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                The hardest part of being a noble’s first son? Nothing—you inherit most of it.
Being the ninth son means you inherit war.

Drafted to the front, Francis Lancaster has one purpose: keep his half-brother Michael alive on the blood-soaked fields of Reevotort, where six months of fighting the Beastkin army has taken its toll on the kingdom. When Francis steps into his brother’s punishment, that moment changes everything. 

Now, whenever Francis dies, he wakes a few days before his death, every skill and stat he gained, kept.

Curse or blessing, the loop is a weapon—if he can stand the cost. To save his brother and himself, Francis must map patterns, stack skills, and turn each loss into a better opening move…before the next death makes him repeat everything again.

*****
Book 1 is complete at editor

Book 2 is done

book 3 - plotting

            

    
        Chapter 1

    
    
    
    
                “It’s no wonder you’re nothing but a piece of trash!” Phillip shouted. “How is it even possible that you still only have one novice skill?!”

Francis shrugged as he came at his instructor again, ignoring the steady streams of taunts Phillip always sent his way.

His wooden sword moved with barely enough grace to show he had increased his skill beyond basic.

As always, Phillip’s sword easily deflected each attack, the older man never having to move his weapon more than a few inches. There was a reason -- a few actually -- why Phillip was the one tasked with training Francis and the others. Phillip was easily an advanced-rank fighter; his skill in swords and shields was far beyond all the recruits. No matter who came at their trainer, he deflected, blocked, or parried each strike with ease.

Thrusting and slashing, Francis drove forward, his worn leather boots shifting across the hard-packed dirt training area.

Once more, his sword was knocked away, yet this time Francis didn't give up. Phillip had pissed him off earlier when the man’s training sword slapped against his brother’s cheek, leaving a welt. Where he was standing, Francis could still see Michael, one hand on the wound, the other running fingers through sweat-matted blond hair. Beside Michael were over a dozen other trainees, each one sporting a different injury of some kind.

Francis was done with the constant heckling. Today, their trainer had crossed a line. He thrust his shield toward the older man's side, feeling the impact of his wooden buckler against Phillip's metal one a split-second later.

His next two attacks were parried and blocked by the salt-and-pepper-haired trainer tasked with attempting to prepare him and the other outcasts for battle. Phillip executed a move in which he knocked Francis's shield and weapon outward simultaneously, leaving the boy’s midsection unprotected. Staggering backward did nothing to help prevent a knee from coming upward and catching him in the gut.

Dropping to the ground, Francis found himself dry heaving, trying to suck in air as a wooden sword tapped the side of his head.

"Dead again... I swear, my ten-year-old niece could trounce you."

"Screw... you..." Francis muttered between breaths, wiping the drool that was hanging from his lips. "I'm doing everything I can!"

A hard whack against his temples sent him rolling to his side.

Pain radiated inside his head as Francis clutched both his stomach and temple.

"Are you!" shouted the man the King had hired to torture Francis these last few months. "I've seen how hard you train. You spend more time off in the woods and shirking the opportunity before you and the duties you have been given! You're a fool!"

Looking between squinted eyes, Francis could see the scar covering the length of Phillip's face. The white, jagged, poorly sewn line of flesh ran from ear to nose and then traveled the rest of the older man's skin to the opposite ear. A mark of a duel lost, a life forfeited. No healing had been permitted. His shame was wearing that scar so everyone would know what he had been given: mercy instead of the death he had deserved.

Yet on his face was a snarl, not from hate but anger, though Francis didn't know why it was directed at him. For two days, the bastard had been kicking his ass more than usual, no longer content to watch him spar with his brother Michael or any of the others who were sequestered here.

"You’re supposed to be ready to fight in a war, you idiot!" Phillip shouted.

No longer did the sound of other practice matches ring out.

Not that he could hear them above the ringing in his ears.

Sitting up, Francis saw that everyone--all eighteen of the other teens -- was staring at them, none saying a word as they watched the ass-kicking take place again.

"Do you all realize what is coming?! In two weeks! TWO WEEKS!" Phillip roared.

Groaning, Francis rose to his feet, willing himself the strength to stand. His instructor and bringer of pain pointed at Francis’ wooden sword and shield still on the ground. A second later, Phillip shifted his attention to each of the other teens as he spun.

"We leave in two weeks for a war that has united all the kingdoms! Not because we like each other, but because there is an enemy far worse than any other! You lot are supposed to join the army of our king! He needs warriors to defend both the casters and those who know how to fight! Yes, you most likely will die, but perhaps your sorry asses will provide our kingdom with a chance to survive this invasion and rebuild!"

Francis could barely flinch backward in time, the wooden sword whistling as Phillip spun to point the dull, dry, and bloody tip at him.

"You're the ninth son! You know what that means! The only way you'll bring honor is if you actually accomplish something on that battlefield -- right now, it would have been far better if your father had pulled out and stained the sheets with you!"

Francis felt his face turn red. He was angry at being told off before everyone else and called out when everyone else was like him.

All of them were seen as worthless in the eyes of the kingdom.

Even his brother Michael was often reminded that some servants had been treated better than they had. The reason was apparent to some, yet others didn’t understand why.

Michael stood there, shaking his head at him slowly. His brother’s blond hair matted like every other teen watching this beating.

Yet now, Francis was pissed. No. He was furious.

All Francis could focus on was the old asshole who had just beaten him.

He grabbed the wooden blade pointed at him and gripped it as tightly as possible.

The slightest grin appeared on Phillip's lips, the first smile that wasn’t a smirk Francis could ever recall.

Francis pulled himself toward the aging trainer, ignoring the fifty-plus pounds and twelve-inch difference in height and weight.

Right now, he didn't care about any of that. All he wanted to do was punch the man’s smug face.

No, he realized. He wanted to beat the life out of Phillip.

His left fist came forward as his right hand pulled the man’s sword out of position, aiming for that stupid grin.

His fist was so close he could almost feel the heat from the bastard's face, who beat them all on a daily basis.

He could do this. He would get his revenge.

The world shifted in the blink of an eye, and Francis found himself floating.

What the hell? I should have–

His thoughts were lost as his vision spun, and he found himself crashing into the ground. A snapping sound came as his arm bent in the wrong direction, his shoulder taking the full brunt of the impact.

A cry of agony escaped his lips -- pain lanced through his body, traveling the entirety of his left arm and into his neck.

Things began to go dark as a gloved fist slammed into his jaw.

A few words echoed inside his head before darkness took over.

"FINALLY! Someone with some balls!"

***


[ Status ]

Francis Lancaster

Age 17

Strength: 9

Endurance: 12

Agility: 8

Wisdom: 6

Perception: 5

Magic: 3

Skills

Swordsmanship (Common) - 13 Novice

Shield Use (Common) - 9 Basic

Tracking (Uncommon) - 8 Basic

Stealth (Uncommon) - 6 Basic

Traps (Uncommon) - 3 Basic

Rock Throwing (Common) - 5 Basic

Ailments

Injured Shoulder - Healing: -10% to Strength and Agility. 194 Minutes remaining

***

Francis hated what the system had shown him.

He knew Phillip was right: no matter how much he stared at his stats, the truth was in the numbers.

Man, I do suck…

"Done pretending you're asleep?" Michael asked.

"Wouldn't you after what that asshole did to me?" Francis replied.

His brother Michael chuckled for a moment.

Turning his head and opening his eyes, Francis saw his older sibling sitting on the bed next to him. They shared a room simply because they were related. Only those lucky enough to be here with a family member ended up with them. For some of those pairings, Phillip wasn’t the only bully in the group.

"Still, you stood up to him,” Michael continued. “After he kicked your ass, Phillip made the healers come and take you away. That got all of us a break. Kind of like your shoulder."

Wincing, Francis sat up and studied his older brother.

Michael chewed his lip, a sign he was worried. Even with only a year's age difference, his brother easily had another twenty pounds of muscle and three inches on him. Michael’s teeth were straighter, and his blond hair matched their mother's.

The only child with blond hair… It was so easy to see once I knew, and when I overheard our monster of a father talking with our brother Derrek about having Michael killed for being a bastard… I couldn’t--

"Stop that line of thinking. You're frowning, and I can tell what you are doing," Michael blurted out. "Don't listen to that jerk. Use the anger and work like you're supposed to. Stop jacking around in the woods and focus! Even the occasional animal you bring back from it isn’t worth it. We only have a few weeks before we're forced to march off."

Rubbing his shoulder, Francis nodded and saw the bread and a covered bowl on his nightstand.

"Do I want to ask what that is?" Francis asked.

"No... because it's the same old crap every day,” his brother replied. “Eat it, though. You're skinny because you're always saying you're full."

Ripping off a piece of the dry bread, he chewed, trying not to frown as Michael grinned at him.

Though it doesn’t really matter… we both know the odds of us surviving this battle are next to zero. Neither of us has any real rank in our skills or stats. Phillip is probably advanced with the sword. I do doubt that he’s hit any of the milestone ranks for his physical side.

"You know, at least we're lucky,” his brother stated, breaking Francis from his thoughts. “We don't have to go back home before shipping off. Besides, if what I've learned from the ones I've talked to is true, it won't matter. We'll be dead almost as soon as we run into battle."

After swallowing the dry piece of bread, Francis drank the tepid water in the wooden cup and sighed.

"Nothing like getting your ass kicked for a few months so that you can die on the first day of battle. Just tell me this is worth it, Michael. Tell me the gods had some reason for letting father be so fertile."

Michael laughed so loudly that it echoed off their tiny stone room at that statement.

“We both know… he’s not my father. He never pretended I was his, and you know it. Yet you never cared. Maybe that’s why I took pity on you and kept you around like a pet,” his brother teased. “Still, I have no idea what the gods are thinking. All I know is that if we survive and if this battle goes our way, we can finally find a place in the kingdom and get out from that bastard’s name."

"Oh, to be a Lancaster," Francis replied. "The illegitimate eighth son and the ninth son who defied the head of their noble house. Sometimes I think he was known for producing more boys than the ore the King desires."

Both laughed at that truth.

"At least if we die, we did it together. Just like everything else," Michael stated as he stood up and held out a hand. "Now, let's go see what that bastard has in store for us today."


***

"Again!" Phillip shouted.

Sweat ran down the faces and upper bodies of all nineteen of the outcasts, enduring another day of training in the hellhole they had been placed in.

None of them wore armor that day, just woolen pants, while Phillip ran them through sword drills again.

Three hours so far of non-stop attacks on dummies, combo patterns, and footwork.

None complained, not wanting to ask for water or a break, all knowing what that would earn.

"You won't get rest on the battlefield!” Phillip shouted. “When the fighting starts, it stops when one side is dead! So either you die and find eternal rest, or kill them all! Then perhaps you can take a break and find someone who will love your worthless asses!"

The group moved as one repeatedly. Some were more skilled, their steps and blades flowing with ease, carrying out the movements they had been trained in.

And here I am still missing some of the “patterns”… No matter how hard I try, it just doesn’t come as easily for me. At least Mr. Stick Up His Ass isn't beating on me today...

The shrill of a loud whistle came, and everyone stopped immediately, facing their instructor and taking deep breaths as they tried to recover.

"Good news, you sorry excuses for a son! Ten minutes to rest, get a drink, and piss if you need to! After that, it's shield training!"

A few groans came, but Francis was glad he had held back from sharing his hatred for the next training exercise.

The hard brown eyes tracked those who had failed to keep their displeasure quiet, guaranteeing they would not be excited about the next part of the day.

***

[ Shield-Use Skill Increased - 10 Basic ]

Even though his chest and arms were covered in bruises, Francis couldn't help but grin.

He saw that Michael had noticed his smile and returned the thumbs-up gesture before Michael tossed another cloth-covered rock at him.

Francis’s shield moved slightly better, faster, and his mind could read the incoming rock’s path even better than just a moment before.

Just one more point and I'll hit Novice in Shield Use!

The skill felt like it increased slowly, taking far longer than Swordsmanship, but he knew he swung a sword a lot more than he used the shield.

Still, blocking more of the rocks coming at him was easier now, as he received fewer blows to his body.

Two, three, four, five rocks in a row were all deflected as the trio of boys tossed them at him in a random pattern.

Moving within the three-foot circle, he avoided and blocked every rock they sent.

Suddenly, a rock came from his right, his vision spotting it at the last moment. He could barely step sideways without leaving the circle, so he held the shield out and deflected the larger stone coming at his head.

Then another smaller rock struck his knee, sending him to the ground as his joint gave out from the shock.

Through it all, he kept his shield up, protecting his chest and head as two more rocks struck the wooden surface.

"Hold!" Phillip called out.

Keeping the shield in place for a few seconds longer, Francis peeked around the edge and saw Phillip's head bobbing slightly.

"You got an increase in your skill, didn't you, Blanket Stain Francis?” Phillip asked.

Trying to keep himself calm at the new nickname he had been receiving all day, Francis nodded as he forced himself upward, trying not to wince as his knee cried out in displeasure at being used.

"That is why we are doing this!" Phillip shouted. "Because, while you might not like it, some of you have improved! I can see it! If we can get you to the Novice rank, it may mean the difference between surviving the first attack and being around long enough to be worth the nine months your mother carried you! Now, switch sides!"

Glad to get a break from being used as a training dummy, Francis dropped his shield and ran toward a barrel of rocks a few yards behind him.

"You really got a point?" Luke asked.

Nodding, he smiled at Luke, who was struggling to drag the barrel toward the spot they would throw from.

"Yeah, I'm one point away from Novice now. You?" Francis asked.

The dark-haired, brown-eyed teen who was the only one smaller than him shook his head.

"I'm only at a seven in my Shield-Use skill,” Luke replied. “Being only sixteen has me way behind the rest of you. Besides, my dad had me farming before this, so I could at least earn something. He wasn't happy I was taken out of the fields to come here."

They tugged and rocked the barrels into position.

"At least you're the fifth son. Mine rarely talked to me when I saw him,” Francis replied.

"You two stop making plans to go off and kiss later and get those barrels in position faster, or I'll start tossing stones at you right now!"

Each of them fell silent, working harder and faster, knowing full well what a painful exercise it would be to receive rocks personally from Phillip’s hand.

"Asshole," Luke whispered.

