into it.
 
 She took her baton and twisted it, extending it into a full-sized quarterstaff. As she planted its butt in the dirt, it pulsed, feeding a spell into the equipment of the troops around her, causing it to take a pale reddish hue. One of the crystals set into the bracelets she wore flickered and went dark, as its stored mana was depleted to fuel the spellwork.
 
 As she finished her spell, she twisted the staff again and split it into twin rods. She took a defensive stance before the tower, watching the veiling mists with grim anticipation.
 
 “Any second now…”
 
 The ground began to shake even harder.
 
 ===========================
 
 Stev Aras rested a hand on the stone windowsill, bracing himself against the thunder. It had, impossibly, grown even more intense, and even at two leagues, the ground shook hard enough to rattle every wall in the city. He watched, transfixed, as horses and wagons sluiced down the ridge, to disappear into the mists below.
 
 “Madness!” he gasped.
 
 Xerrioth stumbled as another wave of thunder rolled by, before dancing on the balls of his feet. “The thunder’s in the earth!”
 
 “I can feel it too,” growled Taz.
 
 The two of them faded into the background as Stev watched the field, slow understanding coming to him. “The trebuchets...the towers….they’re going to rake straight down most of the Deskren line…!”
 
 Less than a heartbeat after the final orb hit the water, an awesome figure burst out of the mist and snow. A massive rider atop an even more massive horse; as the hooves struck, the earth flattened and lightning stretched like taffy from its legs, trailing behind the steel shoes until they met the earth once more with another burst of power.
 
 Somehow, impossibly, the dread rider held steady a lance that was easily twice and a half his mount’s length. Where blue lightning wreathed his horse’s limbs, his weapon was sheathed in a kind of shimmering darkness that promised terrible power and almost hurt Stev’s eyes to look at. The black lightning seemed to writhe along the shaft, mingling and dancing with the blue lightning and washing over the armor of man and beast alike.
 
 And where he rode, the storm followed.
 
 ========================
 
 Private Dheigrar had been born clanless in a Deskren kennel, to a mother who had never had a name and from whom he had been taken before his eyes had even opened. Thrown to the testing pits almost before he could walk, his sheer ferocity had earned him a name and conscription into the Gendarmerie. He had since served under several different commanders under the Deskren lash, and while not all of them had been malicious and few had been incompetent, none had ever given the Collared a choice. Disobedience was death, as certain as the passing of seasons and the coming of the Dead Sands. The only thing nearly as certain to be a death sentence was failure, and being captured always ended with the collars of the unfortunate being activated by the overseers to exact that last punishment.
 
 He was now sworn to one who had been an enemy, after failing to defeat him. It was both a failure and disobedience, and the skin of his neck where the fur would never grow itched when he thought too much about it. The Battlemaster had eliminated the Overseers too quickly for them to use the Leashes, and the freedom that followed had been as frightening as it was exhilarating.
 
 All Dheigrar knew was marching to fight, and fighting until he marched again. The Gendarmes were pitted against the strongest of foes, and the Luparan were their light skirmishers. Yet, for all that he had once considered himself elite, even if only among slaves…
 
 ...the Battlemaster had proven that he and his brethren could be something more. They no longer stood in formed ranks; their new commander had let them split into smaller groups as their pack instincts returned without a Deskren lash to smother them. Small, fast, and faster still: the new ‘squads,’ as he had called them, could run down a horse at the gallop over a short distance, or harry them for even longer. The training the human had set them to had been strenuous, but satisfying, in a way only the scent memory of his mother’s fur had been when he was a pup. Stalking, tracking, hunting, and then the joy of the kill. Attacks in training used blunted or wooden weapons, of course, but the Duke merely raised an eyebrow when the Lancers complained of bruises.
 
 “Did you think we are only training them?” he had asked the mounted Sergeant. “They are learning how to chase down and take on mounted units. You are learning how to avoid or fight Luparan pack-squads. And, Sergeant?” he had said, letting his charger prance closer. “They are learning faster than you and your men. I suggest you try harder.”
 
 The training had indeed become more difficult as they marched, but Dheigrar did not care. He moved as one with his squad, executed his commander’s orders to the best of his increasing ability... and never once did he regret making his Choice: the first choice he had ever been given.
 
 At least, not until this moment. The thunder crashed from the sky and the ground, answering the call of the Battle-Bard’s drum. The volume was many times greater than it had ever been on the march, even louder and more terrifying than it had been to charge into on the day of thunder and mud when he had been given his freedom. He could have endured the thunder, and even the lightning. 
 
 But he could not contain his terror as he held onto the side of a wagon, desperately gripping a braided leather strap fastened to a riveted iron ring, with his feet braced on a wooden strut running along the outside of the wagon bed. The wagon raced forward, the drum beat the storm into submission, the horses screamed as the wagon plunged over the ridge, and Dheigrar…
 
 Dheigrar howled as if all the demons of every hell he’d ever heard of were nipping at his tail.
 
 ============================
 
 Calvin Descroix heard the wolf-men begin to howl, a mad cacophony that blended with the thunder of drums and crash of lightning. He had one arm looped under the back of the wagon’s bench, having long since crouched as low as he could on the wide drovers’ seat as the wagoneer screeched and yanked on the reins to no avail. The Battlemaster had the horses now, and no whip nor halter would stop them from running as he willed. One arm clung to the wagon while his feet braced up under the board in front of the seat, another held a crossbow at the ready. A half dozen soldiers were similarly armed and sat secured in the bed of the wagon to look out to either side.
 
 The race down the ridge had given Calvin a fright, but the sharp upturn and the lurch that dropped his belly down to his ankles had been even more terrifying. The horses screamed, the wolves howled, and Calvin held on for dear life, wishing he was in the back of the wagon where he couldn’t see where they were going. The column raced away from the slope and didn’t turn at the water. The Icefall blasts continued to fall, and they charged under that eerie light with mist and the sound of rushing water and crashing ice on either side.
 
 As suddenly as they had plunged down the ridge, they were across the river and charging up the opposite bank. He thought, for a brief moment, that the wagon might shake itself apart. The night was dark, but lit in steady flashes of lightning, like flipping through pages in a sketchbook by harsh candlelight -- and each burst burned into his eyes in time with the screams of the horses and wolfmen. They charged over the first hill onto the enemy camp, and as they passed, Calvin saw the familiar battle lines of trenches, trebuchets, and infantry, but instead of stopping the charge, all it did was give the Battlemaster a road to follow.
 
 A road filled with targets.
 
 The first trebuchet in his way, and the few soldiers guarding it, practically exploded as he drove his lance into them. Wood splinters and chunks of timber flew away from the impact, and fountains of blood from the doomed soldiers froze in mid-air as they met the winter-driven storm. What was left by the time Calvin’s wagon passed was a nearly unidentifiable paste, driven into and mixed with the mud and blood as the convoy passed.
 
 Ahead, in the distance, Calvin could see a familiar red hue surrounding the armor and shields of several hundred infantry. He knew his sister was there by her signature mana and the pulsing light that bolstered her troops. Another trebuchet vanished in a hellacious impact, the pieces not trampled underhoof falling to either side of the charging forces as the red light grew more intense. He knew his sister, and knew her armor, better than almost anyone. The Lancers closed with the angry glow of her magic, and Calvin hoped the Battlemaster’s power would be enough…
 
 ============================
 
 Claire Descroix watched the first trebuchet explode into kindling, and the soldiers near it get crushed into mist and paste. Surely they’ll start slowing down, she thought. Her heart fell as a second trebuchet suffered the same fate as the first, shattered timbers and broken bodies flying through the air. Power and shadow wreathed the lead Lancer’s weapon, lashing out in sinuous tendrils to almost caress the riders to either side, and the steel of those who followed. They didn’t seem to be slowing at all; impossibly, they seemed to be going faster!
 
 With resolve bordering on desperation, she burned through three more [Bloodshard Crystals] on her bracelet, leaving just two in reserve. Her magic rolled out from her in waves, further bolstering the soldiers around her as she stepped back and knelt to drive the two pieces of her scepter into the ground. “Shielding!” she shouted to the defenders before the spelltower. They straightened, drawing strength from the dual gifts of lifeblood and mana. Two more trebuchets suffered the same fate as the first two, the onrushing force barreling straight for her. The air thickened with power as she burned through yet one more shard. “We hold here!” she snapped to her men. “We stop them here!” We have to stop them here, she added desperately. She took a breath, braced her body and magic, and hoped it would be enough. 
 
 It wouldn’t be.
 
 =====================================
 
 Stev Aras watched the charging riders, followed by the wagons and more lancers to either side. They moved as if one single-minded entity, and first one, then two, then three and four enemy siege engines were destroyed, and troops by the dozens trampled under that grim inevitability. They simply rode along the Deskren’s back line, behind their forward pickets and trenches and defenses. Anything that could have stopped them was simply facing the wrong way, pointed towards the fortress city.
 
 The Deskren had built a lot of trebuchets -- the local forest had been nearly entirely cleared of timber for construction and firewood. Now, that siege equipment was being systematically reduced to matchsticks -- and the men and women around them fared no better. The spelltowers were sturdier, and the attackers had shipped them up the river from some foothold they must hold in the southeast, or -- Oracle forbid -- Kosala. Reeking of blood magic and sacrifice, their destructive power was useless against the barrier, but had been devastating once part of that defense had failed. If not for the dwarven-made and fortified outer stone wall, they might have managed to destroy the damaged warding tower before the defenders could bring it back up.
 
 Stev could see the Deskren commander on the field, her familiar reddish spell-light growing to envelop nearly a hundred soldiers in formation before her and the spelltower. Magic pulsed, angry and powerful to anyone with enough sensitivity, and he could see the enemy troops stiffen and stand straighter, backed up by magical power and the confidence it brought. Unlike when he had seen Taz and Xerrioth close with the woman, there was no chain lightning, not against a foe who made lightning dance to a drum. Instead, the magic traced patterns along the Deskren armor and equipment, outlining them in harsh red and gold.
 
 Stev’s knuckles turned white as he gripped the edge of the stone window in front of him, but he didn’t notice. The black lancers closed with the enemy commander…
 
 ===============================
 
 Millie Thatcher had not regretted giving up her voice for a single moment since taking her class, but if she could still speak, in this moment she would have laughed or screamed. The thunder beat with her heart and her drum, and the lightning danced in her bones. It was a savage glee, and since she had no voice to give it, she gave it a beat and let it ride. She could see the red light ahead, and a woman behind several rows of shield-locked soldiers. She couldn’t tell at this distance whether they were Hoplites or Gendarmes, and Millie didn’t care either way. She felt, in this moment, that they could not, would not, be stopped or turned -- not with a month’s worth of storm and fury stacked up behind every beat of her drum, every step of foot or hoof, and every turn of a wagon wheel.
 
 The Black Lance may have been born on the day of thunder and mud, but today was the day of thunder and snow. Today, they would claim their name in truth. The Battlemaster had explained to the Lancers, the riders who trained for that role to the exclusion of all others. He had explained, and she had heard from her seat on the wagon. “A lance moves forward,” he had said to them. “Into the enemy, and through.”
 
 And so they did, over interminable weeks of marching, training, practice -- and while it had felt meaningful, it hadn’t been their purpose; merely preparation for it. Now, that purpose was before them, and they would not be denied. Forward, into, and through. Now, as if gravity had swung ninety degrees, the Black Lance fell towards their foes, and Millie gave them thunder as a battlecry. She grinned at the rooster, who was struggling to maintain its balance on the backboard of Hett’s seat. Some things needed no words, and even though the Gods had been silent since well before she was born, that didn’t mean they were powerless. After all, one had granted her an Aspect, and she would be a fool to deny what was before her own eyes after that.
 
 The Battlemaster, at the tip of the spear that was the Black Lance and those that followed, smashed through yet another trebuchet and closed with the phalanx of shields and spears in front of the angry red-glowing mage in front of a savage and strange-looking tower of blood-stained iron.
 
 Black Lance met red shields, and time seemed to slow between one heartbeat and the next.
 
 Millie could see the Battlemaster lean further into the charge, his arm up and lance moving forward.
 
 The lance met the magic.
 
 The rooster crowed.
 
 And Millie struck her drum with all her might.
 
 =================================
 
 Claire Descroix had a momentary flash of hope where she almost believed they could at least turn the enemy charge enough to save the tower. The lead rider struck the shield wall, and black lightning flared against pale red magic. Impossibly, the rider and his wagon train ground to a halt, the soldiers’ feet digging furrows in the earth as they held the line.
 
 Then, a rooster crowed. Lightning surged under the horses and up into their riders’ lances, and the spell audibly shattered as a deafening crack of thunder split the night air and drove Claire to her knees. The loss of her hearing was a blessing in disguise, as it meant she was spared listening to the screams of her men as they were trampled underhoof as the riders surged forward. Grimly, she noted that despite the staggering toll, her forces had managed to take down some of the enemy riders.
 
 Not that fearsome leader, however, nor his terrifying horse. She looked up through bloodshot eyes, trying to stand, to fight. To her credit, she almost made it back to her feet when he rode her down. She twisted, and the lance scraped past her breastplate -- but then caught on the buckle of one of her pauldrons, lifting her bodily into the air with a horrendous wrench.
 
 Her vision spun, her world nothing but thunder and lightning and pain. Almost effortlessly, it seemed, the rider lifted his lance -- and her along with it -- as they slammed into the iron-wrought tower. She couldn’t hear herself, but she might have screamed when the tip of his lance punched straight through enchantments that would have beggared kingdoms, piercing through her body to pin her to the tower. For one brief moment more, she thought he might finally be turned from his cataclysmic charge.
 
 It was not to be, however. His lance shattered with a sound like a thunderclap, and the shadows surrounding him and his men deepened as the stallion simply crashed into the tower next to her without slowing. The spelled iron couldn’t withstand the force, and it crumpled like paper to the groans and shrieks of tortured metal. All that Claire saw as her last defense activated and the amulet under her armor wrapped her in blessed oblivion was several tons of iron, and wood, and a screaming mage falling towards her.
 
 And then blackness.
 
 =============================
 
 Stev Aras stood in awe. The riders crossed another half a league, shattering dozens of trebuchets and siegeworks, trampling tents and troops alike while thunder hammered the earth and sky amidst a backdrop of screams and howls. A more terrifying sight and sound he had never witnessed, and hoped never to again. He could see, though, after the second spelltower fell, that the lancers were finally beginning to slow. They turned slightly, almost carried over the bank on the far side of the south road by their own inertia, and he could see that they were heading for the south gate to the city.
 
 “They’re headed for the south gate, but it would take an hour or more to open it!” he exclaimed.
 
 “They don’t have the numbers to hold outside the walls for that long,” growled Taz, eyes burning as she watched the continuing spectacle of rampant violence and destruction. “The Deskren will regroup, and they’ll be crushed against the walls. Xer, can you open the gate?”
 
 The mage considered. “I can...but it probably won’t work afterwards,” he replied grimly, looking at Stev. “We don’t have much time,” he warned. “They’re coming, and they won’t stop.”
 
 “Hang it all, just get that gate open!” snapped Stev. “Do what you must, and we’ll fix it later. We can’t let them be pinned out there!”
 
 Xerrioth nodded, stepping to the window with a gentle wave of mana swirling around him. “Don’t worry about the damages?” he said, as he turned his back and began to fall through the gap. “I’ll hold you to that!”
 
 His strange magic surged suddenly as he pushed off the window with his feet. Stone shook and dust billowed from the ground and the roofs of the nearby buildings. The gravity mage launched himself across the city, and Stev could only hope he would arrive in time.
 



 
 Jacob Ward could feel the inertia of every horse he led in the charge. He felt every hoofbeat, every impact of lance against shield or flesh or wooden timber as their shared, combined mass simply smashed through everything in their path. He was the point man -- the tip of the spear -- and he instinctively knew their charge would last only as long as he could bear to contain its power. The Black Lance had built up so much inertia on the way down the bank of the river that he couldn’t simply stop the charge. The entire company pushed him from behind, and even turning to follow the curve of the Deskren siege lines took monumental effort he knew he would pay for later. If he released his hold on [Momentum], the column would burst apart and the riders would be scattered uselessly across the battlefield, although how he knew this was something he would have to ponder later.
 
 Even in the midst of the charge, he knew he had to maintain awareness of the rest of the battlefield. His eyes flicked left and right, the slits in his helmet allowing only a mere sliver of vision. It was enough, just barely, and he leaned slightly to his left, sensing it would be a better angle to hit the next trebuchet. The charging lancers followed his lead, with the wagons bracketed on either side by galloping horseflesh and sharpened steel.
 
 As he rode the trebuchet down, lance crackling with black lightning, the momentum carried the weight of thousands of charging horses and soldiers to its point. The trebuchet was smashed to flinders, one passing across his field of vision as Ares galloped onwards, momentarily drawing his gaze upward.
 
 His eye was caught by motion above the city: a man-shaped object drifting to the south, its outline wavering as if caught in a heat haze. Behind it, the city’s defensive barrier started to recede, like water pouring off a stone.
 
 Jacob pulled his gaze back down to the battlefield, flexing his hand on his lance and leaning forward. He couldn’t spare any more thought for what wasn’t in front of him: another trebuchet needed to stop existing.
 
 =========================================
 
 Stev Aras sprinted along the outer wall, firing his crossbow into the teeming mass of Deskren that had turned away from the city in an attempt to address the charging riders. In doing so, their assault on the city had slackened, and the city’s defenders had been more than prepared to capitalize. He dodged and twisted to avoid archers and mages and ranged combat classers of every description. He gave one particularly wild-eyed alchemist as wide a berth as the narrow walkway allowed: the man’s satchel of flasks and phials had half spilled onto the stones, promising a bad day for anyone unlucky enough to misstep.
 
 As the last remnants of the barrier slid away from the battlements, Stev could feel the hum of the city’s enchantments drawing the mana back to the towers more than he could hear it, both in his molars and in the way the hair on his arms and the back of his neck stood up. He glanced back, and saw glowing patterns shifting and twisting in the air around one of the city’s spires as its mages bent their backs to a new effort. Originally intended to hold the barrier in place against onrushing beasts from the pass, it took a certain amount of ingenuity to redirect the energy -- but the city’s mages had accomplished exactly that. A crackling, coruscating beam of light leapt forth from the city, and the last enemy spelltower disappeared in a spray of fire, dirt, and iron.
 
 Looking down, he saw his sister bounding along at ground level, just inside the wall, leading a group of fighters towards the melee beyond. Those with ranged skills were breaking off and making for the battlements, but there would never be a better chance for the melee fighters to join the fray.
 