“I couldn't agree more.”

***

“So you think you’ll reach Novice in your shield before we leave?” Michael asked.

Francis shrugged, leaning against the stone wall as he carefully rotated his shoulder. “Maybe. I hope so. I just wish we could get real ranks. Imagine if we could achieve a skill at the proficient or advanced level. Then we’d at least have a fighting chance or be given some real respect.”

His brother rolled his eyes, the candlelight illuminating the small room they shared. “Yeah, cuz we’re going to reach a twenty-six or a forty-one in a skill practicing the way we do. We’re not like Arciel, Derrek, or our sister. We’re not getting hand-fed at the Spires.”

“I’m not certain I would say Trina is getting hand-fed. The other two… probably,” Francis replied. “Could you imagine it, though? Having real trainers? Getting real food? Or healers for every practice session?”

“Yeah, and I can imagine having a woman who is okay with my bloodline and the fact I’m a bastard,” Michael said. “Just cuz I can imagine it, doesn’t mean it’s going to happen. Besides, you’re talking years of training. They’ve been there what, five years?”

Francis nodded and grabbed his thin blanket. “You’re right. What I wouldn’t give to one day get to punch Derrek in the gut. You know, for all the times he did that to us?”

“Oh, that I’ll dream about tonight,” Michael said, smiling. “Sadly, that’s all it will ever be… a dream. We both know he’d beat us senseless given the chance.”

Lying down, Francis didn’t reply. He just pulled the blanket over him and closed his eyes.

Perhaps tomorrow we’ll work on shields again, and then I can have two novice combat skills. Either way, I just want to prove to Phillip I’m not going to break, no matter how hard he pushes.

            

    
        Chapter 2

    
    
    
    
                
The sound of the morning bell rang earlier than usual-- the sun barely showing above the mountains, far to the east. The light wasn't even streaming into their open window as each boy heard the call for training and pain about to start.

"It's earlier than usual," Michael said as he sat up. Their room was still mostly in shadows from the lack of light. "What gives?"

"He's an asshole,” Francis replied. “Does the man need a reason to make us hate him more?"

Both of them laughed as they grabbed their dust-covered clothes. It was two more days before they would be washed, so the outfit could almost stand on its own. By that point, caked-on blood, dirt, and sweat sometimes appeared to be all that kept the fabric from falling apart.

"No... he doesn't,” Michael said. “I’m just hoping this isn't another day of nonstop running. My boots can't take the beating."

Glancing at their leather boots, Francis saw that his brother was right. The seams were tearing apart, yet getting another pair wouldn't happen before they shipped out. Acquiring anything new was almost impossible. 

The joys of being barely above a commoner. The promise of real armor and a weapon is still more than most of us could ever hope for now... Then again, the choice is to fight for the kingdom or die if we’re caught running away. Note to self, never sign up for this crap again. 

Francis knew that if they ever attempted to escape this path, they would be labeled as deserters. That status would put them on a list, most towns checking that list regularly, and those caught hoped for a quick death.

***

"Good news!” Phillip exclaimed, smirking at them all. “I was just told we'll be moving out in two days! Five days earlier than expected!"

Some murmurs came from the line of teens. Two more had vanished in the last week. Both had run away, choosing not to fight. A quick death on the battlefield was a gift compared to what they would experience when they were captured.

“Luke... you idiot... I pray you find a farmer that will let you work instead of turning you in,” Francis thought. 

They all stood in a line, chests out, ready for whatever that day would bring. Two days weren't much time to prepare.

"As such, we will be leaving today!” Phillip announced. “The town of Macenburg is three hours away. You’ll run there and get measured for your armor! Don't expect some custom-engraved piece of work. You'll get the basic leather, designed to keep the enemy from gutting you with their breath, nothing more!"

Their dictator of pain began to move along the line, locking eyes with each of them as he passed by.

"You'll be put up in a tent upon reaching Macenburg, fed real food, and allowed to rest. I suggest you make do with that. Or… perhaps you can enjoy something else."

Suddenly, a tiny pouch was in his hand.

"In here is five silver. Each of you will receive a pouch upon reaching town. Spend it on some drink, buy something nice, possibly find a woman willing to spend some time with your ugly faces, but know that when the bell sounds in two days, any of you who are not ready to leave will find yourselves on the list."

Many of the boys started to bounce on the balls of their feet, clearly excited at the chance to enjoy everything they had just heard.

“A real inn… I can’t remember the last time I drank ale that wasn’t more water than ale,” Francis thought.

"Let me remind you of what the last one on that list endured," Phillip stated, his misshapen teeth making his smirk look even worse. "Any of you want to have each of their fingers and toes cut off, set on a stump for the birds to peck while you're tied up and forced to watch them fight over them?"

Phillip tossed his head back and started to laugh, cackling for a moment as he walked back down the line.

"Who are we kidding? None of you has anything worth the early bird getting up for. Now then…" With a clap of his hands, everyone shifted into the perfect position, standing tall, chests out, feet together, and eyes facing ahead. "Let's make this fun. The last one to Macenburg only gets three silver! The first gets two extra coins! Now, let’s move."

Francis obeyed the moment he heard the word 'move'. Michael did as well, sprinting with some of the other trainees to get in the lead. It hadn’t taken long for Francis and his brother to agree that when Phillip had some kind of contest, trying to stay together often meant neither of them could win. 

Still, even three silver coins would be enough for food or something nice…

Lost in his thoughts, Francis didn’t notice the foot that came out mid-stride, entangling his legs and sending him to the ground.

Smacking the hard-packed dirt with his hands and chest, Francis looked up and saw that the oldest trainee in the group, Malcomb, had just tripped him.

I swear... one day I'll kick his ass!

Knowing that wasn't true, Francis got up, not bothering to dust himself as he ran, last in a line of boys who were all wanting to have a full five silver to spend.

***

Phillip had lied about the journey being three hours. The only way that could happen was by cart. Only once had the trainees been allowed to ride in one, and that was when they had first arrived at the hellhole of a training camp. Set off in the woods, down a trade road, the winding dirt snake they had to travel was in good condition. It was far enough away from town to make running away difficult, yet close enough that supplies could be brought as needed.

However, unlike most of his competition, Francis turned to the woods, knowing how the road twisted and turned through the forest.

I should thank Malcomb for making me last. That way, I won't have to worry about anyone following me.

Francis watched as Michael ran off with the pack. He was slightly envious of his brother's longer stride and higher endurance, which would make it easier to stay with the main pack.

These woods, however, were where Francis had spent so much time as a child and teenager. He’d learned to track on his own, setting small snares that sometimes netted him a rabbit or other small animal. The food was always a treat, and the family cook had worked out a deal that for every three he brought the man, one would be prepared for him. 

It seemed like a terrible deal for most, but the cook had risked getting into trouble for cooking only for himself. Francis’ older three brothers got everything, and his sister was the youngest of them all, yet being the only girl meant she got more than the second and third sons.

Trina is still the strongest mage our family has ever produced in hundreds of years. She’s barely thirteen… Francis thought as he continued to run.

He knew four out of ten children received schooling, private tutors, magic lessons, and weapon training. The following two received an education designed to help oversee and work the family mines. Even his sixth brother, Ivan, had received training after showing talent with metal as a child. He was allowed to work in the family forges and earn a living, testing and crafting the family's materials.

Francis, Michael, and his late brother Brennor got nothing. Anything they received came from earning it by whatever means they could. All clothes had been basically hand-me-downs. Occasionally, their mother would give them something small on a birthday, often just a few coppers, not wanting to earn the anger of a father who probably couldn't recognize them or even remember their name.

Such a heartless bastard... To think he would have killed Michael had we stayed… One day... One day, I'll prove to you how wrong you were, so--

A root almost tripped him, and Francis stopped thinking about the past. Right now, he needed to focus on the moment.

Large trees with nuts that could fatten animals or livestock filled this section of the woods. The sound of their shells being crushed under his worn boots alerted everyone to his presence. He knew that in a few miles, the nut-bearing ones would give way to the taller hardwood trees that often got used for lumber. 

Predators shouldn't be a problem at sunrise, but Francis still grabbed a good-sized stick when one revealed itself. He was willing to carry the weight and occasionally use it as he slashed through the brush, ignoring the thorns that tore at him and his clothes.

I need to make it to the stream. That's the main thing. Once I do, I'll be set.

Like there was a map in his mind, he could see the direction he needed to go. Whatever it was that he could do wasn’t a skill, but somehow he could always make a map in his mind of anywhere he had been. 

Another one of the dozen snares he had set a week ago caught his attention. Francis had already passed a few spots where he had set traps, though he’d yet to have a chance to check them. Phillip had made the training times longer. The bastard had even turned their one rest day into a day of going over battle tactics and formations. While those days hadn’t been overly physical, no one got more than a few hours to pursue their own desires.

There hadn’t been much light left after they’d finished training those days, and no one was foolish enough to go into these woods at night.

The beasts that roamed at night were not to be ignored. 

Wolves, large cats, wild badgers that seemed to enjoy flesh, and other beasts presented life-threatening danger to those foolish enough to venture into their domain unprotected or unprepared.

Bursting through some bushes, Francis grinned as he found what he’d sought.

There was a small game trail exactly where he had remembered it. Running along the worn path, he could easily dodge the thorny bushes, which made navigating the overgrown area nearby much easier.

There were a few with berries he knew he could eat, though instead of stopping, he ignored the pain of a few splinters and scrapes, raking a handful of berries as he ran. 

He acted like a forest animal, jogging with purpose, watching his steps, and listening to the sounds around him. 

***

Finally reaching the stream that Francis knew he would have to swim across, he took a minute to catch his breath. Having made the choice to take the forest, this was his biggest obstacle. After slapping his face a few times to psych himself up, Francis started wading in. He tried to ignore the frigid water as it soaked his boots.

"Holy shit, that’s cold!"

An audible groan escaped his mouth as the water hit his privates, and Francis wondered if, for a moment, he had made the wrong decision. 

The stream was faster than he had remembered, but the worst was how frigid it was. It felt amazing for about a second, but the moment it reached his taint, his whole body broke out in pinpricks.

His worn boots struggled to move on the slick rocks, though now it was time to go all in. He couldn’t hope to run toward the bridge. The only option now was forward. 

Staring at the stream that had to be wider than seventy yards, all he could think about was how much he’d once enjoyed swimming.

While he dove in, his lungs wanted him to scream as the cold water went over his head, the current already dragging him downstream.

Coming up for air, he began kicking and swimming, knowing how to do it but having never really tried it in clothes before. His boots made the process even more demanding, and the way the water tugged at his tattered outfit caused panic and fear to start to set in.

The shore looked so far away, but he would not die this way. He was going to make it. 

Focus... I can't leave Michael alone!

That one thought drove him to fight through everything. Michael was his only connection in this hard world. Nothing would ever take his brother away except death.

Forcing his arms to move, he breathed carefully, not letting his teeth chatter.

The cold water made his limbs feel heavy, yet there wasn't any option but to keep swimming.

Just keep swimming... just keep swimming...

Over and over, he repeated that thought--finally, he was rewarded when his foot struck a rock as he neared the shore.

Even though it hurt, relief washed over him as he could finally stand.

Crawling out, Francis saw that his entire outfit was dripping water everywhere. His boots squished from their fullness, and his deep breaths were a sign of the energy he had just expended.

Running and then swimming just to have to run is a horrible idea...

Shivering on the bank momentarily, Francis saw he had drifted farther down than he had intended.

A cry from downstream made him freeze; like a child or woman crying in distress, the sound meant just one thing.

Shit! A puma... A freaking puma!

Without waiting, he dashed upstream, looking for the game trail he thought he had seen.

I don’t want to spend all my time doing a puma check.

Each step caused his boots to make a horrible, wet sound—the dampness made his feet heavier and forced his tired legs to work harder.

Yet the puma cried out again, causing his body to forget how tired he was. A surge of energy came, and Francis dashed into the woods, ignoring the pain of thorns that bit into his skin.

***

His lungs ached, and his whole body was beyond sore and exhausted. About ten minutes prior, the sound of the wild animal had finally stopped. He forced his legs to move, his mind blocking the pain, stumbling out of the trees and onto the road.

The coppery taste of blood was in his mouth, and each breath was dry and ragged. 

The town had to be close, but he couldn't guess how far along the route the others were. 

Holding both hands above his head, he gasped for air, slowly walking toward Macenburg, praying he wasn't last, while also faintly hoping he might be in the lead.

Maybe I'll donate a coin at the temple if I'm first... As if someone up there actually cares about the ninth son...

Trudging along the road, Francis walked for a few minutes before a shout from behind caused him to glance over his shoulder.

As far as he could see down the dirt road, where the bend of the trees, was came, a pack of teens. 

He couldn't count them; they were a bit away, but he could recognize one of the leaders.

Malcomb... This means I'm… I’m first!

His body came alive again. 

Forcing his stiff legs and shoulders to move. After a few hundred yards, he could finally jog, breathing with each step, being mindful of where he placed his feet while avoiding the ruts in the road. Each step hurt, blisters having formed from running in the wet shoes, but the truth of what was before and behind him helped block out that pain.

A win! For once in my crappy ass life, I can win!

            

    
        Chapter 3

    
    
    
    
                Glancing once more, Francis saw that the pack of four was only about two hundred yards behind him by that point, and they were giving everything they had.

Less than half a mile out was the stone wall and wooden gate to Macenburg, and there on a horse sat Phillip.

Behind him were guards and what looked like a crowd, all starting to make noise as Francis drew close.

His legs burned, his blisters had popped, and one boot was basically gone; the bottom had vanished a mile ago. Each step hurt as rocks pressed into his skin, yet Francis didn't care.

Every second, he felt like his body might lock up. Snot was stuck on his lips, and when he licked them, feeling the slimy feel, Francis could only imagine how bad he must look.

He had discarded his shirt after it caught on a bush back in the forest. Francis gave the people watching a show. A topless teen ran toward them, wearing only pants and a single boot.

Still, the cheers felt like a soft kiss on his ears. They were like a siren calling him, yearning for him to give everything he had.

Even as he stumbled, cursing when his toe caught a rock and blood began running from the wound, Francis kept pushing on, ignoring what he sensed behind him.