 “Taz!” he called down. The [Grizzly Knight] looked up, barely slowing her pace. “The mages will protect Xerrioth, but the riders are going to need cover while they pass the gate! Watch their backs!” She nodded, and started moving faster. Stev sighed in relief; giving her an objective was much better than simply having her cut loose somewhere he couldn’t predict. Additionally, putting her near Xerrioth would ensure she stayed close rather than wandering off.
 
 Stev wasn’t sure how much damage it would cause to force open the south gate. The initial Deskren assault had heated and bent the massive portcullis, knocking it out of alignment in its dwarven-built foundations and wrecking the mechanisms that would lift it. The necessities of defense meant it had been better left in place, as the damage had only made it even more secure.
 
 The city’s towers began emitting a low hum that buzzed in his ears, and mages and archers along the walls began volleys of fire against the few groups of Deskren spellcasters that seemed to be rallying amidst the confusion. Turning the towers to offense was more complicated than maintaining a shield, and it would take several long and laborious minutes to gather the energy to fire again. Only the chaos caused by the charging riders had given them the respite from bombardment required to even attempt the stunt in the first place.
 
 Stev saw Xerrioth’s slender form descend in a rippling swirl of icy wind to land on the walkway above the south gate. He had travelled along the wall until he was close enough to just make out the black form of that terribly heavy sword as it rose above the mage’s head. He was sure it was rotating, magefire and lighting glinting off the crossguard as it spun overhead. The drums that had kept a furious tempo for the entire afternoon suddenly fell silent for the span of a heartbeat, and the sword stopped rotating. A hush fell across the city, and from a hundred paces away, Stev heard the mage speak:
 
 “Nox Gravitalis.”
 
 =====================
 
 Millie Thatcher was in a place where the only time that mattered was the beat she set with her drum. The screams of the enemy blended with the howls of the Luparan recruits as the lancers tore through the Deskren line. The Battlemaster’s charge destroyed everything in its path, and what wasn’t trampled under was cast to the sides in a tumultuous wave of blood and timber and screaming bodies. With everything focused at the head of the column, there was nothing to defend their flanks if the enemy suddenly reorganized. Nothing, that is, except for Millie’s lightning. The [Thunderstrike Battle-bard] struck her drum and it sang of thunder, and thunder answered the call. Bolts hammered down from the frozen, angry sky with metronomic precision, adding weight to the drumbeats and banishing the darkness with every flash.
 
 Such power wasn’t without cost, however. Millie felt the drain; no single strike was especially taxing, but they fell like rain, and her Stamina poured out like water through a sieve. Only the long march, and the levels and power she had earned, allowed her to maintain for so long this thing that Jacob had referred to as a “power ballad” when she had first demonstrated the ability. For all that the march had been merciless, the Black Lance had reaped a bounty in endurance and toughness. So Millie kept the storm whipped into a frenzy with her drums as they rode, and the massive gate of the city loomed closer. She grit her teeth and hoped it would be enough.
 
 It wasn’t.
 
 Her Stamina fell closer to nothing, and what Lady Jenna had identified as her Mana fell as well. With three hundred paces left before they reached the gate, the lightning began to fade from the sides of the column, and Millie’s arm grew leaden, exhaustion trying to drag her down into the bed of the wagon. 
 
 With less lightning, more of the Deskren were able to approach the column’s flank. Most were trampled, but not without some taking Lancers down with them. Horse and rider alike screamed, as arrow and spell raked the exposed side of the column. When one rider fell, two more emerged from the middle to fill the gap and defend the wagons. When their lances, no longer bolstered by lightning, broke against the Deskren, sword and hammer were used instead.
 
 Between one drumbeat and the next, Millie was almost thrown to the wagon’s floor as the ground began to rise up under her, and the din of the battle around her faded, as if pulled ahead, towards the gate. The snow and wind, too, drifted ahead, towards a rippling, inky-black sphere of air, as if a giant were drawing a breath.
 
 “Nox Gravitalis.”
 
 The words were quiet, but the effect they had was immediate: the rising ground pushed the entire column up, and only the Battlemaster’s unique skill kept the line intact. The Deskren met with worse, as cracks opened beneath them, and spells and arrows bent in their paths, seeking new destinations. Everything seemed to be drawn towards the destroyed gate for a few moments, before the entire world groaned, before snapping back. The Deskren were thrown to the ground in disarray, and then suddenly arrows, stones, and all manner of munitions poured forth from the walls to savage them. The first salvo was followed by roaring skirmishers suddenly appearing amidst the chaos, led by a massive bear-woman, clad only in a loincloth, who slapped Deskren infantry and spellcraft aside with contemptuous ease. Grateful for the reprieve, Millie steaded herself and took up her beat again as they continued towards the beleaguered city.
 
 =====================
 
 Calvin Descroix held on for dear life, gritting his teeth and huddling in the back of the wagon. While certainly no stranger to battle, the notion of a commander mounting a charge with his wagons -- to take your supplies and support personnel into harm’s way -- seemed to be madness incarnate. But necessity was always the mother of invention, and the Battlemaster had shown brilliance in desperation. To leave behind the wagon train would have been to defeat the entire point of their mission, but Calvin had expected a battle of attrition and maneuver to take and secure the remnants of the bridge and its crossing. If using the Icefall mortars to cross the river strained credulity, then a nightmarish ride down the length of a Deskren siege line shattered it -- and yet, here they were.
 
 A flicker of a thought almost had him diving off the wagon and rejoining the Deskren to get away from the wild ride, but that thought only lasted until he recalled that his sister’s banner had flown over the command tents. If it had been any other in command of the Deskren, he might have even deposed them and ordered a withdrawal. His sister, however, was vicious and bloodthirsty at the best of times, and he knew she wouldn’t hesitate to have him counted among the dead. The circumstances of their births -- Calvin was a year older, and therefore closer to the throne -- would have guaranteed it, and the disgrace of his earlier defeat would mean nobody would bat an eye.
 
 The thunder began to fade, and with it the lightning that had discouraged attacks from their rear and sides. He took a breath, and raised his crossbow. He would be no help -- to his homeland or anyone -- if he died, and without the lightning, the company would be vulnerable to attack. As if summoned by his thought, arrows began impacting armor and wood, some finding their way to softer, more vulnerable surfaces as horse and man screamed.
 
 Suddenly, the world seemed to pause, as if taking a breath, between two beats of Millie’s drum. In the silence, Calvin heard his own heart beat before a voice cut through the quiet:
 
 “Nox Gravitalis.”
 
 Sound and motion returned, but the sudden pressure that followed the words was enormous. The convoy seemed to fall forward, then, and Calvin could feel as much as hear a terrific groan, a screech of tortured metal. He looked towards the city, and saw a man-shaped figure floating above the gate, an orb of terrible blackness suspended above him that swallowed the last of the day’s light. The ruins of the gate jerked and tugged themselves upward under some titanic force, and mud and stone flowed like water to either side of the towers. Several unfortunate Deskren, caught in the flow, added a pinkish-red tinge to the brown and gray that swirled underneath him. The path into the city lay clear, and the Battlemaster leaned into a turn, fighting the column’s inertia as he sought its safety.
 
 Defenders from the city had rushed out, using the sally ports dotting the walls to sow chaos on the ground as others rained down bolts and blasts and various alchemical grenades from above. Taking full advantage of the chaos, they poured forth to savage the attacker’s lines. Some did fall, but for every one that fell the Empire lost dozens of its own. However, they could only adequately cover the flank closest to them; several Deskren squads began to close with the opposite flank as they drew near. One Ursaran heavy from the lead squad got his massive hands on a lancer and tossed him over his head -- horse and all -- and drew ever closer to Hett’s wagon, where Millie sat with her drum.
 
 Calvin didn’t realize he had fired until the twang of the crossbow reached his ears; suddenly, the bear-man’s throat sprouted the tail end of a bolt, and he went down in a fountain of blood.
 
 And now, I have betrayed my country, he thought bleakly as his hands reloaded the crossbow with a mechanical precision born of years of service. He looked up at the mage, then across the battlefield, shaking his head. Introspection could wait; first, he had to survive this day.
 
 =====================
 
 Jacob Ward saw the gate lift after he heard the voice cut through the din of battle and the rumble of galloping horses. He had struggled to turn the charge enough to sweep inside the gate, and had finally succeeded -- though his joints creaked at the strain of containing his column’s charge. Corporal Thatcher had drummed lightning for far longer than he had anticipated, but even her strength had limits, and they would be vulnerable as they reached the gate. Up to this point, they had been harassed by the comparatively more mobile Deskren light infantry, but they had deployed their heavy troops closer to the walls, and they were turning to meet the charge. He had no intention of letting them stop a single wagon from reaching safety, but he couldn’t stop to clear the path: he knew, on a level beyond knowing, that if he tried to relinquish his hold on [Momentum] in the middle of a charge, his body would be made to bear the entire force of the stopping, and no human could hope to withstand that sort of energy. 
 
 That didn’t mean, however, that he was completely out of options. With an immense effort, he turned in the saddle to keep an eye on the mass of enemy infantry approaching, with locked shields and short spears at the ready. He leveled an arm at them.
 
 “Hett!” he shouted. He dimly heard the cackling of a madman as the old drover hurled himself from the wagon with his axe overhead, leaving only the rooster on the seat and Millie drumming frantically in the back of the wagon.
 
 It would have to be enough. He plunged through the gate.
 
 =====================
 
 Taz Aras heard her lover Speak, and felt the world lurch in response. It didn’t take long for her to realize he didn’t need any protection from enemy mages; the twisting monstrosity that he had summoned pulled and stretched the air around him, and bent light like taffy. Spells that came near simply found themselves drawn to the sword, splashing harmlessly against it.
 