He felt like a rabbit chased by hounds, yet safety was so close. He just had to endure, had to make it to the bastard who was sitting on that horse.

The pounding in his ears might have been blood, but Francis was certain it was the sounds of the teens behind him; their heavy breathing and grunts told him they had to be giving everything they could to claim the prize.

Two silver... two extra silver!

It was a fortune for him. Knowing he could spend it all in two days meant fun and an opportunity he most likely would never get again.

Three hundred yards remained, and every step was excruciating. Pain lanced up his whole right leg, unprotected against the stone that replaced the dirt--great for horses and carts, bad for bare feet.

He almost tripped again, pitching forward as he stumbled, but somehow caught himself, digging deep within as the crowd outside the gate grew and they cheered.

Unable to hold back, Francis glanced behind his shoulder, risking tripping yet again, as he had seconds before, and saw only thirty yards between him and Malcomb. The older trainee had outrun the other two, both content to fall back, knowing the prize was out of reach.

Those blue eyes glared at him. Like a demon, the blond-headed bully raced after Francis. He, too, was shirtless, apparently having discarded it at some point as well. The older boy’s body was drenched in sweat, and that was when it hit Francis.

He's struggling... his steps... he’s in pain!

Malcomb was running with his legs swinging out slightly to the side, as if he had pulled something inside his groin or his legs were chafing from the running. It was affecting his gait.

Francis knew how bad chafing could hurt, but it was a minor one compared to the pain the rest of his body felt. 

Emboldened by the thought that the older teen was suffering just as badly as he was, Francis pushed harder, ignoring his lungs and their plea to stop this torture.

Wagons were outside with people standing in them, cheering and shouting.

Men and women of all ages were clapping.

It was what felt like the greatest moment of his life. It was like a dream, where he returned a victor, earning the people's praise.

Even Phillip seemed to be laughing, waving his hand for the pair of them to hurry.

Surging with everything left inside, Francis ran.

The breathing sounds and heavy steps grew closer, but he ignored them.

Thirty yards left... just thirty yards.

"I'll.... kill.... you..."

Those three words sent a chill down his back. 

Something inside told him to move, and, stumbling to the left, he felt one of Malcomb's arms brush his sweaty right arm before there came a crunch from beside him.

Regaining his balance, Francis sprinted toward Phillip--who stood beside his horse, hands outstretched--and, in the same motion, snapped his head around to spot Malcomb sprawled on the stone-paved street.

That bastard! He tried to tackle me!

People roared with laughter and cheered with howls of excitement. Francis stumbled with his last steps as he reached the man he hated almost as much as his father and slapped the outstretched hand with his.

"WINNER! Francis!"

When he stumbled past Phillip, Francis started to fall, but hands caught him as the crowd closed in around.

Everything hurt, and he couldn't breathe. Still, they surrounded him, slapping his sweat-covered back and chest. Francis was grinning as best he could between ragged breaths.

Through the crowd, Francis spotted Malcomb not moving and felt like the gods had finally dispensed justice upon the bully. He tried not to cry out in pain when someone stepped on his injured toe.

Real heroes don't cry!

[ Stat Increase ]

[ Endurance: 13 ]

[ Agility: 9 ]

His body felt a slight tingle, and power filled him as he spotted the message appear in his vision in the corner. 

Two stats! I gained two stats! 

Francis’s grin grew--he felt alive. The statement Phillip made proved true: gains only came through pain.

***

"You did it!" Michael exclaimed.

Not caring that the embrace was sweaty or painful, Francis returned the hug that Michael gave.

"You're a flipping idiot for running through the forest, but a rich idiot!" his brother said.

Both chuckled, and as the others came in, they stood near Phillip. Every trainee who had finished waited to see who would be last and lose two silver coins.

Malcomb was being tended to, three teeth missing from when he had smacked into the stone street. If his blue eyes could shoot daggers or fireballs, Francis was certain the older boy would have killed him multiple times by now.

"He is pissed off, you know that?" Michael asked.

Nodding, Francis stretched a little, counting the people who were standing around and those they could see on the road.

"I count sixteen so far!" Phillip called out. "If David doesn't show up before dark, know his name is on the list. Whoever brings me his head will earn two silver coins!”

A few grunts from the guards and some men from town let their taskmaster know they would gladly take two silver coins for such an easy task.

“For now, follow me! It's time to get you cleaned up and fitted for battle!"

Without waiting, the man rode off, leaving those still coming to catch up while he headed into the gate about thirty yards away.

Francis had studied the town as he’d waited for everyone to finish. A twenty-foot-high stone wall encircled this side of the city that ran along the woods. Fifty or more yards of cleared area lay between the tree line and the town. 

Inside was a world of smells and sounds that beckoned him to enter and spend his prize.

The guards nodded at him as he and Michael walked side by side. It had been months since they had stopped for a night in Macenburg on their way to the hellhole they had called home. 

Stone and wood buildings were packed tightly, set along streets that ran in a straight line. He vaguely remembered some of the layout from when they had passed through before. Phillip appeared to be taking them down a different street than Francis had expected.

People were going back to their businesses, and Francis couldn’t help but notice how the population had changed since they had been there. The war had taken its toll here. Francis could only remember seeing a few young kids on his first visit. Now, there were women and mainly older men. All the younger men like himself had been enlisted as he and the other trainees had been.

"Look!" Michael exclaimed, pointing down a street they walked past.

A group of girls, all easily their age or older, were watching them. They were smiling and waving, standing near a building with a sign that told them exactly what the house was for.

"I bet you could do well there with seven silver!" his brother said as he nudged him. “You might even get a discount as the winner.

“Cheeks flushing red, Francis shook his head.

"I'm not sure I want to go that path... While it looks tempting, we both remember what happened to Peter."

Michael's smile changed into a grimace, and he bobbed his head.

"Yeah... that took a few silver and a healer to stop that rash... Perhaps you're right... I'm hurting enough from running. I don't need that kind of pain before we go into battle."

***

"Now, then, listen up. I won't repeat myself,” Phillip said. “You all better understand that I will not tolerate any disobedience. If you do, I'll personally make sure you're on the front line of the initial charge."

The glare Phillip gave felt normal until it came to rest upon Malcomb, who seemed caught off guard, taking a step back as their trainer glared at the older boy.

"From this moment on, I will not tolerate any fighting. If you do, it's a free trip to the front lines. Do you understand?"

"Yes, sir!" Everyone shouted at once, all knowing that it was a death sentence.

"Good,” Phillip said, gaze returning to the rest of them. “Each of you was healed from the injuries of the race. Well, those of you who could be healed," he continued, nodding as his eyes scanned them all again. "Now, your equipment is everything. You've been measured, and tomorrow you will get a chance for alterations to occur. Miss it, and you might find yourself with armor that flops around, impeding your ability to do anything, which again means death.

"I've given you your coins. Spend them as you see fit. Just know that when the bell sounds, I expect you here within an hour. If you are late... well, you know what will happen."

Francis nodded, squeezing the coin purse in his hands. He already had plans for how best to spend it.

"Listen, eat, drink, sleep, and live,” Phillip said. “You are only guaranteed a few more days. Take it from me," Phillip said as he ran a finger along the line on his face, "There are some things worse than death, but even they can be worth enjoying. If death comes, know the gods watch our souls. If death doesn't find you, then piss in its face and find me! We shall drink one together because you will have earned my respect!"

Everyone laughed as the asshole they all hated smiled for a moment.

"Now go! Daylight is fading. Be smart and don't forget to come by tomorrow to get your gear taken care of. Swords and shields are given when we march!"

Everyone broke away, most going in packs of two or more. To Francis’ surprise, only Malcomb found himself alone.

***

A long burp escaped his mouth, and Francis started to laugh until another burp came, bringing up a little of the food he had just finished.

"Gods, that smells! What did you eat?" Michael asked with a wave of his hand.

"Everything!"

Both boys laughed, just another group in a tavern full of laughter and noise. A few other trainees were in the same booth, drinking and eating, watching the few who had decided to attempt dancing after the run today.

None looked nearly as impressive as those who danced with them.

The local men and women were spinning and kicking their feet, keeping beat with the drum and flute that set the tone.

Everyone seemed excited at the prospect of the young men who were going to defend their kingdom--no, all the kingdoms--from the threat of some outside force.

Though I think it's the silver we are about to spend that has them excited.

The night wore on, and the pair of brothers enjoyed a brief moment of what life could be like if one had money and no cares. They were finally helped upstairs and dropped off in their room, neither able to make their way up the steps on their own.

Sleep came, and both slept like they hadn't in ages: happy, full, and believing anything was possible.

            

    
        Chapter 4

    
    
    
    
                "You're certain you want a helm?” the armorsmith, Tom, asked. “If you haven't trained with a metal one, it might be harder to fight with one."

"I'm certain," Francis stated as the armorsmith stared at him, arms crossed over his large chest. "Tell me I'm wrong. Not having one would be foolish in a fight like what we are headed into."

"No... you're right... which is surprising, because I'm certain most of your companions spent all their money last night at the local house of pleasure."

Sighing, Francis shrugged.

"I'd like to consider a lifetime of enjoyment versus one single night. Besides, a brother of mine got a bad rash using his money at the brothel, and I really didn't want to risk that before a battle."

The large man nodded, chuckling as he turned around and pulled three different types of helmets from the shelf behind him.

"No, that wouldn't make for a good time at all. Very well, let's try these three."

Two of the three helmets that the armorer had sat on the counter were padded leather variations. They would not do much against an arrow or sword, but they might help against a shield or an off-strike from a club.

"This last one is actually more than you have,” Tom said, “but I'll be honest. A part of me wants to offer it if you're willing to give me all your silver."

"All my silver?"

Holding up a chain helmet with a padded cap underneath, the armorer nodded.

"I know you got seven silver. I also won a little bit last night at the gate, betting on you. I could see the fire in your eyes as that older one chased you down. For that... let's assume you have six silver, as I know you likely spent some last night at the Dancing Bear. I'll let you have it for five, which means you can enjoy one more night of drinking and eating. If you live, promise to come back one day and give me the other fifteen silver I would normally need for such a helm."

"And if I die?"

"Just make sure it happens from a blow to some other part of your body," he replied with a grin.

Not waiting, Francis pulled out five pieces of silver and set them on the counter.

"Sounds like a deal. Hopefully, I can pay you back someday."

The older man nodded and frowned.

His large, stubby fingers slid the coins off the wooden counter and into his other hand.

"Truthfully, if you live, it means we won a battle. That alone would give me hope that we can win this war. You know what we're facing, don't you?"

Grimacing, Francis shrugged. "Kind of... lots of casters, very fast and armed men, and--"

"No... not men," the armorer replied, leaning against the counter and motioning for Francis to come closer. Quietly, with a glance out the door, the man said, “Beastmen... they call them beastkin, but those creatures are different. Something none of us has ever seen or heard of. No one knows where they come from, but the rumor is they aren't of this world."

Those were only rumors... surely this guy can't be serious...

"Are you certain?"

Both green eyes locked onto Francis, and the man's weathered brow drew together. Gone was the jovial expression, now replaced with a tight frown as his lips pressed hard together.

"I would bet my shop on it, boy. The gods have been quiet. None has answered our prayers. Even our mages and other masters have found no success. Surely you know what I'm speaking of?"

"I do... but what about the two sages?” Francis asked.

“They haven't come, and the grandmasters are all quiet."

Neither spoke for a few seconds as the sounds of a hammer on metal from across the street carried into the shop. Dozens of times it rang out, yet both of them stood there, continuing to watch the other.

"I have no idea,” the smith said. “Just be safe and pray the grandmasters or sages answer. Surely the King has called them. I know the noble houses have also asked their patriarchs to assist. If no one answers the call, we are destined to fall." Pounding his fist on the counter, the older man stood up and tapped the helm. "Let's get you fitted. Perhaps you can be the one we're looking for."

Laughing, Francis shook his head.

"I'm the ninth son. You know what that means."

Groaning, the armorer bounced the coins together in his meaty palm and smirked.

"Perhaps I shouldn't sell you the helmet, then," he joked. "It just means I'm donating that helmet to the next guy!"

"Exactly!" Francis exclaimed as he grabbed the padded cap and started putting it on. "With my death, you're helping someone who’s probably the sixth son instead!"

***

Poking at his food, Francis looked up at his brother, who sat across from him in their room.

It was tiny. Two beds were crammed together, a chamber pot sat between them, and there was a tiny shelving system where a single chain coif waited for its first battle.

"You're right,” his brother said. “Eating downstairs doesn't feel like what we should be doing. We could still run off together and try to get away. Perhaps now with our training, we’d have a chance as a pair."

"Seriously, Michael?” Francis replied. “We both know how that turns out. Every major city would get our description. Besides, that would mean traveling through the forest, and I don't want to be out there with those freaking pumas."

His older brother shuddered and nodded once, rubbing his hand through his blond hair.

"I guess that means tomorrow we'll face an army we both thought wasn't real. I mean... why hasn't Sir Asshole talked about them more? Aren't the generals worried about how we might react when we get there and find out?"

"No... it makes sense. If they wait till then, we're there, which means fleeing the army would be much harder. At that point, what else can we do but fight? I... no. We both know if you had to trick people like us, this is the way."

Smacking his tongue against his teeth several times, Michael nodded as he poked at the smoked meat with his fork.

"Kind of makes me not hungry,” Michael said.

"And yet we're both going to eat it all, because we know it will be a long time before we see this kind of food again."

"True," the older brother stated. "Still... know that you've always been my favorite brother."

Acting shocked, Francis leaned back against the wall, his mouth open as he winked.

"Not your favorite sibling?"

"God no, Isabella is so much better than you."

Each of them chuckled and then continued to eat, able to enjoy the meal a little more and knowing that tomorrow would change everything.

***

"Look out there, men!” Phillip shouted. “That is where you shall try to earn glory!"

Long, steady lines of wagons ran both ways toward the horde of troops stationed in a clearing. Brown tents were set in rows upon rows, numbering in the thousands. Farther back were larger tents, with one that looked like it was at least a quarter mile long rising up above them all. The wolf banner flapped in the wind, its red and gold coloring accentuating the white fabric that marked the spot where King Baxter’s section was.

Other carts like theirs were along the widened road. Young men, all wearing leather armor, each with a sword and wooden buckler, were going the same direction as them.

All that walking to get here...

A group of four warriors moved near them, each man wore chain armor with a sigil of the wolf on their shoulder in red. As they walked, those like Francis and his fellow trainees moved to get out of the way of the four. The grim look, combined with the way they moved, told everyone they weren’t a typical recruit.

“Those have to be elite troops,” Michael whispered. “Look at how they move and the equipment they carry.”

“It’s the mark,” Henry said. “Phillip mentioned once that those who wear it aren’t normal troops and not to piss them off.”

Francis glanced at a sea of black and blue tents that housed a good chunk of the kingdom’s army. Far off in the distance, a silver and gold tent shimmered in the afternoon sun, marking the location of the leader or whoever was in charge of this army.

"Tens of thousands.... maybe even a hundred thousand out here," Gregory muttered. “And we’re scared of those four.”

Francis nodded, seeing others mimic his motion; everyone apparently thinking the same thing.

Black smoke billowed up from the battlefield in the air, and carrion birds swooped down, a dark cloud that shifted and moved as they came to enjoy the spoils of battle.

Sniffing, Francis rubbed his nose.

I can smell the burnt flesh... How many have died here already?

"Don't be afraid, men!” Phillip called out. “Reports say that we have almost defeated the enemy! A few more pushes and the entire kingdom will be in your debt! Think about the glory and honor you will earn for your families by serving, but think about this even more!"

A smirk, that bastardly smirk that Phillip always had when the man believed what he was motivating, appeared.

"If you survive, think about how much fun it will be to return home and demand a share of the rewards the king has promised to any family whose son serves here! Think about the look on each of your father's faces as they hand over gold to you and acknowledge that you have earned it. Never forget that moment when you prove to them that you are worth more than they ever imagined!"

A few cheers came at first, and then more joined when the thought of that moment set in.

Even with everyone nervous, each of them knew that longing—the desire to prove they were worth something.

To stand out above the chosen three... To have skills… Power… Respect… That would be...

Words couldn't describe how Francis felt. All he knew was that there wasn't much he desired more than that.


***


"Four to a tent this size?” Michael asked. “What do they want us to do? Spoon with each other?"

Gregory and Henry both chuckled at Michael's comment. They were brothers from a lesser noble family, being sons number six and seven. Their family handled fabric, taking what was produced and creating what the kingdom needed.

"I'm not sure what you do in your family, but we're not looking for that," Gregory stated.

He was the older of the two, tall, with dark hair, brown eyes, and about as muscular as Michael.

Henry was only a few inches shorter but was stocky. In the face, he looked almost exactly like his brother, but his body seemed like it hadn't missed a meal.

"I think we're supposed to get settled and meet at the mess tent. After that, we wait around until the horn sounds," Francis said. "Though Phillip didn't say when that might happen."

"But we know we're on this side," Henry said as he pointed to the left flank. "It's not in the middle, which is good, but we're still kind of near the front. I mean, look at the number of tents behind us."

"Yeah, those are all the fifth sons," Michael joked as he tossed his bag inside the tent. "Alright, drop your stuff, keep your weapons and shields. We need to go."

The four moved through the maze of tents, keeping note of the tall poles that marked each section.

Red, yellow, orange, red, yellow, orange... seventh row back.

Mentally having marked their section in his head, Francis strode toward the circle of brown flags atop the poles, which marked where food could be acquired.

The smell of something being cooked would draw anyone toward it, even if they weren’t aware of what the flags meant.

***

"Geh yer bowl and spoon!” an assistant cook shouted. “Lose it, and you’ll have to pay for it!"

Each of them took the items provided by the skinny man, who was missing about seven teeth. His hair looked greasy, and Francis couldn't help but wonder about his appearance.

"If he looks that bad, what will this food do to us?" he whispered to his brother.

Michael chuckled and pointed at the larger man pouring something into the bowls of the soldiers in line before them. "I think that one eats the other one's food."

Both were laughing… until they got close and held out their bowl.

A mush of something gray with chunks of brown filled their bowls.

"This ain't the palace, so don't ask for seconds or what it is!” the man handing out food yelled. “Next!"

Francis felt his brother pushing him from behind. He carefully poked his spoon into the mixture, watching as it seemed to grab hold of the wooden utensil and not let go.

"Look at those guys. They're sucking it down," Michael said, pointing with his spoon.

Sure enough, a group of six soldiers was holding the bowls up to their mouths, using their spoons to shovel the food in.

"I don't think they're even chewing,” Francis said.

"Macenburg men! To me!" Phillip called out.

Their foursome turned and saw Phillip standing on a small tree stump, his eyes locked on them.

"Looks like we've been saved," Gregory said after he caught up with them, bowl still full and in his hands.

"What in the four kingdoms are you fools doing? Eat up! You need the bonus it provides!" their leader shouted.

The four of them glanced at the others from their original seventeen, who were all bobbing their heads, empty bowls in hand.

"Here goes nothing," Francis muttered, mimicking what he had seen, as he lifted the bowl and tipped it toward his mouth.

Shoveling the goop in, he tasted nothing at first, and then suddenly, it transformed into a flavor of fresh watermelon. Memories of his childhood and how he had liberated a few of the fruits from a person in their father's land replayed through his mind.

Before he knew it, the bowl was empty, and a message appeared.

[ Well Fed - 1439 Minutes Remaining ]

[ + 1 Strength ]

[ +1 Endurance ]

"What in the kingdoms? A bonus for eating this?" Francis asked.

"Aye, you all fools?” Phillip asked. “What army wouldn't be smart enough to use magical power to keep an army fed? One meal a day and the bonus to stats! Now stop acting like idiots and making me look bad. Finish your food, and then it is time to prepare for what's coming."

            

    
        Chapter 5

    
    
    
    
                The rumors and stories that each of them hadn’t believed to be true were lying on the tables in the tent.

A wolf that looked like a man, with long legs, some weird leather armor, dark fur, and half a snout, lay on one wooden platform.

Next to it was a cat-like person, slender but with muscles prominent under the tight skin. Sharp claws remained on the one hand or paw it had, and there were darker spots all over its fur. 

Three more tables were set up, each one with a creature from their nightmares or stories.

"Is that... a Minotaur?" Gregory asked.

"It's a bull,” Phillip said. “There isn't anything special other than that it can hold a weapon. It has no magic."

"How... how do we fight these things?" Malcomb asked, backing up and glancing toward the tent flap they had entered through.

Next to the entrance were a pair of guards in full chain armor shaking their heads.

"With that damn sword I taught you to use, you fool!” Phillip exclaimed. ”Stop crying like a baby who needs its mother's teat! Either go out there tomorrow and kill them or die to them. You'll only make it out of this army alive by pushing down your fears and defeating these animals."

Three others had joined Malcomb, all moving slowly toward the tent flap — the sound of swords being drawn from their scabbards cut through the silence.

"You four get back in position, or you'll wish you could defend yourselves,” a guard near the entrance called out. “That's an order."

The guard on the left moved with grace and style, making it obvious that Malcomb would die in the man's hands if the teen didn’t obey.

"But—" Malcomb started to protest.

The guard stepped forward, moving the foursome toward the rest of the pack. "Don't be a pissant. I've killed more men than you could imagine. Cutting down another sheet stain won't bother me. Decide now, so I can either go back to my post or cut your head off and call for someone to toss you in the burn pile."

His tone felt about as rough as the smell that permeated the entire camp. 

Only a second passed before the group of four rejoined the main pack.

When Francis looked back over to Phillip, he saw the man was frowning, shaking his head.

"You're making me look bad,” their leader growled. “Next time, I'll gut you myself. Now follow me to these last two."

After the Minotaur was a bird-like creature and a snake. The bird-like creature had dark black feathers that almost looked purple when the torchlight shifted. Both of its hands were missing, and it had a large hole in its chest. Blank, black eyes stared from its death gaze. Francis felt it could still see into his soul.

Is that a woman? Francis thought as he stared at the snake creature.

The snake beast had curves that added a feminine touch. Beyond the flared-out snake head, single red eyes, and sharp fangs, its upper body definitely had bumps hidden by the armor across its chest.

Its bottom half was just like a snake, hanging off the table and running about six feet or more.

"Yes, that's a woman, and no, you can't have sex with it," Phillip said, his smirk back as he spoke. "I can see where some of you are staring at it. These two are more dangerous than the other three. They can cast spells: fire, air, poison, and various other things. Even worse is that there are other casters we haven't managed to collect a corpse from. All we know is these are our real targets. If you can get through the tiger, wol,f and bull beasts and into their weaker ranks, kill as many of those two casters as possible. Each one will net you ten gold for your family. Show your fathers that you finally have worth."

No one said anything, trying to absorb all the truth of what they were being told.

Magic was a part of life for the elite. Francis and the other boys present would never get it because they were deemed unworthy of that power. The amount of money and training it took was only what the oldest usually received. Some, like Francis’s second brother and sister, were given that chance, both rising through the ranks of those able to harness it.

You can buy things with Father's money... maybe even love.

Movement from his brother caught his attention; Francis saw Michael reach out and touch one of the feathers. It crumbled against his skin.

"Don't touch them!" a guard shouted off to the side.

The guard drew his sword again as Michael shook his hands, black and purple dust filling the air with the action.

"Everyone out! NOW!" a voice called out.

Without missing a beat, the group clambered out of the tent flap, choking and coughing as the feather pieces began to burn in the air.

"What did you do?!" Phillip shouted.

"I... I just wanted to—"

A fist struck Michael, sending the trainee to the ground. His eyes looked watery from the blow.

Francis moved to help, but someone grabbed his shirt. He saw Michael on his back, the tip of a sword against his brother's neck. 

"I should gut you right now!” the guard growled. "Do you have—" The guard shook his head and cut himself off. He grunted and pointed deeper into the camp, causing the other guard to take off running. "No... You don't, but now you all do. Never touch the black feathers with your hands. Even doing it with gloves in the midst of battle is dangerous. It takes magic to stabilize them so we can move them. If you touch them, they will turn to dust, and those who breathe it in will soon find themselves dead. Thankfully, this one has been dead for a while and appears not as potent, but if you attack it, only strike it with a weapon. Do you understand?!"

Everyone nodded, and Francis watched as the guard stepped back, sheathing his sword.

"Help him up and then get out of here," the guard stated, then turned to face Phillip. "Count yourself lucky. It appears someone failed to warn you, so you could warn your trainees. I don’t know why, but part of me wonders if it has something to do with the scar you wear."

Francis saw Phillip’s hand touch the spot on his cheek.

"I am thankful for that information," their trainer replied.

Francis gave his brother a small nudge as Michael came to stand by him, raising an eyebrow at how their leader was suddenly acting.

"Then go. I will deal with this,” the guard said. 

"You heard him!” Phillip exclaimed. “Everyone to your tents! Prepare for tomorrow morning. When the horn sounds, I expect you all to be ready to fight."

Everyone started moving, though Francis held back, seeing Phillip frowning at Michael.

"I'm sorry, I didn't know. Why wouldn't—"Michael started.

A hand came up, and the older man shook his head, cutting off Francis’s brother. "Not here, not now. Survive tomorrow,w and we can talk. For now... thank you. That mistake told me something I need to know."

Without waiting for him to reply, their instructor moved off, hurrying to get somewhere.

Francis and Michael quickly made their way toward their tent.

***

“I’ll take his spot!” Francis shouted. “I’m good in the woods! He isn’t.”

The guard glared at him, but had stopped yanking Michael away from their tent.

“It’s his punishment for touching the feather in the tent. Don’t think that being in the woods is any safer than the battlefield.”

He could see the concern in Michael’s eyes. The woods weren’t his favorite place, and having heard about the beasts that were inside, he knew Michael didn’t want to go in there.

“I’m not afraid,” Francis replied, standing a little taller. “I’ve got the tracking and sneaking skills, and I’ve hunted many times. He hasn’t. I’ll take his place.”

Snorting, the guard shoved Michael away and frowned.

“It’s your funeral. Grab your gear and follow me. You’ll get instructions on where to go in the morning.”

“You don’t–” Michael said.

“I do,” Francis said as he bent down and started grabbing the little equipment he had. “We both know you’ll die tripping over a root before anything else gets you. Besides that,” he gave his brother a pat on the shoulder, “we’ll be fine. You and I always make it out together.”

Ten minutes later, Francis found himself with a hodgepodge group of other men, all standing near a small set of boxes set up like stairs. A wiry, thin man climbed atop the boxes, a bow on his back and a pair of short swords on his hips. His brown eyes studied them all before motioning for silence.

“You lot are on forest duty tomorrow with me. The horn will sound in the morning, and you'd better be here before the third one comes, or I’ll kill you myself. Do you understand?”

Everyone nodded.

“Good. Now, in those woods behind me, we’ll be moving quietly, set up in a line, each of you fifty or so yards away from each other. Your job is to call out if you see any of the beastkins.”

“Call out? Why would–” a trainee called out.

“Because if you try to fight them, you’ll die,” the man said, cutting off the man behind Francis. “Call out, make a whistle, do something to attract one of the elite scouts. We’ll come and take care of them for you.”

Francis blinked a few times, seeing half of the men around him nodding. Another small group looked as confused as he felt, frowning and glancing at each other.

Calling out would alert whatever we saw. Surely the elite scouts won’t be able to get to us in time to help.

“Now, no more questions. I have your names, and if you’re not here in the morning, I’ll gut you myself. Dismissed.”

Without waiting, Francis started to move back to his section, where the brown flags moved in the light breeze.

***

"TO ARMS! EVERYONE TO POSITIONS!"

The call came over and over as the horn sounded, and the noise of all the troops moving in that moment was almost deafening. Yet even over the shouts and cries, the horns pierced the steady shouts.

Francis rushed to the area the scout had directed them to meet.

The crowd of scouts formed up, most warriors wearing the leather armor as he did. A few gave his helmet a curious glance, but no one spoke as they waited for the man who had spoken to them yesterday.

A short horn sounded, and the wiry fighter came toward them.

“Look at those trees! In there is darkness. In there is the enemy! But we will not fall,” their leader called out. “Now, I shall lead you through the traps we have set. Watch your steps lest you find yourself dead before our moment has come!”