 Her shock only lasted a few moments; there were Deskren between her and the column that was even now passing through the gate, and they needed her help. Leaping over a jagged rent in the ground, she charged onto the battlefield, roaring. The drumming of the convoy swelled around her, matched only by the rush of her blood and the berserker power it contained. She slapped aside the spears and spells that came for her, what few cuts and burns they granted her healing quickly. Though she wasn’t quite a regenerator, her Ursaran heritage made her the equal of any suit of mail or light plate.
 
 She skirted the destruction wrought by Xerrioth’s magic, followed by a handful of Expedition city guards and a few of the tougher adventurers from the city. The riders poured through the gap he held clear, and on their flanks fought a man with such violence, it held even her fast for a moment.
 
 Clad in mail and leather, a wild-eyed and bloody-bearded man leapt into the midst of at least a dozen Deskren heavies, wielding only a small axe. It bore a woodcutting head, not a halberd or battleaxe head, and yet in his hands, death followed every swing. He swept his axe three times, and three bodies fell before its edge. His momentum carried him into a dancing spin, and at its end, a Ma’akan heavy found himself split from hip to neck in a single blow, spilling his viscera like a fisherman opening his nets to spill the day’s catch.
 
 Through it all, the old man never stopped laughing.
 
 Not to be outdone, Taz rushed into another squad of Deskren. She dodged a spear-thrust, then ripped the spear out of the soldier’s hands. Before he could react, she levered his shield out of the way and opened his belly with a powerful blow. As he fell, Taz tore the shield from his arm, pivoted, then buried it in his shieldmate’s throat, sending him, gagging, to the ground.
 
 She didn’t stay still more than a second, whirling to face more Deskren. The riders’ charge down the siege line had been a cavalry troop’s dream of smooth terrain and no obstacles except enemies to trample and smash, and smash they had. They drove through the enemy lines and into the city, and Taz fought next to the madman until the last wagon passed under the shadow of the floating portcullis.
 
 As she backed under the arch, she looked up and saw Xerrioth floating, and he didn’t wait for them to walk the last distance. She suddenly felt herself floating, and the old man swore in at least two different languages as the gravity mage tossed them back up the street. They both tumbled, but regained their footing just in time to see the portcullis drop.
 
 It slammed into the stone foundation with a titanic crash, the metal frame twisted and glowing from the unimaginable force imposed upon the steel. The gate shuddered, then dropped into the stone; the walkway above the gate crumbled as if slapped by an annoyed deity. Pieces of the lifting mechanism, supporting timbers, gears, and cables joined the pile, and the pressure continued to mount.
 
 Xerrioth forced the rubble into the space surrounding the wrecked portcullis, the stone and metal heating until it softened like clay, which he continued to pack into and around the gate, where it cooled and solidified. The gate was no more, merely an extension of the wall, and Taz couldn’t conceive of how it might ever be fixed.
 
 With a fading gust of wind like a sigh, the magical power faded, and the old axman grunted in appreciation. Taz’s heart stopped as Xerrioth’s great blade fell from the air, its massive weight causing it to bury itself a foot into the smooth-paved street. The mage followed his sword at a slower pace, and Taz rushed forward, just in time to catch him and keep his head from striking the stone.
 
 Blood seeped from under the cloth around his eyes, and out of his ears, but he was breathing. She turned to shout for a healer, but the old man stilled her with a hand on her shoulder, and such was its strength that she couldn’t budge. He pulled a flask from within his coat, handing it to her.
 
 “Here. Use this,” he said with a slight smile. “If anyone deserves it, it’s him. Haven’t seen spellcraft like that in many a year.”
 
 Taz couldn’t move, stunned by his words as much as by his gentle strength. The blood and viscera on his coat and in his beard did nothing to soften his visage, but she calmed herself and took the flask. Xerrioth sputtered as she dribbled some into his mouth, and after a few moments had recovered enough to drink on his own.
 
 “S’not exactly--” the mage mumbled. “Not something I do very often.” He tried to rise but stumbled, leaning on Taz.
 
 “No,” she said. “I’ll carry you back.”
 
 She lifted him over her shoulder despite his protests, where he promptly lapsed back into silence.
 
 “We’ll have to come back for your sword, Xer,” she said, looking at the strange black metal sticking out of the road. “I doubt I could pull it up, and certainly can’t carry the thing--”
 
 The old man, having slung his axe through a loop of leather, had reached out and laid a hand on Xerrioth’s massive blade. With an almost casual ease, he pulled it from the ground and laid it back across his arm and shoulder.
 
 Taz gawked. “After you,” the man said, gesturing into the city. “I think introductions will need to be made at the head of the convoy.”
 
 She nodded, grinning. “Indeed they will.”
 
 =====================
 
 Jacob Ward leaned back in the saddle, hands pulling at the reins as he strained with all his might to slow the column. He wasn’t bleeding inertia fast enough, and he was worried that he’d smash straight through the opposite wall. With every stride, the column bled speed, and with it, the pressure in his mind and bones increased as he shouldered more of the force. It became harder to breathe, but moment by moment, the column slowed from a gallop to a canter. 
 
 His armor felt hot and stifling, though he knew it was himself and not the armor heating up. At a broad intersection, he finally saw an opportunity, and with relief, began to release Lancers from the melded link that allowed his skill to work. Peeling off to either side, they eased much of his burden, and a canter became a trot.
 
 Sides heaving, Ares finally slowed from a trot to a walk. Even at a walk, it took nearly a full city block before they finally, and with great relief, came to a halt. Jacob tried to unclench his teeth, and the haft of a broken lance fell from numbed fingers as he lifted his hands to his head to remove his helmet. The metal clattered against the stone as he dropped it to the ground, drawing in deep gasps of the crisp winter air. He could hear commotion from the wagons behind him, and Erin’s voice snapping orders as she drew closer. He braced his hands on the pommel of the saddle, and dismounted with agonizing slowness to turn and look back. Erin came running towards him with a worried expression, laying a hand on his shoulder as soothing magic flowed into him.
 
 “See that the supplies get handed out,” he said, leaning against his horse. “And give a medal to that mage who opened the--”
 
 The world spun around him, and he collapsed, unconscious.
 
 =====================
 
 Claire Descroix awoke in silence and darkness, panicking briefly before her wits caught up to her situation. Pain spiked through her shoulder and radiated through her entire body; while her protective enchantments had kept her alive and in stasis, it hadn’t healed her. It would be a risk, but Claire needed to get out of wherever she was to assess her condition.
 
 Her right shoulder was impaled, and the arm below was numb and useless. Her left hand felt along her belt in what little space she could manage to push back from the dirt and rubble. Along the embroidered cloth were small spheres the ignorant could have been forgiven for believing to be red pearls. Her fingers brushed one and it crumbled to dust, the sudden rush of mana from the sphere of enchanted blood infusing her with sudden and potent power.
 
 The earth and rubble burst up in a violent upheaval, and Claire Descroix, Maréchal of the 3rd Gendarmerie of the Deskren Empire, stumbled to her feet, mana flaring along her arms as she prepared to lash out. The stasis field she was wrapped in should have lasted several hours, meaning there was no telling the circumstances she might find herself in.
 
 Startled troops recognized her, and she them; some knelt or bowed and others called for healers. The Lieutenant approached, with several mages in tow. She waved away the enlisted and stumbled for the nearest tent, ripping the broken shaft of the lance out of her shoulder with a growl, crushing another pearl and using its mana to block the pain.
 
 “Send the healers and cutters away,” she snapped at the Lieutenant, his name forgotten and, for the moment, unimportant. She pulled a small vial from her belt pouch and uncorked it with her teeth. She swallowed half the contents, grimacing at the bitterness, and poured the rest into the gaping wound that was what remained of her right shoulder. Bones ground and popped as flesh knit together, but she knew it was dislocated as well. She turned to the lieutenant, making a pulling gesture. “Now! While the potion’s working!”
 
 To his credit, the man didn’t hesitate, and her respect for him rose a notch as he pulled her arm out and pushed her shoulder back into place with ruthless efficiency. She nearly bit through her tongue, but feeling returned to her hand and the potion would ensure the healing was properly accelerated after a night’s sleep -- a sleep she would unfortunately have to delay.
 
 “Report,” she said, now more calm than when she had originally awoken.
 
 “Ma’am,” the lieutenant replied, coming to attention. “The riders’ attack was devastating. We lost all but four of our trebuchet, and the one spelltower they missed was destroyed by a blast from the defenders.”
 
 “How long was I out? How many troops did we lose?” she asked, not surprised by the news.
 
 The man glanced over his shoulder. “It’s been almost four hours. Between the riders’ charge and the city’s defenders...about eight thousand casualties. Maybe a thousand more will die from injuries sustained. More supply barges have arrived within the past hour, but the Major in charge won’t release the slaves or supplies until you arrive.”
 
 “Slaves?” Claire shakes her head. “The workers will help, but I need another battalion of heavies, and mages wouldn’t go amiss, either. Without the spell towers, our job just got a lot harder…”
 
 The man swallowed, stiffening. “Ma’am, with all due respect, the siege is over. We can’t rebuild the spelltowers, the defensive barrier went back up within minutes of the riders entering the city, and a powerful mage wrecked the southern gate so badly we’ll never make it in. The riders brought hundreds of wagons with them; doubtless filled with supplies. They’re more than equipped now to hold us off until the rest of the northlands forces arrive.” He swallowed again. “I’ll follow your orders, ma’am, but our best course of action would be to withdraw with our captives, take the river back to the coast and rejoin the fleet.”
 
 Claire pinched the bridge of her nose, deep in thought as she considered the man’s words. “Thank you for your honesty,” she said. “Many would simply tell me what they thought I wanted to hear.”
 
 The Lieutenant managed not to sigh in relief, though he visibly relaxed.
 
 “You said we took captives?” Claire strode out of the tent, followed by the Lieutenant.
 
 “Yes, ma’am. The city guard and dozens of adventurers,” he answered, guiding her between the rows of tents to where several dozen Expedition guardsmen and ragtag fighters had been corralled within a ring of spears. “All over level forty, some close to fifty; a few of them we’re less certain about. They’re too old for black collars, but not Shackles.”
 
 “Shackles will not be necessary,” Claire declared, grinning. “And we are not withdrawing.”
 
 “Ma’am, I’m not sure that’s--”
 
 Claire cut him off with an icy glare. “My respect for your honesty,” she said darkly, “does not extend to tolerating you questioning my orders, Lieutenant.” She held his gaze for a few moments more, then looked at the captives. “Hm. Residents of the city.” She circled the spear ring. “They’ve fought here, sacrificed here…” She reached into her tunic, into an enchanted pocket, and withdrew a simple, hand-knapped obsidian dagger.
 
 “Ma’am?”
 
 “It’s exactly what I need for a ritual,” she said with glee. “They’ve given me exactly what I needed. They have a blood link with the city, forged from their time spent here and their effort spent in its defense.”
 
 “Ma’am, I don’t understand. I’m not a mage, and certainly not a ritualist…”
 
 “You were right about one thing, Lieutenant,” Claire said, reverently slicing open the side of her thumb and licking the blood that welled up. “This siege is over.”
 



 
 Rella trailed a hand through the waters of the fountain, letting the ripples wash the scene away as Jacob Ward collapsed, attended by his wife and the healers of the Black Lance. The satisfaction of his success was tempered by the weight of the lives lost in his wake; thankfully, though, more Deskren fell than did his own forces. There was one possible future, albeit an unlikely one, wherein he did not survive the charge; that fate turned on Jacob taking the bridge, and he casually sidestepped it by simply choosing to ignore the bridge entirely. He had to have suspected the traps that had lain in wait, as well as the likelihood that he would have been pinned down and buried in numbers; even still, the decision to avoid it had been as brilliant as it had been unlikely. Indeed, it was only during the last day or two of the march that the Frozen Charge had risen to the forefront of fate’s tapestry, and her predecessors still relished the memory.
 
 “It’s been a long time since we’ve seen tricks like that,” said the armored woman, with her helm tucked under one arm. "He put that siege on ice."
 
 The other former women turned to stare at their sister. She shrugged in response, using her teeth to remove her gauntlet from her right hand. “Most entertaining thing I’ve seen in a century!” she exclaimed with a grin.
 
 Ruga snorted. “You’d see more if you weren’t spending so much time in the armory. The wolf-boy’s well on his way to repaying the Debt and returning the spirits to their rightful place.”
 
 “I can’t help it,” Koma replied, working her fingers and cracking her knuckles. “You know what this means.”
 
 Rella’s confusion must have shown on her face, because Ingra leaned in to explain. “When she gets like this it means things might get bad soon,” said the flamboyant once-Oracle.
 
 “Nothing so dire as that,” rasped Koma with a knowing smile. Even though she retained none of her scars here in the dream, the memory of her death still left the warrior’s voice harsh. “But if you need to call on me to swing a sword, I want to be ready. You’re marching to battle, after all. Don’t count it out.”
 
 Rella nodded. She was constantly learning new things about her abilities; the most recent was that she could allow her predecessors to take control of her body should it become necessary. As with all her abilities, it would exact its own price, and it would become worse with use. Still, she appreciated the offer, for all that it made her nervous.
 
 She furrowed her brow, turning her attention to the pool anew and turning her attention to the Hammer -- Adrin Holt -- and the Children of Ka’Na Oko. “I need to See the Hammer,” she remarked softly. “He’s somehow able to fully shift, and I don’t know how.” She glanced between the three former [Oracles], each as curious as she. “Blinding the Deskren has blinded me, as well.”
 
 The image in the pool shifted, showing an endless field of tents staked in ordered rows across frostbitten grasslands. Ordered and functional rows and neat sectioned districts made the Weldtir camp look like a small city in the making, while the Forvalen encampment seemed far less organized, content to cluster together. There, large and gaudy pavilions sat, pompous and proud, surrounded by the dirty and dingy chaos of the dregs of their own infantry. Meadowspire’s troops, some half a league to the northwest with thousands of wagons and horses in tow, were less orderly than Weldtir’s camp, but far more organized and disciplined than Forvale.
 
 Like a broad, curving line, the armies of three nations lumbered their way east and south, and at their head was a pristine white tent surrounded by a dozen supply wagons and horses for mounts. It was odd, to Rella, to look down from the dream at her own location, though the sight of Wyatt near her tent did serve to steady her. One would have been forgiven for mistaking him for a statue, posted to the side of the tent’s opening, gazing away from the fire lest his vision be diminished in the night. His sisters could not be seen, but the ghostly glimmers of wards stood out around the tent -- and Rella knew they would waken even more quickly than she would from their shared bed.
 
 Tens of thousands of tents, rows of campfires, entire herds of horses and trains of supply wagons followed -- but one group dwarfed them all. Ahead of the armies of Man, another force spread across the horizon in a melange of teepees, hastily-dug burrows and piles of fur and flesh gathered together to ward off the night’s chill. When the Children of the First Beast marched to war, they spared none but the elderly, the young, the pregnant, and the sick. The royalty and nobles of Forvale and Meadowspire stood aghast at the sheer number of bodies that had melted out of the forest, but Mette Weldt had snorted, unphased, and then proceeded to out-drink several Ursaran chieftains. Diplomacy with the Tribes was for neither the faint of heart nor weak of liver, and the Warrior Queen enjoyed more harmonious relations with them than did her fellows.
 
 The beastkin camps sprawled for miles, but it was one seemingly-ordinary tent that drew Rella’s focus. Adrin hadn’t offered much explanation for why he had mobilized -- or even been able to mobilize -- the Tribes as he had, and the nature of the Debt was so old that she had been obliged to dive deeper into the Dream than she ever had, seeking the memory of the Silent Prophet. Her recent actions had obscured her sight as well, and it was only now that she could spare the attention.
 
 She cast her gaze upon the Alpha, the waters of the fountain rippling again as the picture shifted closer to the leader of the Tribes. He seemed unaffected by the cold, conferring with several hulking Ursaran chieftains and a small group of Luparan and Panthren scouts. She was certain of one thing: the respect the Tribes showed this new Alpha was earned and not demanded out of false pride. What she didn’t know -- and urgently sought -- was how he had earned such regard.
 
 “Show me how,” she murmured, tracing a fingertip across the surface of the water as light as the brush of a feather. The vision in the water spun and swirled, colors fading in the maelstrom to reveal the camped armies several days in the past. The swirls continued, and she saw the same road through the valley she now took.; this time, however, it was the General and his Lancers who walked it. Another swirl, and she saw herself at the Gathering, as the Alpha approached.
 
 “Further back,” she said in a whisper.
 
 The image ran and swam again. Trees. Low mountains. The first snows of winter in the higher elevations of the northern highlands. In the shadows of the snow flurries, she saw shapes moving through the trees; first a few, then many. Hundreds of Luparan loping along, then thousands, all following the massive shape of the fully-shifted Alpha. Behind them, slow but steady, came the bears and badgers, the Ursaran and Ma’akan Tribes lacking the fleet-footed speed of their more canine brethren. Along the edges of copses of trees and the higher ridges, Panthren flowed like water. The gracile cat-folk seemed almost slow, yet their lazy gait was an illusion as they kept pace with their canine cousins while the long-limbed and lighter Corovan stepped across the gaps between the trees without touching the ground.
 
 The water swirled again, and Rella could see a funeral pyre burning, its colors washed out. Adrin, as a human, stood before it, a jagged, fresh wound on his chest. Blood matted his hair, coated his hands, and dripped from his mouth and chin, while Iroko sobbed and held her children away from the flames.
 
 “They’ve remembered something of the Old Ways,” Ruga said quietly. “Giving them a voice didn’t teach them how to be people overnight.”
 
 “People are just as savage, if not worse,” answered Koma. “I always respected the Tribes for not trying to dress up their reasons for war in lies and sweet words of false diplomacy. It’s either territorial disputes or mates or retaliation with them, none of the facade of the noble’s courts.”
 
 Rella shook her head, gesturing at the fountain. “That doesn’t explain how he united them so completely, or how he found the means to call upon the Beast. He isn’t even of the Tribes!”
 
 “Look closer,” said Ingra, waving a hand over the water as her dress shifted to buckskin leathers, adorned with bone charms like ivory sequins.
 
 The waters spun, and revealed a giant form stuck halfway between wolf and man standing in the middle of a circle of stones. The clearing around the circle was packed with thousands of beastkin of the Tribes, and she again saw Iroko, screaming over the broken form of another Luparan with twisted limbs and a gaping wound where his throat had once been. The silent image of the waters made the howls ring even more poignantly despite the lack of noise. An older Ma’akan with a grey-furred muzzle pulled Iroko and Adrin away while another followed with the body. Several snarling chieftains approached the stone circle, more challengers for the enraged wolf-man in the circle.
 