“Traps?” someone asked.

A frown formed on the dark-haired leader. “Yes, traps. Magical ones that you won’t see or detect. I know their location and will set each of you where you need to be. These warriors behind me are the elite scouts. They will manage five of you each. Fear not, for they can get to you quicker than you imagine, and their aim with a bow and skill with a sword is greater than yours.”

Francis turned to look at where their leader motioned, seeing the elite men wearing black and brown leather, patterns painted on them. Each carried a bow and had a sword on their hip. Any hint of metal was covered in paint or mud.

Glancing down at his own outfit, Francis knew he and the others with him were going to make more noise than they’d likely assumed.

“Now then, prepare yourselves!” the dark-haired man said. “Our brothers in arms will soon charge into battle, and we shall do what we can to ensure they are not attacked from the side.”

Francis stared at the trees before them. Large branches and canopies started at about twenty feet or higher. No light seemed to find its way through the foliage; the darkness beneath them felt like a tomb waiting for its newest arrivals.

This is bad… so bad.

***

Francis slinked along the forest, doing his best not to trip on roots or branches that lay along the forest floor. There was a damp smell, musty and wet. His eyes finally adjusted enough that he could see about fifty feet ahead.

Small streams of light offered a glimmer of hope in the darkness.

Off to his left came a cry, followed by a scream that cut off.

Swallowing the spit in his throat, Francis took a deep breath, steadying himself.

A whistle sounded from his right. It was a bird call, not one from around here but one he couldn’t place.

Thirty seconds later came a bestial cry, ending almost as quickly as it had sounded.

This is not safe, this is–

Suddenly, a wall of pressure assaulted his mind. Like someone was forcing his head underwater, fear gripped his chest.

“Flee! Run away!” An eerie voice assaulted his mind.

His feet froze, and Francis found himself unable to move as every instinct in him tried to get him to run.

No!

He wrestled with the command that had come, fighting against a wall of water that tried to sweep him away into the darkness.

Cries came from around him in the woods, and the sound of men screaming echoed everywhere.

Closing his eyes, Francis tried to breathe and focus on something, anything to slow his racing heart.

An image of Michael appeared. His brother was smiling at him in the inn the other night, laughing and waving a fork filled with meat.

If I run… I’ll die. I… can’t give in.

[ Mental-Resist Check Partially Failed ]

[ Mental-Resist ( Uncommon ) Skill Learned - 1 Basic ]

His feet were still frozen, but the pressure that wanted him to turn and run lessened slightly. His breathing slowly returned to normal, second after second, and his heart rate stopped beating like a rabbit racing through a field.

“Flee! Run away!”

It came again, still there, urging him to find safety elsewhere, even though his mind knew that running would spell death.

Screams came again, so he closed his eyes, focusing on that image of his brother once more.

He could taste blood in his mouth as he clenched his jaw tightly. Every part of him wanted to scream. Yet Francis knew if he yelled, it would spell his death.

[ Mental-Resist Check Partially Failed ]

[ Mental-Resist Skill Increased - 3 Basic ]

Again, the pressure immediately subsided, and his mind found a focus point. There was movement off to his left, easily fifty yards or so away; the crunching of branches under something moving quickly made him huddle closer to the tree he was leaning against.

The scent of mud filled his nostrils, which made him glad he had taken a moment to roll around in the soil and do his best to cover the smell he knew he carried.

[ Mental Resist Check Partially Failed ]

[ Mental Resist Skill Increased - 5 Basic ]

The power came and went. Finally, his feet started to feel able to move.

Ahead of him and slightly off to the left was where he felt the pressure coming from.

Something is out there… whatever is causing this. Can I stop it? What could it be doing to the army and to Michael?

“Flee! Run away! Only death comes if you stay!”  Another assault came again, flooding his head with a desire to run.

[ Mental Resist Check Partially Failed ]

[ Mental Resist Skill Increased - 7 Basic ]

The pressure came and went again, vanishing much quicker than previous times. It took a few seconds to get his mind under control, the image of Michael firmly locked in place as Francis’ eyes scanned the shadows that covered the forest.

No movement came, yet the sound of battle reached him through the trees. 

It sounds so close…

Shouts and cries of all kinds drifted through the forest, making it difficult to pin down any other noises that might alert him to where an enemy might be.

Yet he could still sense in some ways the presence of whatever wanted him to run. He silently grunted and clenched his teeth, staying low and moving toward it.

Another wave of mental attack came and was rejected, his skill rising yet again.

[ Mental Resist Check Partially Failed ]

[ Mental Resist Skill Increased - 8 Basic ]

Two breaths later, he was back on track, adjusting his path to where it felt it was originating.

No creatures seemed to be near him, and that alone scared Francis even more. The forest trees began to change as he moved deeper into it. A few hardwood trees started to appear. They rose higher into the sky, casting beams of light through the break in the thick canopy above.

Francis found himself trembling when another wave of power washed over him.

“There is no hope! Only death if you do not run! Flee while you still can!”

[ Mental Resist Check Successful ]

[ Mental Resist Skill Increased - 11 Novice ]

Everything changed as his skill ranked up. It felt more like a suggestion now and less of a command or an order. Francis knew that he wasn’t going to run. His heart no longer pounded like it was going to escape from his chest. Breathing felt easier than it had in a while. Francis was here to find out what was causing this and to see if he could stop it. Somewhere out there was Michael, and Francis’ biggest concern was what this might be doing to the troops and how it might cause his brother to suffer.

Seventy yards later, a circle of hardwood trees appeared. 

A death ring… Whatever tree had died to form this had to have been at least a hundred years old for them to grow so tall.

Francis knew that when some hardwood trees like these died, perhaps due to lightning or something else, a tightly packed ring of trees would grow up from the roots, and there before him stood one. From the roots of the tree, new life would spring up, creating a safe place to camp in the forest if they were tight enough and with only a single opening.

On the other side of them, he could sense something. Even this far away, there was a presence of some kind that emanated from it.

He glanced around, wondering where other beasts might be.

Surely there have to be guards or something else out here.

A full minute passed, yet nothing moved or made a sound that he could detect.

Fools! Staying here is death! Flee!

[ Mental Resist Check Successful ]

There was no doubt now that whatever was causing this was on the other side of those hardwoods. Their thick trunks had formed a tight wall of wood, hiding whatever was inside.

Francis took a deep breath and settled himself, pulling his sword out and quickly moving across the clearing.

Trying not to pant, Francis steadied himself as he ducked down near the closest tree. He slowly then moved around the edge of the tree he was pressed against, avoiding roots and bits of bark to avoid warning anyone of his presence.

[ Stealth Skill Increased - 7 Basic ]

The notification came as he rounded the circle and found a gap between the trees, a good six-foot-wide opening. Peering inside, he saw something that made his heart stop for a moment.

Dark as night stood a purple-skinned creature. It resembled a lizard, but it stood about six feet tall. Midnight-black robes made from some kind of skin moved as it moved, and in its clawed hands was a staff crafted from a material he had never seen before.

It was making quiet noises, chanting something. Francis was certain its eyes were closed.

The creature looked almost drunk from how it swayed, arms moving a little erratically. An aura of something slowly built up, and Francis realized what it had to be.

It takes time to cast or do whatever it is…

Creeping to the opening, he prepared himself, ready to charge the creature, which was about fifteen yards away.

The moment he took a step inside the ring, a shimmering cloud of something appeared before him. The creature slowly turned, eyelid opening to reveal a pair of yellow eyes that glowed in the darkness of the circle. Its head snapped in his direction, and its mouth opened.

Weird noises came as it started to point its staff at him — Francis didn’t wait to find out what it said before he charged.

            

    
        Chapter 6

    
    
    
    
                Something was building up at the end of the staff, some kind of force Francis could almost see, a shimmering purple and black orb.

He yelled, unsure why, but it felt right. During his charge, he didn’t try to dodge, as he couldn’t tell how much time he had before whatever it was would be released.

Those yellow eyes seemed to brighten when he swung his sword at it, the mouth opening and some sound coming out that he couldn’t make out.

His blade smashed into the staff, sending it sideways; a wave of force erupted from it, sending it crashing into a tree off to his left and littering the area with shards of wood.

Francis swung again, trying to remember the combination Phillip had drilled into him hundreds of times. Part of him wished for a shield in that moment, but right now he had both hands on the hilt of his weapon, trying to put every ounce of strength he had in each strike.

The lizard’s movements seemed off. Each time it attacked or parried, the creature's movements looked sluggish. Almost like when he would practice against Luke. The kid wasn’t as skilled as any of them, so beating him had never been a problem.

Francis ducked under the staff as it came at his head, then thrust his sword, which pierced a half-inch into the lizard’s stomach.

A shriek that hurt his ears came, and the lizard backed up a step. A clawed hand came free from its weapon as it tore at its robe.

Stunned by the sound, Francis took a moment to think. As he recovered, he moved again to strike, but when the lizard’s robe tore free, Francis froze.

There on its chest, running down the scaled body, was some sort of pulsing purple mass of flesh.

What in the world?

Two eyes appeared in the middle of the mass, each of them a yellow orb. A tiny mouth the size of his thumb formed, then screeched.

"Foolish... you are not strong enough... How did you come to find us?"

The lizard's mouth wasn't moving, and just like earlier, Francis heard the sound in his head.

It hurt, but his mind seemed to be able to overcome whatever it was that felt like needles piercing his brain.

“How?! You cannot resist us! I–”

"I'll kill you," Francis said. His voice felt like it took forever to get those words out-- everything was so slow. The lizard grinned.

"Fool, you are not strong enough. Every one of you will die. The gods here are weak and we–”

Francis swung his sword, the weapon striking into the lizard's face. Unfortunately, it was the hilt, not the blade, that struck. 

Everything suddenly returned to normal time, and Francis continued his assault again.

His blade hacked at the creature, and the lizard managed to use its staff, deflecting the strikes.

“You shall all die! Every last one of you!”

His mind felt like Phillip was using his head as a target for rocks, yet he didn’t give in. Francis knew that if he did, there was no way he or Michael would survive.

Swinging again, Francis tried something Phillip had done to him many times.

He attacked low, to keep the caster distracted, watching as sparks flew when his sword hit the staff. Then he kicked the lizard’s stomach where the weird mass of purple flesh was, causing blood to squirt out.

The creature stumbled backward, another assault of some kind coming as the lizard let out a whine.

Not waiting, Francis pushed the advantage. Freeing his left hand from the sword, he grabbed the dagger on his belt and thrust forward.

One cut. Deep.

Metal punched through the star-shaped purple mass fused to the reptile's chest. It felt less like flesh than Francis had expected. It was crunchier. Like a hard outer shell, even though it pulsed every few seconds. Purple blood gushed, hissing on contact with air, splattering Francis’ armor and exposed skin. His whole hand was covered in it.

The burn came a second later, feeling like ice for a heartbeat and then like he had shoved his hands directly into a roaring campfire.

Another shriek came from the mass as it quivered, yet this time it was different. The sound vibrated inside his skull; white seared across his vision. Still blind, Francis acted off instinct and training, driving the dagger in again and again, guided by the crunching sound before a wet squelch. Each strike sent a tremor up the blade.

His arm froze mid-strike, and his vision returned, revealing purple tendrils of violet ichor coiling up his wrist. They were embedded in his skin and vibrating slightly.

Yes… a stronger shell at last. The words rang out in a chorus of voices inside his skull. Layered like a choir out of tune. His legs buckled, the dagger falling from his outstretched fingers. A groan emanated from the lizard’s body as it fell, its yellow eyes fading to darkness.

Pain washed over him, smashing his brain like a kick to his skull. He grabbed for his temples, trying to breathe.

You. Us. We. Share the marrow. Share the will. Let us guide you.

“No!” Francis cried out loud, yet the sound felt like a whisper against a raging wind. 

Memories began to bubble up. Sunlit wheat, his brother Michael racing him next to an irrigation ditch. Both of them with muddy feet, and the air was filled with laughter. These memories began to flicker. Things Francis once remembered were vanishing, seemingly impossible to hold onto. 

And then that memory was gone. Something inside his mind ripped it away. The field lost all color. Michael’s smile dissolved, and the memory vanished like the last ember in a fire.

“NO!”

His voice rang out against the force that was pushing into his mind. He was frantic, trying to find a way to overcome what was happening. The pressure of his tongue pressed against clenched teeth gave him an idea, so he bit down on his own tongue.

Warm, red blood, his this time, filled his mouth. The taste of it and the pain brought a moment of clarity. The choir of voices pulled back a moment, and then came in even harder. Almost seemingly upset.

Pain will not save you. Offer the memories, and we will house them. You need not fear death ever again.

Another scene raced past. Michael was laughing, having doused Francis with a bucket of cold water while asleep. Francis was sputtering, trying to breathe while his brother turned beet red. The chill he had felt vanished. Gone was the laughter and the color. Nothing remained of the memory.

Francis felt movement within him, a pulsing object within his chest. It raced through his body, out of his arms and legs. His heart felt like it was trying to sync with the beating of the pulsing within him.

Anchor. Find it. 

He forced a breath through gritted teeth, sending out a dribble of red from his mouth.

Find what matters.

Before him, the lizard’s body lay motionless. The purple mass on the body was turning black, rising into the air, and vanishing before his eyes.

It’s dying…

And then it hit him. 

It needs me.

He forced his hands and arms to move, searching the dirt, and found what he had been looking for. The dagger was there, still slick with blood.

“I’ll die before I give in,” Francis growled.

The pressure in his head increased, a sensation almost as if someone was pushing a metal rod through his brain. His body revolted, not allowing him to lift his arms and bring the weapon closer.

Clenching his eyes shut, Francis bit on his tongue a second time and focused on what he always did when the pain was overwhelming: his brother and the will never to quit.

The memory of when Michael had saved him was Francis’ anchor. He was five, playing where they shouldn’t have been, and the broken cart had tipped over, pinning him.

His brother stayed with Francis, using all the strength Michael had to hold the cart up just an inch so Francis could breathe. Sweat had beaded along Michael’s face as his brother held it for almost two minutes until someone came. It had taken Michael a few days to recover. His mother said Michael had hurt himself saving Francis.