 “Now we’ll see what really happened,” said Koma, stilling the waters with a touch. The liquid rippled one last time, color bleeding back into the vision like a painter spilling out a bucket. Then came the sound of snarls, screaming -- and howls.
 
 ================================
 
 Adrin Holt looked down at the broken form of his friend, fear like lead in his gut and outrage singing in his blood, his heart roaring in his ears. Tarag had almost defeated Khotzan in his challenge, but his wounded leg had at last betrayed him. It slowed his shifting, compromised his footing -- and, in the end, was his undoing. Were it not for the wound, it would be Khotzan’s corpse lying here, on the furs of the shaman’s longhouse. Iroko’s keening was taken up by her children, but Kamaga’s sudden snarl cut through it, and Adrin’s warring emotions as well.
 
 “Gather your wits, girl! You know what Khotzan will do!” The old badger thumped her cane on the rough plank floor as punctuation. “Burz Aras of the Whitefur clan is no match for him, and he’s the strongest contender we have. If only Foz were here…” she trailed off. “Pah. Wishes are nothing. Khotzan will claim you as spoils of the victor, and exile Tarag’s cubs to the northern ice.” This, not said unkindly, but with the inevitability of the tides. The old badger bent down with a grim expression, driving her claws into the flesh below the fallen Luparan’s sternum.
 
 The children wailed anew, and Iroko took a step towards Kamaga, snarling. “What are you doing?!”
 
 “What Tarag wished for,” snapped the elder. “You’ve adopted this manling into your clan, yes?” Kamaga turned to face Adrin, tapping his chest with one prickly sharp-clawed finger. “Would you take a chance to avert this disaster? The Spirits are close for the Meet, yes, but I cannot force this bargain upon you, not even in their name.”
 
 “What bargain?” asked Adrin, still afraid -- and now, terribly confused.
 
 The Shaman tapped his chest again. “I can send you to meet the Spirits...drawing on the last of Tarag’s strength.” She clenched her paw, and the sickening, meaty crunch of Tarag’s breastbone drew fresh sobs from Iroko’s children.
 
 “But he will die!” snapped the newly-widowed Iroko. She shook her head savagely. “The spirits haven’t answered for centuries, not since we forgot how to shift and lost the old ways!”
 
 “They haven’t given the answers we would wish for,” growled the badger. “No child likes to be told no, but no is still an answer! Khotzan, however, would lead us all to ruin! Will you try?” she demanded, her eyes boring into Adrin’s.
 
 “Will it bring Tarag back?” asked Adrin, suddenly calm. The clamor outside faded, as if a curtain had been drawn around the longhouse. Mist began to creep in, from the cracks in the floors and walls. He felt a power growing -- the same power he had felt when he heard the story of Ka’Na Oko. It was waiting for something, expecting something.
 
 Kamaga’s expression grew sad, and she sighed. “I don’t know. I can’t know. I can only send you to meet them; what they ask and what they offer...that shall be between you and they.”
 
 “You must not do this!” whimpered Iroko, clutching her children close. “I will never escape Khotzan, but you can take the cubs to a safer place!”
 
 “That will never work, and you know it,” Adrin replied. “He’ll see me as a threat no matter what we do.” He knew he had already decided, and further debate was pointless. He looked at Kamaga, and the sad cast of her eyes held only the faintest of hopes. “Do it.”
 
 The old badger didn’t hesitate, ancient strength swelling her form as muscles bulged and a savage snarl emanated from deep in her chest. One clawed hand ripped its way out of Tarag’s corpse with something red and radiant with power in its grip, while her teeth suddenly sank into Adrin’s chest. Panic gripped him, sudden and animal, but her other paw on his shoulder held him fast. She pulled her jaws away, and in the same motion, thrust Tarag’s heart deep into the man’s body.
 
 In that moment, Adrin came to understand a brutal truth of Anfealt:
 
 The wild magics were never kind.
 
 ***
 
 Adrin thrashed his way to consciousness as the pain in his chest faded. He rose from sand, mists obscuring his vision in all directions. Overhead, the dim glow of the moons served only to lend an eerie glow to the mist, which cast their own, constantly-shifting shadows, swaying like living things in the night. His heart raced, but it felt strange -- as if it gave an extra beat every handful of breaths.
 
 Something flew past him, then, in the mist -- inches from his head. His whirling thoughts stopped short as the sound was followed by panting and scratching in the dirt, from just out of sight. More sounds, forest sounds, wild sounds -- the rustling of leaves, the echo of clashed antlers. The growls of all manner of beasts, rising and falling around him. Eventually, the cacophony coalesced into a voice, faded and muted as if heard from underwater, coming from around him and inside him and from nowhere at all.
 
 Another comes…
 
 “Who’s there?” he said, spinning around before he realized he had felt the words, and not heard them with his ears.
 
 This one is weak…
 
 “What do you mean, weak?”
 
 Shadows deepened, as did the growls and yips and the snap of teeth in the darkness. Instinctively he ducked away, and the noises gave chase, sending him headlong into the mist.
 
 He is not of the Children, but with the heart of one of our children…
 
 We cannot wait for another.
 
 We weaken…
 
 Growls and snarls bracketed him on either side as he stumbled across the sand, only coming close enough to turn him this way or that. “You’re herding me,” he said out loud. “What do you want?” The voices in the night seemed to be having a conversation with themselves, and they continued their discourse without answering his question -- indeed, maybe without even hearing him.
 
 He would come to bargain, as the others did before.
 
 They were not strong enough for our gift…
 
 We are weaker than before. It may not destroy this one…
 
 “Gift?” Adrin shook his head, uncomprehending. “And what do you mean you are weaker than before?”
 
 We are weakened by the Debt, manling.
 
 You must see, before you bargain for our gifts.
 
 We are trapped, though we chose it.
 
 The wound must be contained, but we are weakened.
 
 We fade…
 
 Suddenly large shadows loomed out of the mist. He reflexively shied back from a statue of marble so white and pure that even the dim light of the moons threatened to blind him with its reflected gleam. A woman, over thirty paces tall, a lantern in her left hand and a book in the other. The folds of her robes and the locks of her hair were carved in such exquisite detail they seemed to move in a non-existent wind.
 
 We are bound.
 
 “Who is this?” Adrin couldn't take his eyes off the statue, and saw more shadows to the left and right, details lost in the darkness and mist.
 
 Asima, the manling goddess.
 
 They are all here. All of us, to bind the wound from which the world bleeds…
 
 We weaken and fade…
 
 The Debt must be repaid.
 
 Our children have forgotten…
 
 LOOK! a voice suddenly demanded.
 
 A sudden swirl of wind dispersed the fog, kicking up sand and tugging at Adrin’s entire form. Less wind and more a flow like sliding downhill, he stepped forward before catching himself with one hand on the leg of the statue of the goddess. And then he gasped.
 
 More statues stood to either side, describing a circle that had to be at least a mile across. To the left of Asima’s statue was a short and stout form that could only have been a dwarf carved from rough grey rock. A hammer and tongs hung on his apron.
 
 To the right stood another statue, tall and slender, made of polished jade, pointed ears and aquiline features leaving him sure she was an elf -- or whatever Anfealt called such creatures. Beyond the elf stood a statue of a giant wolf, with glowing amber eyes and raised hackles. Past the dwarf stood a massive bear, frozen on its hind legs, mouth agape as if roaring at an unseen foe. More forms stood in the circle, all looking inwards. A tall man leaned on a spear, pointing inwards. A woman stood on one bare foot, clad in diaphanous robes of stone so sheer and thin he knew it would have been impossible to carve, frozen in a moment of dance. Another form crouched low, a dagger in each hand and sculpted from stone so dark it drank the light around it. In the far distance he could see what looked like a dragon from Earth’s fiction, looming over the statues nearby, wings outspread and maw gaping as if about to breathe flame.
 
 Dozens of figures, dozens of less human forms.
 
 We weaken…
 
 The sound of cracking stone spun him back around, and looking up, he could see a new fissure along the arm of Asima’s statue. Light briefly glowed through the crack before it slowly mended itself, leaving a darkened blemish in its wake like a scar. Now that he had seen the one, he noticed many more lines painting a web across the statue. Looking left and right, he could see similar degradation on the others closest to where he stood.
 
 We are not enough…
 
 Repay the Debt.
 
 “I don’t understand,” he said, turning in a circle before an invisible force nipped at his ear and turned him back to face the center.
 
 Look.
 
 See.
 
 This place was once green and wild.
 
 Shelter in the great sands.
 
 The prophet came.
 
 Came to die.
 
 Where all the statues faced, in the very center, the sand was black and dirty and melted together like tainted glass. Floating above the center of the black glass, distorted space twisted and dove into itself, a pocket of absolute nothing held in the center. Occasionally, bits of dust and sand were drawn in to disappear into that pocket.
 
 “What is that!?” he demanded, revulsion in his voice.
 
 The end.
 
 The world bleeds from the wound.
 
 Life.
 
 Power.
 
 Magic.
 
 The manling put the band around the Prophet’s neck.
 
 She gave herself to the ending to break his power…
 
 But the world was wounded in the giving…
 
 And now the world is dying.
 
 More cracking sounds, from different statues. The damage healed, slowly, but left its marks. Adrin Holt did not consider himself gifted with all that much intelligence, but neither did he consider himself stupid. The severity of the situation was not lost on him, even through the shock of the experience.
 
 “What must I do?”
 
 Repay the Debt.
 
 Weakened honor weakens a people.
 
 We are made stronger by the faith of our children.
 
 Restore their honor.
 
 To give us more… time…
 
 Tell the Prophet.
 
 Seek a way to heal the wound.
 
 Before the sands consume the world.
 
 “I don’t know how to repay the Debt!” Adrin objected. “The tribes will never follow me!”
 
 They will.
 
 Our Gifts.
 
 They have lost, long ago.
 
 We weaken, but we must be enough…
 
 One last Gift.
 
 “And what must I do with it?”
 
 Conquer them.
 
 The oldest of ways.
 
 Challenge the Alpha.
 
 The heart of our child in your chest shows us the path…
 
 Receive our gift.
 
 Repay the Debt.
 
 The mists swirled again, cutting off the statues, the world, choking him in a whirlwind of sand and power. The pain in his chest burned anew, magnified a hundredfold, and his heart -- no, he realized, his hearts -- raced at a terrible, unsustainable pace that threatened to bury him in their sound. With the pain came unbidden rage, and it found voice through a snarl and clenched teeth. He only realized Kamaga was still holding him up, that only moments had passed in the real world, when he fell to his knees, gasping and choking.
 
 A deep, guttural voice broke through his haze. “What have you done, Kamaga?” Khotzan demanded, his bestial form looming at the entrance to the shaman’s house, a terrified Iroko pressing herself and her cubs against the far wall.
 
 Uncowed, Kamaga stared the Alpha down. “Only what the Spirits bade me,” she replied wearily.
 
 “It won’t save the manling.” Khotzan stalked forward, knocking Kamaga aside with an almost casual brutality. She hit the far wall and slumped, unconscious, to the dirt.
 
 Pressure built up in Adrin’s head and chest, making it difficult to draw breath. He had not forgotten, not the pain, nor the fire, nor the memory of his vision. “Tarag….was my friend,” he growled, vision reddening from the outside in.
 
 Khotzan snarled. “Then join hi--!”
 
 The pressure broke free, like a wave from the core of his being. He felt his bones snap and reform, from his toes up through his legs and back, to his face and arms and hands. His teeth popped and changed shape as his blood roared in his ears.
 
 Then, he snarled, and the sound wasn’t human at all.
 
 =========================
 
 Rella’s head snapped back, kicked from the man’s perspective by the sudden and overwhelming rage emanating from the Hammer as the towering form of a wolf quickly shattered the longhouse around itself. Adrin gave a most canine shake, shrugging the timbers off his back while crouching to shelter Iroko and her cubs from falling debris. The force of his howl had propelled Khotzan back into the stone circle as if swatted by a giant, and the wolf stalked forward, snarling.
 
 The beastkin tribes had always had an unspoken hierarchy, with more deference given to those who could shift closer to their full beast forms. Until now, Khotzan had been the one who could shift closer than others, pushing himself almost-but-not-quite into a full quadrupedal wolf form. His arms were elongated and his hands viciously clawed, as were his digitigrade feet, with broad and muscular shoulders almost akin to the greatest of jungle apes.
 
 Before him now, however, stood a true wolf, twice as tall as a man at its shoulder. With fur blacker than the deepest night, the golden eyes gleamed, reflecting the light of the campfires around the Meet. Khotzan was no coward, however, and immediately pressed the attack, lunging to meet the wolf at the edge of the circle.
 
 The wolf spun, teeth flashing in the firelight, and though Khotzan scored a hit -- raking a deep gash down his flank with his claws -- he found those teeth buried deep in his forearm, and then with a vicious yank, Adrin tore it away, along with Khotzan’s hand. He sprang back, snarling, as Adrin advanced, hackles raised, blood dripping from his fangs. Looking around, Khotzan buried his stump in the nearest fire pit, biting back a shriek as the stench of burning fur and meat filled the area.
 
 Seeing that the battle had left the confines of the circle, the rest of the tribes had fallen back -- some in awe, others in fear. The Alpha roared, plunging his remaining hand into the coals and slinging them into Adrin’s face --
 
 -- only Adrin was nowhere to be found. As if the wolf were made of liquid night, he flowed into the mist that had, by this point, entirely suffused the valley. The moons hung overhead, seeming to be watching the events unfold. Power, naked and raw, hummed in the air, and a sad, mournful howl seemed to echo down from the larger moon. Khotzan, eyes wild, spun left and right, slashing wildly at the mists but catching only air, before a shadow blurred into existence before him. A flash of black fur and white fang and it was past him, leaving only a vague impression. A moment later, Khotzan stumbled, his left leg hamstrung and bleeding freely into the dirt.
 
 Two more snarls preceded two more flashes, and Khotzan screamed in impotent rage as he toppled backward, nerveless legs refusing to support him. At last, the massive wolf materialized from the mist, bringing one massive black paw down on the Alpha’s chest, pinning him to the dirt. He flailed uselessly at that gigantic limb, screaming imprecations as Adrin regarded the assembled tribes. They regarded him in turn, waiting expectantly. His jaws dipped down and the Alpha’s screams ceased.
 
 A moment later, the Alpha raised his head...
 
 ...and howled.
 



 
 The Horse Knight didn’t know when it became aware of itself as more than what it had once been. It did know several things: it knew it had existed for eight hundred twenty-three days, fifteen hours, and thirteen minutes. It knew it was to be the companion and toy and protector of the Girl, and it knew the Girl’s name was Katherine. Katherine called it the Horsey Knight, and she sat astride its back as they pranced around the border of the small patch of grass behind the Master’s house. This was all it had known, and all it had needed to know, for its entire existence.
 
 It remembered everything, of course. A golem could not forget unless it was commanded to erase its own memories. It remembered that four hundred seven days ago, Katherine had not felt well, and they did not march around the grassy spot that day -- or for several days. Nor had they played the game with the empty cups and plates under the small gazebo. Four hundred and three days ago, they had resumed their standard routine, but now Katherine tired easily and the games and the marching never lasted quite so long. The Horse Knight spent more and more time standing quietly next to the bed, maintaining a silent vigil over the sleeping girl.
 
 Three-hundred nineteen days ago, several angry men had shouted at Master, scaring Katherine’s mother. Mother had held Katherine close, while the Horse Knight sat between them and the door to the next room and the girl asked questions the golem did not know the answer to.
 
 “What do they want, Momma?” the Girl asked.
 
 “They think your daddy can heal them,” Mother responded sadly. “He told them he can’t, but they don’t believe him.”
 
 The floor shook and something crashed in the other room as the Master shouted, followed by screams and distant footfalls as the strange men fled. “Don’t worry,” said Mother. “The guardian golems your father built will always protect this house.”
 
 The door opened and the Master entered, his face drawn. He stepped around the Horse Knight, hugging his wife and daughter close. “Things are getting worse in the city,” he said with a quiet urgency. 
 
 “But we can’t leave,” Mother protested. “Katherine won’t survive without the ambient mana of the city.”
 
 “Administrator is almost complete. We’ve had a breakthrough with the new control matrix, but it means I’ll be working at the center for at least the next week…”
 
 Ignoring her parents’ hushed argument, Katherine simply hugged the Horse Knight in silence.
 
 Three hundred eleven days ago, the Master had come in the night, picking up the Horse Knight without waking Katherine. He had carried the golem downstairs to the workshop where it remembered the beginning of its existence, placing it on a worktable. On the other end of the worktable was an object the golem didn’t recognize: a set of interlocking rings closed within a cage of silvery metal.
 
 “What are you doing!?” demanded Mother.
 
 The Master remained silent a moment, regarding the golem. “Administrator has determined the guardian golems are all needed at the city perimeter. I’m upgrading Katherine’s toy.” He reached beyond the golem’s vision, and manipulated something on its back.
 
 “But you are the Architect!” Mother insisted. “Surely, our house is important enough for a guardian?”
 
 “Not according to the equations of the Administrator. It doesn’t think like we do; it doesn’t understand humans. My skills are necessary, and so I am called, but…” He paused, letting out a small grunt as something clicked near the golem’s spine. “It thinks you and Katherine less necessary for the city’s defense...less vital to protect.”
 
 “Can’t you adjust its directives? Make it protect us?”
 
 “Not anymore…”
 
 The sudden silence confused the Horse Knight, as Mother backed away towards the stairs.
 
 “What have you done?” she asked, her voice low and thick with emotion.
 
 “What I thought was necessary to protect our daughter!” the Master declared, impassioned. “I made a mistake!”
 
 “And now you want to make another one?” Mother demanded. “What are you doing to Horsey?”
 
 The caged ring was the last object the Master picked up, and slowly, almost reverently, he slipped it into the golem’s back, just ahead of the padded saddle on which Katherine rode. With a final-sounding snap, he closed the panel, and words flickered to life:
 
 Adaptive Determination Matrix initialized. Awaiting directives…
 
 The Horse Knight knew the words, but did not know how it knew the words. "We made a mistake with the Administrator. We thought we could tell it everything it would need to know...all the decisions it would ever need to make. It’s clear now that we were wrong. So, so wrong.” The Master picked up the Horse Knight again, carrying it back upstairs. Worried, Mother fell in behind him. “We can’t cure the mana sickness,” he continued. “Nobody can. Katherine...isn’t going to get better, and people are just as sick, if not worse, out there. And we can’t evacuate, either; we’d never survive the beasts.”
 
 “Then what are we to do?”
 
 “I’m working with the Administrator to build a shield generator, to siphon the wild mana out of the city and power a shield to keep the monsters out. But I can’t protect you and Katherine while I’m working at the Core.”
 
 Mother wrung her hands helplessly. “Why is this happening?” 
 