A voice came in that memory. Like a peal of thunder, it rang out.

“Just hold on, Frankie. Hold on, I’m here.”

Color began to fade in the flashback, and Francis roared as he felt the presence inside him try to erase his most crucial memory. Whatever it was inside Francis, it was trying to erase all instances of his brother in his life. All memories of who Michael was.

“NO!”

As the invading force inside him started to remove that thread, Francis pulled it close, wrapping his very being with it. Color raced back through the memory, and a backlash of some kind echoed inside his head.

Heat swelled inside his chest. He possessed no magic. Just a pure, utter, unbreakable will in that moment. Whatever was inside him cried out in pain.

Francis watched as the purple tendrils outside his body began to tear free. Blisters and gashes in his skin erupted, and the violet flesh thrashed about.

Host unyielding… we… fragment…

Roaring with anger, Francis stabbed at the twitching purple mass on his arm with the dagger, sending the metal blade through it and his own flesh.

A jolt came that caused his entire body to tense up. Something snapped--not a bone, but something else.

We… I… you… unyielding… undying… power forsaken… still–

The sound of crunching branches rang out from behind him, and Francis turned, seeing a catkin appear in the opening of the circle of trees. Its eyes glanced at him and then at the corpse of the lizard next to him.

It roared, racing toward him, claws extended wide.

You… we… die… one last chance. 

As those words were echoing inside his skull, Francis felt something change within his very being. His mind and body felt like they were on fire, as if he had fallen into a blacksmith's forge at maximum heat. Then a moment later, it all vanished. His body felt light, as if he was floating above the ground even though he wasn’t.

He couldn’t move, couldn’t dodge the outstretched claws that came, tearing his throat out before the tiger-kin’s teeth bit into him.

Undying… always undying.

[ Physical Changes Underway ]

[ Stat Increases Acquired ]

[ Mutation Has Occurred ]

[ New Skill Acquired ]

[ Blood of the Undying - Error ]

[ Power Doesn't Match Creature Type ]

[ Skill Modified to Match Type ]

[ Blood of the Undying - 100+ Sage ]

[ Undying Activated ]

[ Host Lacks Survivability ]

[ Skill Potential Located ]

[ New Skill Acquired ]

[ Fast Learner Granted ]

[ Fast Learner Level Locked ]


Francis saw his life end, his brother’s smile still there as darkness overtook him.


***

The sound of the morning bell rang early that day. The sun was barely showing above the mountains far to the east, and light wasn't even streaming into their open window as each boy heard the call to begin training for the day.

"It's earlier than usual," Michael grunted as he sat up. "What gives?"

Pain like nothing Francis could remember wracked his body. A cry escaped his lips as he screamed. Memories flooded his mind, evoking images that made him want to cry.

"Francis! What's wrong?!"

Blinking over and over in the room's darkness, he could see Michael bent over the bed, worry written all over his expression.

"You're.... I’m alive..." Francis said.

"Uh, yeah... why would I be dead?” Michael asked. “Gods, man, you about made me think you were about to die. Don’t do that!"

His brother stood back, studying him, cocking an eye, obviously not sure what he was talking about.

"Did you have a bad dream or something?”

There in Francis’ vision were notifications. Words that shouldn’t be there upon waking up.

Focusing on them, Francis felt his eyes widen.


[ Status ]

Francis Lancaster

Age 17

Strength:  13

Endurance:  17

Agility:  12

Wisdom:  12

Perception:  10

Magic:  10

Skills

Swordsmanship (Common) - 13 Novice

Shield Use (Common) - 10 Novice

Tracking (Uncommon) - 10 Basic

Stealth (Uncommon) - 7 Basic

Traps (Uncommon) - 3 Basic

Rock Throwing (Common) - 5 Basic

Mental Resist (Common) - 14 Novice

Blood of the Undying (Unknown) - 100+ Sage

Fast Learner (Epic) - 1 Basic (Locked)


He blinked again. And then about eight more times as he took that information in. So many parts of the sheet weren’t as he remembered them. And the final line… 

Blood of the Undying? Did... Did I really die? That’s impossible… I mean…

Francis couldn’t believe what he was seeing. Increased stats, new skills, and a memory that scared him to the core. Bolting upward, he glanced at his arm and hands, letting out a sigh of relief when he didn’t see any scars or purple tendrils.

Michael's expression remained concerned, and he bit his lip, indicating his brother was not handling Francis’ behavior well.

"What... what just happened?" Francis asked. 

"The bell, it's early. Phillip is waking us up way too soon, but then you went all crazy on me, screaming like a girl."

Shaking his head, Francis sat up. "Sorry... I... I had a bad dream. You… I…"

"Well, forget that dream. Things are going to go badly for us if we don't bust our asses and get dressed now. We'll probably be the last ones and end up being punished as it is."

Nodding, Francis watched as his older brother started getting dressed. Francis still struggled to believe he was back in his room and that he had somehow been reborn. The same old torn clothes and smells were just as he remembered them. The truth was, he noticed things he had never paid attention to before, like the stitch in his boot and where it would eventually come undone. He quickly pulled up his shirt and saw that he looked fitter, his waistline a little tighter. Smiling Francis then grabbed his bicep and squeezed, feeling the strength he knew was there from how hard it felt.

I didn’t dream this, did I? No... that's not possible. My stats have increased, as have my skills... The only way that could have happened... and then that new skill.

[ Skill Check ]

[ Blood of the Undying - 100+ Sage: You have evolved due to a physical change. Now, your blood carries with it power over death. A point has been set. You shall return here upon each death, carrying over all skills and stat changes. ]

Does that mean I can die again? Is there a limit?

"Hurry up, moron! Why the hell are you checking yourself out?!" Michael exclaimed as he yanked his boots down onto his feet. "I'm not going to wait around any longer."

"Yeah... sorry."

[ Skill Check ]

[ Fast Learner - 1 - Basic (Locked) : Your ability to learn skills is increased. Depending on the kind of skill one is attempting to learn, the rate of successfully doing so can range from 2x to 10x the normal speed. ]

Francis’ mind seemed to struggle with the idea that any of this was true. Yet as his brother prepared to leave their room, everything felt like every other day upon waking up in the training yard.

Francis got dressed and ran out the door a minute after his brother, earning a glare from Phillip for being the last one.

            

    
        Chapter 7

    
    
    
    
                "Good news! I was just told we'll be moving out in two days! Five days earlier than expected!"

Francis listened and watched as murmurs came from the line of seventeen youths. He couldn’t forget that two had already run away, and one more would today if everything happened as he remembered.

So… I can’t die… can I? Or I guess I can die and I’ll come back? To the same time and place? And with Fast Learner, does that mean I can learn any skill?

Everyone stood at attention, ready for whatever Phillip would toss at them, yet Francis couldn’t help but already sense what was coming. His mind was racing with the possibilities and what he knew would happen.

"As such, we will be leaving today!” Phillip announced. “The town of Macenburg is three hours away. You’ll run there and get measured for your armor! Don't expect some custom-engraved piece of work. You'll get the basic leather, designed to keep the enemy from gutting you with their breath, nothing more!"

Francis barely held back a snort as he watched Phillip move and act as he remembered. Just like before, his trainer glared at them individually as he moved down the line.

"You'll be put up in a tent upon reaching Macenburg, fed real food, and allowed to rest. I suggest you make do with that. Or… perhaps you can enjoy something else."

This time, he saw the pouch the old man had swapped from his left to his right hand, knowing it would happen.

"In here is five silver. Each of you will receive a pouch upon reaching town. Spend it on some drink, buy something nice, possibly find a woman willing to spend some time with your ugly faces, but know that when the bell sounds in two days, any of you who are not ready to leave will find yourselves on the list."

"Let me remind you of what the last one on that list endured," Phillip stated, his misshapen teeth making his smirk look even worse. "Any of you want to have each of their fingers and toes cut off, set on a stump for the birds to pick while you're tied up and forced to watch them fight over them? Perhaps you might even lose your manhood."

Phillip tossed his head back and started to laugh, cackling for a moment as he walked back down the line.

"Who are we kidding? None of you has a manhood worth the early bird getting up for. Now then!"

With a clap of his hands, everyone shifted into the perfect position, standing tall, chests out, feet together, and eyes facing ahead.

"Let's make this fun. The last one to Macenburg only gets three silver! The first gets two more! Now, let’s move."

Francis stood still, watching as everyone took off running.

Francis watched and waited, seeing Malcomb jog slower, glancing at those around him. Then, the oldest boy tripped Henry instead, leaving the teen on the ground.

Moving forward, he helped his fallen friend and accepted the thanks as Henry took off after the pack.

"Content with being last?" Phillip asked.

Francis turned and saw Phillip standing there, arms crossed, looking him up and down.

"No, just giving them a chance to get ahead. I'll be first anyway."

His trainer started laughing just as hard as he had a minute ago.

"Oh, I doubt that, boy."

"Willing to bet? If I win, I get ten silver. If I lose, you can keep the silver I would have gotten."

The bastard of a trainer cocked his head as he moved to stand before Francis. "You must have suffered a head injury to believe you can win."

"I'd bet more, but I don't have it to bet."

"Tell ya what," Phillip replied, poking his finger into Francis's chest. "You win, I'll give you fifteen. You lose... well, let's just say you'll have to do whatever I say, and if you don't, I'll gut you."

The smirk turned almost downright evil-looking, but Francis just shrugged.

"Sounds like a bet. I guess I'd better get started."

Francis took off running and looked over his shoulder at the older man, who was grinning from ear to ear, making that scar look extra wicked.

"Take the forest! Let's see if it helps!" the older man shouted.

Focusing on the trees ahead, Francis felt terrific. His body and stats were utterly different, and based on how things looked, he was about to be fifteen silver richer.

***


"I made a bet, and I'll honor it," growled Phillip a few hours later. "How you managed to win by that much, I don't know, but we'll see how much all this helps you when we reach the front line."

With that, their trainer turned and strode off.

Michael stood in awe beside his brother, watching their leader move away and into town. Just as Phillip vanished from sight, Francis felt a shove from behind.

"Time to pay the don’t get my ass beat tax!" Malcomb exclaimed. "If you don't give me any lip, I'll let you keep two silver for being such a good boy."

Sighing, Francis shook his head.

There’s no way he can win now… I mean… my stats are way better than I could imagine. He’s still probably tired, but I feel phenomenal.

"If you try to take my coins,” Francis replied. “It’s not going to go the way you think. Now, go away, asshole."

Francis saw that everyone in his vision stood there with their mouths open, watching the older, taller teen get in the younger, smaller one's face.

"Oh, you think you're so tough? Why I'll--"

Francis didn’t hesitate as Malcomb started talking. The bully had made a mistake, taking his eyes off Francis to glance at the other trainees.

Using all the new stats he had gained, payback for all the times Malcomb had made him and some of the others suffer was funneled through his hand.

The next sound was Francis's fist in Malcomb's jaw, followed by the older teen falling to the ground.

A few gasps and curses escaped the fifteen spectators, and Francis slowly turned to look at the rest. "He asked for it, am I wrong?"

Everyone shook their heads and took a step back.

When they did, Francis bent down, took the pouch from Malcolm’s belt, and withdrew three silver coins. He tossed two of them to their last-place finisher and then one over to Henry.

"He was a dick for tripping you. Now, who wants to go get a drink?"

Everyone roared in agreement, and they moved as a pack into town, leaving the older trainee unconscious on the ground.

***

"What in the kingdoms has gotten into you?” Michael asked. “Like, first you stood up to him, and second, you dropped him in one punch! Have you been practicing or working out when I'm not around?"

"Something like that. Now, no visiting the whorehouse and no being stupid. I want to buy some armor and see what I can learn before we leave. After that, we can talk upstairs later tonight."

Francis watched as Michael studied him, his older brother chewing on his lip.

"You're different. Did something bad happen in that dream?"

"Nothing too bad... Then again, maybe it was because you went into a bordello and got a horrible case of crotch rot."

Michael started laughing, leaned back in his chair, and grabbed his groin.

"It'd have to be something god-like to take this out."

Groaning, Francis picked up his drink and finished it.

"If you don't mind, I need to visit the armorsmith."

"Whatever, but I'm drinking your other mug!" Michael replied.

Squeezing Michael's shoulder as he moved past him, Francis grinned.

"Just make sure someone carries you to the room, then."

Walking through the street, Francis’s mind felt different. Something had tried to take over his mind--the few memories he had fought to retain in his last life were gone. No matter what he did, he couldn’t remember anything other than that some had been erased.

Now it felt like he was being pushed down a path he had taken before, yet he knew it was different.

He wanted to frown, though the extra coins in his pocket and his destination made that impossible.

***

"Tom, I'd like a chain coif if possible, but I doubt I could afford it. Are you willing to give any deals?"

"Deals?” the armorsmith asked, frowning at him. “What does this place look like? A charity? No, I don't give deals, and besides, you don't have enough coins to purchase a chain one. Maybe a padded one, slightly better than what you’ll be getting from the army."

Frowning, Francis was befuddled. Last time, the man had practically offered to give him one.

That's right! I didn’t ask for a deal at all the previous time.

Francis remembered what he had done the first time he’d simply stated that he needed a helmet, and the conversation had gone from there.

"Let's look at this one, I guess,” he replied. Unsure if more knowledge would help, he took a gamble and said, “I'm just afraid that what I will face might slice my head open if the rumors of those beastkin continue to grow."

A large frown appeared as the older man studied him.

"What the hell do you know about beastkin, boy? Those aren't things most people talk about, and I somehow doubt you're picking up information like that back in your camp. In fact, if you're sharing that kind of talk at our tavern, you’ll find yourself wishing you had never opened your mouth. Now spill what you know and don't lie to me, or so help me, I'll go find that asshole you call Phillip and tell him the crap fest you're spinning."

Okay... so this has gone wrong in so many ways… How could saying one wrong thing change this conversation so much?

"Are you listening?"

"O,h sorry, I was just trying to remember exactly what I knew,” Francis lied. “Just that there is something like a puma that stands and runs like a man, but with claws, it seems far-fetched, but I mean, why else would all the kingdoms be working together?"

A grunt came as Tom crossed both his arms.