 “The mana has been rising since Avalon fell. Nobody knows more than that,” said the Architect. “The monsters keep getting bigger, stronger. People mutate...children sicken. We’ve already seen violent attacks inside the city walls, and they’ll escalate into riots soon. Katherine needs a protector...one that the Administrator can’t co-opt. One not slaved to the city’s control beacon.”
 
 “But--! If the Elders find out you have an independent golem, they’ll have you killed! And not even you know what the Administrator will do!”
 
 “The Elders are already sick, just like everyone else. It won’t matter much longer, anyway.”
 
 He went quiet as he opened Katherine’s door. The Master crossed the short distance to the bed, returning the Horse Knight to his normal place, in arm’s reach of the sleeping girl. Carefully, he knelt down.
 
 “We made a mistake with the Administrator, giving it too many directives. We tried to define every eventuality, but that’s impossible.” The man’s voice was a whisper, and he looked from the golem to the girl, then back. “I give you one directive, and only one.”
 
 “Daddy?” the girl said sleepily as he kissed her hair.
 
 “Be her friend.”
 
 Directive accepted. Starting Adaptive Determination Matrix.
 
 Two hundred eighty-seven days ago, Katherine had a wonderful day. Feeling better than usual, she had played with the Horse Knight for several hours. The change in the golem itself had been slow, but Horsey had begun to move pre-emptively in anticipation of the girl’s requests. Squeals of happiness and proclamations of joy from the girl reinforced the golem’s drive to fulfill its directive.
 
 Not all of the following days went as well for Katherine, but Horsey did its best to keep her entertained and happy. If she did not feel well enough to go outside, they would play in her room -- and occasionally, the rest of the house except for the Master’s downstairs workshop. They pranced, and had tea parties, and engaged in mock battles with cushions stolen from the furniture. Occasionally, the Horse Knight queried its matrix to check on its directive, but the Girl had no such crises.
 
 Two hundred six days ago, the Horse Knight first sensed the Signal. The Master had been hard at work for weeks, rarely coming home for more than a single day as he and the Administrator built new towers around the outer edge of the city. The Signal beckoned all who heard it to fulfill their duty, but the Horse Knight already had a duty, and the Signal held no power over it.
 
 It did over other golems, though, and they went about their assigned duties. Servitor golems repaired streets and walls and houses, and guardian golems patrolled the districts, weapons at the ready. Visitors, when they came, told Mother in hushed tones about attacks by monsters at the outer edges of the city. The Horse Knight wasn’t sure what ‘monsters’ were, but by the way Mother spoke about them, and the fact that Mother didn’t want Katherine to hear, they sounded bad. The golem agreed with Mother; it liked when Katherine was happy, and did not like when she was sad or afraid.
 
 The golem no longer questioned how it knew the words and concepts that it knew, nor how it knew more and more as time passed. Things that made Katherine happy were good; things that did not were bad. This was enough, and the Horse Knight was content.
 
 One hundred three days ago, Katherine played outside for the last time. Such days had become less frequent as the little girl became more ill, more easily tired. Horsey knew Mother was sick as well, but diligently hid that fact from the little girl. The girl still smiled, and laughed as the golem danced its way around her room with the clippity-clop of its metal hooves. It was not as good as the days of outside games and playing, but as long as its little girl smiled, it was enough for the golem.
 
 Thirty-two days ago, Katherine had not gotten out of bed. Mother stopped going further than just the next room, changing sheets when needed and bringing the little girl broth and water. The Horse Knight didn’t move at all, remaining near the bed so the Girl could stroke its woven mane. Reports from the Signal told the golem that the state of the city was very grim: several parts of the outer city had been overrun by monsters, and the Administrator had begun retasking servitor golems to reinforce the city walls. 
 
 The chimes that decorated the city’s towers, long a source of joy to the Girl, now gave mournful notes in the wind. Horsey knew it was bad because Katherine had been saddened by the change in the sound. She no longer asked for the windows to be left open so she could hear. The golem did not like this change.
 
 Four days ago several strangers had come to the Master’s house, frightening Katherine and Mother.
 
 “Where is the key?!” the lead man demanded, white knuckles clenched around the hilt of a blade. “Where did he hide it?!”
 
 “There is no key!” Mother shouted back. She gave a desperate laugh. “It was his last folly, he said, the mistake that doomed us all--!”
 
 The man yelled, cutting Mother off. “You lie! He would not have built it without a key!” He reached forward and grabbed Mother. The Girl screamed, clasping onto her legs. One of the man’s associates grabbed the Girl and shoved her away; she cried out when she hit the wall and slumped onto the bed.
 
 The Horse Knight’s vision flashed red. Mother screamed; the silvery steel of the blade protruded from her back, stained an ugly crimson. 
 
 As the man who had grabbed the Girl advanced towards the bed, new words flashed across the golem’s vision:
 
 Threat Detected. Primary subject in danger.
 
 Adaptive Determination Matrix active.
 
 Safety Interlock Disengaged. Lethal force authorized.
 
 The door was no longer large enough to allow the Horse Knight to pass through. It turned on the men, who had suddenly gone pale; instead of a happy clip-clop of hooves, the Horse Knight punched plate-sized divots into the stone floor. The men turned to flee, and the golem felt a surge of heat between its eyes as it gave chase. Suddenly, the door was big enough to allow it to pass, but it paid no mind to the splinters of wood and chips of stone that flew past it, skewering the man who had stabbed Mother with the burning horn that now projected from the gem set in its equine skull.
 
 Once all the strange men had been pranced upon and no longer moved, or made any sounds, the Horse Knight returned to the doorway. It was now large again, and much larger than it had been a moment before. Katherine was no longer moving, and Mother lay halfway across the bed, blood covering the floor. Horsey nudged the Girl’s hand with its nose, once again unsure what to do. It stood, and waited, standing guard.
 
 It stood its vigil for days, until it noticed a change in the Signal. A strange pulse shook the city, and through the window of Katherine’s room the Horse Knight saw a faint blue light rise up from the distant walls. The barrier went up, and as it formed a dome over the city, the wind stilled.
 
 The City of Song fell silent.
 
 The Horse Knight stood where it was for many days, where Mother had fallen next to the Girl. One thousand, three hundred seventy days later, it entered combat mode once again -- this time, to fend off servitor golems dispatched by the Administrator to reclaim the materials from the Master’s house. It knew they were coming; they were sent by the Signal. The Signal had also asked the Horse Knight things, and while it understood the protocols and that it was expected to answer, it chose not to. Every hundredth day, more servitors were sent.
 
 Every hundredth day, more servitors were repelled. The Horse Knight answered no queries.
 
 One hundred thousand days later, the Administrator stopped sending servitors. The rest of the city had been built up around the small rectangle of land with the quaint little house and patch of grass with the small gazebo in the back. Golems wandered the streets, repairing empty shops and repaving roads upon which nobody travelled. Parks were immaculately maintained, for the enjoyment of a populace long since departed. Trees and gardens were tended to, aqueducts and fountains were maintained, and benches dotted walkways that lay forever silent under the quiet ministrations of its mindless custodians.
 
 The Horse Knight stood vigil over bones.
 
 Three hundred thousand, four hundred seventy-three days later, something changed. The Signal grew agitated, and the factory complex at the city’s heart rumbled to life, disgorging guardian after guardian, followed by excavation machinery, transport golems, and designs the Horse Knight had never heard of. The City was going to war, and the Signal called all who could hear it to the western gate.
 
 The Horse Knight stood vigil over bones.
 
 Three hundred thousand, nine hundred six days later, the war came to the city. Humans not unlike the Master, flying on giant reptiles, assaulted the city. They died by the thousands, but the blue dome protecting the city fell. Still more came, and after a long time, their mounts finally poured enough flame into the factory that the production lines shuddered, heaved, and fell silent.
 
 The barrier was restored, and the walls repaired -- but something had gone wrong. The flying men stayed away, but the damage had been done, and the Signal was no longer as solid and sure as it had been, as if the assault had weakened it. The information was unreliable, unpredictable, and the city’s golems grew less coordinated.
 
 The Horse Knight stood vigil over bones.
 
 Three hundred fifty-one thousand, two hundred days later, the Signal finally ceased. Golems still wandered the city, but aimlessly, purposelessly. No more came from the Core to replace the ones lost to age or, as grew more common, clashes with each other. The Horse Knight had to defend the Master’s house more frequently, guarding the Girl, from living things more often than other golems.
 
 Four hundred one thousand, six hundred seventy-three days later, something new happened. The Horse Knight detected the Signal once again, much fainter than before -- but it stood out from the background so starkly it may as well have been a shout. The golem stepped up onto the sole remaining section of wall that still stood, what had once been the Girl’s bedroom wall, in an attempt to hear it better.
 
 “...is Dana...hear me, Morgan?”
 
 The Horse Knight could just barely detect an answering Signal, but it wasn’t strong enough to make out.
 
 “...had to launch…storm, but we….zero vis…”
 
 “...can’t go above...tals attack if we...too high...head south, but we don’t want...a mountain…”
 
 The Horse Knight had stood vigil over bones for hundreds of thousands of days. It had never stopped attempting to fulfill the directive given to it so long ago, but it had never considered it complete. This new Signal...it spoke as both the Administrator and the Master had.
 
 Perhaps this new Signal knew what the Horse Knight did not.
 
 For the first time in hundreds of thousands of days, the Horse Knight made a decision. The gem set between its eyes glowed.
 
 With a rush of mana, the Horse Knight reached for the Signal.
 
 Ping!
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