"Either the person you heard that from is someone who has been to the battle line, or they know stuff they shouldn't. If I were you, I'd keep that information to yourself; otherwise, you'll find your neck in a noose or worse. You understand?"

"Yes, sir… but why–"

"Just stop talking about it, boy! The last thing we need is for everyone in the kingdom to be worked up about it. Now, if you want, I'll sell you a padded cap for five silver. What do you say?"

"It will have to do."

***

"You're serious about those beastkin... like absolutely certain," Michael asked.

Francis nodded, knowing how he needed to steer this conversation.

I can't afford to mess up on this again. A single wrong thing could end up getting my brother killed before we even get to the battlegrounds.

Remembering how it had happened just a few days ago, he did his best to ensure his brother didn't freak out.

***

"So what happens if someone touches one of these feathers?" Francis asked loud enough to fill the tent they stood in.

"For the love of the kingdoms, don't do that!" exclaimed the guard from across the space. "It would cause this place to be filled with dangerous smoke that could kill us.” The guard paused and turned to look at their leader. “Surely someone warned you so you could tell your trainees, right?"

Phillip cocked his head and shook it. "No one said a word about that,” their trainer replied.

"Must have slipped their mind," the guard said. "Now then, you’ve all been in here long enough. You can leave."

It took every ounce of willpower Francis had not to push the issue and ask Phillip if he thought someone had intentionally withheld information from him. Doing so would probably end up causing more problems, and there had already been too many things happening that he hadn’t expected. Winning fifteen silver, knocking out Malcomb, not getting the helmet. And tomorrow would bring a battle he knew nothing about. All he knew was that he needed to be by his brother's side tomorrow.

***


"TO ARMS! EVERYONE TO POSITIONS!"

The call came over and over as the horn sounded, and the noise of all the troops moving was almost deafening. Yet even over the shouts and cries, the horns pierced the steady shouts.

The ground seemed to shake from the movement as lines began to form. Each section of tents moved up in order, fitting into position as they moved to marked lines on the battlefield.

"It's happening... It's really happening," Michael muttered.

"If I die," Henry said, "know I'm the one who slept with Sarah."

Francis watched as Gregory turned on his brother, mouth open and eyes wide.

"You! You're the one who slept with her?! Mother of the gods! I knew it! I didn't want to believe it but--"

"GET IN LINE AND SHUT IT!" one of the nearby officers shouted.

His outburst cut off the brother’s spat.

"Sorry, Michael, I didn't sleep with anyone," Francis said over the sound of their marching. "I could lie and say I did."

"Please, we both know it would be a lie,” Michael replied. “But if you die, I'm keeping your money."

Michael grinned, but Francis could see the tension in his brother’s jaw.

He’s trying to make it so I don't know he’s afraid… Hell, I’m scared out of my mind not knowing what is going to happen today! I mean, if I die, do I really end up back where I started last time?

Lost in his thoughts, it took Francis a moment to notice that the army of beastkins had lined up across the field. Even from so far away, they were easy to make out. The mile that separated them felt like such a short distance.

The human army had archers and spell casters way behind Francis and the other grunts. Each was worth more than common fighters like him and everyone else who had been rounded up. Arrows cost money and were hard to make. A good archer could also kill more enemies and gain skills with minimal risk.

The mages were the real investment; those, he knew, would be protected at all costs.

Francis felt his hand shaking as he held his sword in his right. His left arm was flexed tight, shield in position so everyone could raise it if needed.

All those drills Phillip put us through… remember them. It’s what helped with that… thing.

More horns sounded, and a voice suddenly reached their ears.

"Warriors! Know that I, your King, honor your bravery! Survive and be rewarded! Find wealth and a new life by proving ourselves today! Rest assured, victory is guaranteed as four masters and one grandmaster are with us today, lending their power and skill! So fight for our kingdom! Be the wolves that tear our enemies to shreds! Be the hero we need!"

A loud cheer rose across the army when the King's voice stopped, and Francis found himself struggling not to cheer as well.

Why... Why do I want to cheer? We're the ones fighting, and he is the one back there!

[ Mental Resist Check Partially Resisted ]

[ Mental Resist Skill Increased - 15 ]

Blinking, he found himself with his hands lifted.

Did the King just use a power to make us act like this? Did my stubbornness and hardheaded side allow me to fight so well against these kinds of abilities?

Two loud peals of horns echoed, and the moment everyone dreaded began.

"Warriors! Advance!" the King’s voice boomed over the battlefield.

Francis took a deep breath, preparing himself for the battle that was about to begin.

***

Fireballs, arrows, large boulders, and a slew of other magic and non-magical projectiles flew over their heads as the line of troops Francis and the rest of his squad were in picked up speed.

Spells and objects came from the other side, crashing into the ranks of the kingdom, killing warriors to Francis’ left and right. Screams came while he and his squad were still half a mile out from both sides, crashing into each other.

Still, they ran, shouting for no reason.

[ Mental Resist Check Failed ]

[ Mental Resist Skill Increased - 16 ]

There it is again... The king’s voice was laced with something magical.

His own voice surprised him, but as one, they moved and Francis felt like his brother on his left and some random warrior on his right were all he needed to survive.

Each step they had taken resulted in more arrows and magical spells hurled their way.

Occasionally, a fireball or some ball of black energy bounced off an invisible wall overhead, exploding high in the sky and releasing flames or mystical power above them.

"Shields! Arrows incoming!" an officer off to his right shouted.

The volley of arrows darkened a section above Francis. He finally noticed that the cloud of carrion birds was gone. Until about an hour ago, the sky was littered with them. Now none were around, perhaps somehow sensing the carnage about to take place, they likely sought refuge elsewhere, waiting for when they could come and eat their fill again.

He lifted his shield like all the others, slowing a step and bunching up into formation as their bucklers lay upon each other.

The sounds and pressure of arrows striking rang out, like a thousand hammers striking wood and metal simultaneously.

Cries came from where arrows had made it through gaps. More cries came as the ones who fell left holes for others to be struck.

Like dominoes, when one fell, others did as well, unable to stop the barrage.

Seconds turned to eternity until the call to march came again.

"Full marching speed!" the same officer as before called out.

They had to move quickly, knowing that standing still would result in being overrun if the other side hit them without any momentum of their own.

Once again, they shouted, roaring in defiance as a volley of arrows from their side passed overhead, wanting a turn to thin out the numbers.

"Prepare to engage!"

Those unfortunate bastards on the front row are about to die.

Pressed together, Francis could see bodies flung high into the air. Some had to be tossed more than thirty feet, some cut in half--the sound of mooing soon filled Francis's ears.

The front line for the other side had been the Minotaur, their ten-foot-tall forms allowing them to plow through the army's ranks, smashing with ease.

By the time he heard shouts from those before him about the front line of monsters being gone, he had also heard someone call out that the first three lines of their troops were dead. An entire segment of men across the battlefield, crushed underfoot.

The sounds of swords and fighting, along with cries from both men and animals, filled the air, and slowly, the lines began to move again.

"Press on! Prepare for the next wave!" the officer shouted.

Unsure what was next, Francis counted himself lucky as a fireball flew above them and landed about forty yards behind them. The shockwave of the impact sent the troops behind him into his back.

"Slash and thrust! Wolf-kin and Tiger-kin!"

Loud animal cries that reminded Francis of something a puma might make could be heard, along with howls as the next line engaged.

Three more and then us...

He could see movement and sense the press of the troops behind and before him. Everywhere there was the noise of battle, Francis felt overwhelmed by the sounds of men crying out in pain and the press of bodies around him.

Multiple corpses were impaled on the large horn of a downed Minotaur as the men shifted around it. The closest corpse of one of those beasts bore large gashes over their flesh, a black liquid that had to be blood seeping from dozens of cuts.

Worse yet were the other things they stepped on.

Men... flattened as if by a wall... There were so many of them... and the body parts...

Francis watched men throw up as they stared at the carnage. Francis focused on the spot before him. It appeared only two lines remained before he and his squad friends would fight. The sound of battle was louder, and corpses of men who had their armor slashed through, chests opened up completely, necks bit off, lay next to black-spotted, furred shapes that people stabbed as they moved past, ensuring none were simply playing possum.

Then an opening appeared in his vision between the rows in front of him.

One line left!

His hand felt light. His arm was loose and prepared to strike as the group of warriors before him shouted and ran forward.

Now the fighting was chaos. Men turning and twisting, fighting anything that wasn't like them.

Everywhere were beastkin, slashing, kicking, hacking, and biting.

The armor they had been given did nothing to stop the weapons that struck or the claws that raked.

Teeth tore through leather, flesh, muscle, and bone as if they were freshly baked bread.

"Warriors of Reevotort, press the attack!"

[ Mental Resist Check Failed ]

[ Mental Resist Skill Increased - 17 ]

This voice in his head felt different. The King’s voice was just as loud, but somehow he was adapting to it. His skill was improving. It was personal. Every man in his row that was still standing surged.

Francis shouted, unable to stop himself. His voice cried out as one with all the other warriors. He felt ready to slash whatever creature got in his way.

I crave… battle! The King… His words are making me feel this. 

Francis ignored the frustration he felt at being controlled.

It was time to fight.

            

    
        Chapter 8

    
    
    
    
                "Left!"

Blood was pouring into his eyes from the gash in his scalp, yet all Francis could think of was wanting to kiss the armorer who had given the helmet.

A clawed swipe by a tiger-kin or something had struck his head partially, and while the claw had raked across his scalp, taking his padded cap off as well as some hair and flesh.

That had given him a chance to thrust--somehow, his attack hit home, piercing through the beast's side and into its chest.

[ Swordsmanship Skill Increased - 17 Novice ]

[ Shield Use Skill Increased - 12 Novice ]

His skills continued to improve. With each second he was alive and managed to deliver a blow or a strike, it seemed to get better.

Not only that, but Michael and Gregory were still standing.

He wasn't sure if Henry was alive, but there wasn't time to look around. Already, the line of troops behind him had joined the fight. The battle’s intensity grew as more spells flew overhead and constant cries of pain rang out. Some spells landed in the midst of animals and people, snuffing out life on both sides.

Michael blocked a strike from a wolf-kin as Gregory thrust into the same creature with his sword.

Seeing the opening, Francis darted forward two steps, his weapon slashing at its hamstring.

It cried as its left leg buckled, unable to stand against the three of them working together. 

They finished it quickly before the beast could do any more harm. Another tiger-kin came, replacing the falling one, landing a kick that sent Michael tumbling. Francis worked with Gregory, staying side by side as they fought to retrieve his brother.

Someone from another line came up on their right. Their sword stuck through the wolf's side. The beast backhanded the warrior, snapping his head off like a twig, but that gave Francis an opening. He took it, thrusting his sword into the beast's chest and yanking it free while holding up his shield to block the creature's clawed hand, which he assumed would counterattack.

Instead, a foot came out and caught his midsection, sending him tumbling backward and into his brother, who had just gotten to his feet.

Breathing was hard, and it felt like a mule had just kicked him.

Wheezing, Francis tried to stand but found it hard until Michael grabbed his shield arm and helped him to his feet.

"Breathe! I know your chest hurts, but breathe!" Michael shouted.

Trying to regain his breath, Francis finally had a moment to take in his surroundings. His brother was before him, shield up and sword ready.

The birds... they will grow fat...

A hundred yards of corpses... stretched out across so much space. 

Flee! Run away!

"We should run!" his brother yelled.

Michael's words hit Francis as he felt the same thought attack his mind.

Francis saw Gregory turn, fleeing as they had been commanded. As he did, a wolf-kin bit down from behind on Gregory’s shoulder and neck, ripping its maw upward, blood gushing like a fountain.

Francis almost stumbled, his eyes locked upon the beast who had just killed his friend. Rage, fear, and doubt all filled him at the same time.

Someone slammed into him, shaking Francis from the dazed state he had been in.

This voice… I’ve… It’s the same one!

[ Mental Resist Check Successful ]

[ Mental Resist Skill Increased - 18 ]

Gone was the pressure to run away. The increase in skill had suddenly cleared the fog that had been present. 

Michael turned around before Francis, his brother’s face filled with fear, and started to retreat like so many others around him. 

Slapping his brother in the cheek, Francis watched Michael's eyes return to normal. He then quickly moved to block an incoming attack from a charging tiger-kin at his brother’s back.

The claws raked across his wooden shield, a gap appearing in the wood as the claws were sharp enough to shred it.

"DO NOT FLEE! STAND STRONG!"

The calming sensation hit him, but there wasn't time to worry about what was trying to influence him.

A warrior ran right into the back of the tiger-kin, making the beast's second follow-up attack miss. The tiger-kin grazed his leg, claws slicing the thin leather armor on Francis’ thigh, and opened up his skin about an eighth of an inch. The tiger-kin was off balance from the fleeing soldier, leaning sideways, allowing Francis to thrust his sword into its chest.

A grunt came as those yellow eyes went wide.

It turned, teeth coming for him, but a sword intercepted the attack, driving deep into the open maw and penetrating the skull.

"You ok?!" his brother asked. Francis nodded, yanking the blade free from the tiger-kin Michael had just saved him from.

Wincing from the pain in his leg, Francis was thankful that Michael had been there to help him.

Another pressure of intimidation came as the voice cried out again, causing Francis to turn and look at the woods off to the left. He sensed the same creature he had struck down before, trying to make people flee.

It can reach this far? So it wasn’t just for the forest. If that’s the case.

He saw the chaos on the battlefield as men either fled or froze, providing easy targets for the beastkin.

"Michael! We need to go this way!" Francis called out.

"We can't flee! You heard the order!" His brother replied.

Again, the sensation of something wanting them to run came from the forest. In the darkness, a power of some kind was trying to affect them.

"We're not fleeing! There's something out there! Trust me." Francis stated.

Amid the battle, they locked eyes for a second. Then Michael nodded.

They were in this together. No matter what.

As one, they turned and raced toward the forest, doing their best to help when possible while also avoiding direct fights, ignoring the commands that came their way.

Every time Michael slowed down, Francis pushed him, calling out his name and forcing him forward. 

[ Mental Resist Check Success ]

[ Mental Resist Skill Increased - 19 ]

That lizard out there really doesn’t want us to fight.

It took half an hour to make their way to the edge of the men, and then there was about one hundred yards of open space between them and the forest.

Unsure what would happen, Francis took a deep breath.

"We need to run, don't stop. Both sides might attack us when we do that. No matter what, we move!"

"You're certain this is right?"

He could almost close his eyes and sense where the pressure was. Deeper in the woods, up ahead, was the same sensation he had felt before. It seemed like yesterday. Several days had passed, but he was certain the lizard he had killed was the source of this attack.

"Yes, I'd bet every coin I own on it."

A chuckle came as his brother took a deep breath.

"Then let's go!" Michael said.

Shouts came from the line as they moved toward the woods.

Halfway there, nothing had attacked them yet; for a moment, it felt like they might escape when a presence far greater than the one wanting them to run away assaulted their minds.

"DO NOT FLEE TO THE WOODS!"

It made Francis stumble and caused Michael to come to a halt. Francis shook his head, needing a moment to clear the fog again. 

Blinking his eyes, it felt like he was crying, but when Francis turned to see his brother, blood had started coming out from the corner of Michael’s eyes.

"Michael! Let's move!" He slapped his brother twice before yanking on his leather armor, dragging him the rest of the way into the woods. The moment they stepped into the shadows, the assault from the King lessened, and Michael began to gasp for air.

"I... I... I couldn't breathe. My head... It hurts,” Michael groaned between breaths. “I… the pain is decreasing and...” His brother’s mouth hung open, eyes darting across the space before him. “I… I got a skill, Francis. A skill!”

"Mental Resist?"

His brother blinked a few times and nodded. "Yes! How did you know?"

Glancing around, Francis held up his hand. "No time, we need to move. Stay close and follow me. I’ll tell you when I think we’re safe." Wiping the blood from his face, he pointed ahead and to the left. "This way."

Both men were breathing hard as they jogged through woods so dark that it almost felt like night. Screams came from the south of them, and the battle raged on. The canopy above wasn't thick, but something seemed to steal the light from the forest. The deeper they went, the darker it got, and Francis started to slow, sensing that they were getting closer. Even without knowing how far they had run, the pressure had increased. Even worse was how badly his brother was struggling to keep up.

"Stay close, step where I step, and don't talk," Francis whispered.

He saw his brother nod, and they began to move, the youngest brother setting the path, doing his best to avoid any twigs or leaves that might make noise as they crept through the woods.

Each second felt like hours as they crept along; the presence had become nearly overwhelming. Moving past a set of trees, Francis saw it about seventy yards ahead. The same ring of trees was out there. He held up a hand, and they squatted lower to the ground.

Francis scanned everywhere he could see in the darkness. Something was off. Last time there was more light, yet right now it was pitch black. So many shadows were everywhere. It allowed him to move around as he had been, but it also meant there might be an enemy hiding.

Why doesn’t the light penetrate the canopy like last time? Am I just remembering this wrong?

Frowning, he focused on the things he knew -- the sad truth was, that wasn’t much. The little he knew about magic said that casters were dangerous. Francis knew the only reason he had defeated that caster had been because he had surprised it. Most were weak when one got close. Fighting one from a distance was asking to die. 

Using his fingers, he pointed at the tree circle and then made some walking motions with his fingers.

Michael nodded, so Francis leaned close and shared the plan with his brother.

Each step they took was slow and deliberate, and as they came near the opening of the circle of trees, a howl sounded from somewhere farther in the forest.

Crap... we gotta hurry. 

Waving with his hand, Francis crept up to the tree where the opening was.

Large hardwoods had grown into a death circle. 

Peering around the bark, he saw what was standing in the middle.

It was a lizard, yet it didn’t look exactly like the first one he had encountered. This one physically looked the same, dark as night, and with a purple skin tone. The difference was that the one before him now stood about seven feet tall. Dark black robes made from skin moved as it moved, and in its clawed hands was a staff like the one he had seen the first time.

It was making weird noises, chanting with both eyes closed.

Right before he was about to motion for them to attack, crunches came from around them. Shapes began to appear from the darkness as they dropped from the trees.

“Francis?!” Michael’s voice cracked as they stared at the trio of cat-kin all moving toward them. Each looked different from the ones they had faced on the battlefield, the beasts’ eyes glowing in the darkness of the forest.

“Fools… how you found me is most… unfortunate.”

Francis turned his head, looking at the lizard staring at him, eyes glowing purple and a mouthful of teeth in what he guessed was a grin.

“Fear not. We shall send you to meet your gods.”

Francis cried out, and he tried to turn. Before he could get his shield and weapon in position, a clawed hand pierced his chest. A ripping sound followed by excruciating pain came as the cat-kin ripped its claws back.

Francis glanced down, seeing a hole where his sternum had been. Looking up, he saw the cat-kin smile and shove his heart, still beating, into its mouth.

“Mi…chael… I’m… sorry.”

Darkness took over again.

            

    
        Chapter 9

    
    
    
    
                
The sound of the morning bell rang out, causing Francis to bolt upward in bed.

"It's earlier than usual," Michael grunted as he sat up. "What gives?"

Francis’ eyes shot open, and he clutched his aching chest, groaning.

"Francis, you okay?!" Michael asked.

Turning his head, he saw Michael swinging his legs over the bed.

"Yeah… you… I…"

It really wasn’t a dream! The skill! I do come back! 

“My chest hurts… probably just heartburn from the cold dinner and old peppers they fed us last night.”

A snort came from his brother, who leaned over and grabbed his boots. “Better than the alternative. Nothing worse than blowing it out the back end. Now hurry up, I don’t want to be late and get in trouble.”

Moving by instinct, Francis sat up and retrieved his own boots, eyes primarily on his status.
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My swordsmanship… it really did go up. The Fast Learner rocks!

Michael grunted at him. “You going to sit there holding your boot like that or put it on? Seriously, what’s wrong with you today?”

Slipping his foot into his boot, Francis pulled it on, making sure not to damage the spot he knew was weak. “Just trying to figure out what kind of pain Phillip has in store for us today.”

“That bastard? Who knows. All that matters is that we’re not late to line up.”

***

"Good news! I was just told we'll be moving out in two days! Five days earlier than expected!"

Francis only half listened as the words he had heard twice already played out again. He had too many questions running through his mind and wasn’t sure how to make sense of everything.

A statement he had been waiting for brought his attention back to the present.

"Who are we joking? None of you has anything worth the early bird getting up for. Now then!" Exclaimed Phillip as he clapped his hands. "Let's make this fun. The last one to Macenburg only gets three silver! The first gets two more! Now go!"

Francis moved quickly, getting between Malcomb and everyone else.

The oldest boy paused, frowning as he stood there a moment, eyes darting at Francis and the other trainees who took off running.

“Mess with him or me and I’ll hold you back and make sure you’re last,” Francis growled.

“Who the hell do you think you are?” Malcomb asked, setting his feet and lifting his fists. “I’ll kick your arse.”

“Maybe you will, maybe you won't. The problem is, you definitely won’t win the race if we fight. Look, they’re already getting ahead of you.”

With a head motion, Francis pointed out the group of boys, who hadn’t wasted time and were already sprinting away.

Malcomb glared at Francis after giving a glance at the others who were leaving them behind. “I’ll take care of you when we get to town,” the bully shouted as he started to turn.

“Mess with any of them, and I’ll beat your arse!” he shouted.

Something in his chest swelled, and Francis realized he felt fantastic.

I really would have fought him right here and now.

“Well, someone’s grown a pair. Tell me, Lancaster, are you content with being last?"

Francis turned and saw Phillip standing there, arms crossed, looking him up and down. His usual smirk was plastered on his scarred face.

"No, just giving them a chance. I'll be first anyway," Francis replied.

Phillip roared with laughter and shook his head. "Oh, I doubt that, boy. There’s no way Malcomb will let you get past him without a fight. The only way that happens is if you go through the woods, and I don’t think you really understand how bad that stream is."

"Willing to bet? If I win, I receive ten silver coins. If I lose, you get my silver."

His trainer cocked his head, frowning as he moved to stand before Francis.

"You feeling lucky? I know you’ve been to the stream. I’ve seen your traps when I’ve scouted those woods. That’s a fool's path because other things besides water can kill you out there."

"I'd bet more,” Francis replied, “but I don't have anything else to offer. "

Phillip’s lips moved for a second, and no words came. Grunting, he finally replied.

“Your words, not mine. You win, I'll give you fifteen. You lose... well, trust me, you don’t want to do that."

"Sounds like a bet. I guess I'd better get started."

Francis took off towards the woods, glancing once over his shoulder at the older man, who was grinning from ear to ear, making that scar look extra wicked.

"You better not die or run away! If you do, I’ll take it out on your brother!"

A fire grew in his stomach as Francis clenched his jaw, fighting against stopping and saying something he shouldn’t. Instead, he focused on the trees ahead. He had done this before and knew he was about to be fifteen silver richer.

***


"I made a bet, and I'll honor it," growled Phillip. "How you managed to win by that much, I don't know, but we'll see how much all this helps you when we reach the front line."

With that, their trainer turned and strode off.

As the man started to vanish, Francis spun, fist clenched, and glared at Malcomb.

“Don’t even think about it,” he growled.

The bully stopped, mid-stride, his eyes blinking. “What the–”

“You try and take my coin, I’ll knock you out and leave you on the street. When you wake up, you won’t have any silver left to spend.”

Every other teenager slowly moved back except Francis’ brother, who had shifted slightly to his side.

Malcomb glanced at him and then at Michael before frowning. “Screw you! You’re just lucky I’m not in the mood to get in trouble with Phillip for beating you two up.”

Not relaxing his stance, Francis nodded and waited. Seconds passed, and finally the bully turned and left, walking quicker than usual.

“Who the heck are you and what happened to my pissant brother?” Michael whispered before the other trainees started to gather. 

“I’m just tired of his constant bullying. Thanks for backing me up,” Francis muttered.

“Sure thing. I mean, what kind of older brother would I be if I stood here and did nothing?”

Laughing, Francis turned and punched his brother before motioning to the town. “How about we go get ourselves something to drink? And remember, no spending coins at the whorehouse.”

“Fine,” Michael sighed. “I’ll behave, Mom.”

***

"You're certain you want a helm?” Tom the armorsmith asked. “If you haven't trained with one, it might be hard to fight with one."

"I'm certain," Francis stated as the armorsmith stared at him. The large man had arms crossed over his large chest. "Tell me I'm wrong. Not having one would be foolish in a fight like what we are headed into."

"No... you're right... Which is surprising, because I'm certain most of your companions spent all their money last night at the local house of pleasure."

Sighing, Francis shrugged. "I'd like to consider a lifetime of enjoying that versus one night. Besides, a brother of mine got a case of crotch rot, and I really don't want to risk that before a battle."

Francis smiled as the large man nodded as he spoke. With a chuckle, Tom turned around and pulled three different types of helmets from the shelf behind him.

Yes! The way I spoke this time worked! He’s grabbing the same three I remember.

"No, that wouldn't make for a good time at all,” the armorsmith said. “Very well, let's try these three."

Two of the three helmets that the armorer had sat upon the counter were padded leather variations.

"This one is actually more than you have, but I'll be honest. A part of me wants to offer it if you're willing to give me all your silver."

"All my silver?"

Holding up a chain helmet with a padded cap underneath, the armorer nodded.

"I know you got seven silver. I also won a little bit last night at the gate, betting on you. I could see the fire in your eyes as that older one chased you down. For that... let's assume you have six silver, as I know what the fee was last night at the Dancing Bear. I'll let you have it for five, which means you can enjoy one more night of drinking and eating. If you live, come back one day and give me the other fifteen silver I would normally need for such a helm."

Francis tried not to smile and did his best to act as if giving up such a large sum would be a painful experience.

If only he knew how much I really had.

"And if I die?"

"Just make sure it happens from a blow to some other part of your body," he replied with a grin.

Not waiting, Francis pulled out five pieces of silver and set them on the counter.

"Sounds like a deal. Hopefully, I can pay you back someday."

The older man nodded and frowned. 

His large, stubby fingers slid the coins off the wooden counter and into his other hand.

"Truthfully, if you live, we have won a battle. That alone would give me hope that we can win this war. You know what we're facing, don't you?"

Grimacing, Francis shrugged.

"I’ve heard rumors… before we signed up to fight. Seems impossible."

Tom grunted and nodded. 

“Just kill as many as you can, and try to live.”

***


Feeling confident now that he’d secured the helm he wanted, Francis decided to begin the next part of his plan: he had to inform his brother about what they would face.

"You're serious about those beastkin... like absolutely certain?" Michael asked.

Francis nodded, knowing how he needed to steer this conversation. 

I can't afford to mess this up.

Remembering how it had happened just a few days ago, Francis did his best to ensure his brother didn't freak out too much. “I’ve been having some dreams. Lately, they’ve been coming true. I know you’re going to call bullshit, but trust me. I’m not wrong.”

Michael frowned and stared at him, giving Francis the you’re full of it look when his brothers’ eyes narrowed like that.

“I’d swear on both our lives,” Francis said. “When the battle starts, you’ll know I’m right.”

“B-both our lives?” his brother asked, a slight tremor in his tone. “You’ve only ever used that phrase once before… If that’s the case, how bad is it?”

Francis tried to look brave but knew it was going to be hard to lie or tell the complete truth. So instead, he made it up as best as he could. 

When the mood in their room had been a little dark for a bit, Francis found himself searching for something within during the silence. 

“Michael… can you tell me some of your favorite memories of you and me together?” Francis asked.

His brother gave him a weird look, frowning and raising an eyebrow. “Favorite memories? Besides us getting beaten up by our brothers? Or your dad wants to kill me? Or–”

“Something we both enjoyed. Like… the good times.” Francis said.

Michael took a deep breath and slowly let it out. “Uh… I remember when we got in trouble for sneaking into that strawberry field and eating our weight in them. I think the worst part wasn’t the beating, it was the runs afterwards. Or when we found those poles at that pond, and you fell in trying to bring that fish you said was a monster. And then–”

As his brother spoke, Francis could feel the story of the fishing incident missing. His mind said it had never happened, but in his chest, Francis could feel the truth. It was there. A part of him was missing, and it was time spent with Michael. Francis focused on the stories and felt a sense of something returning. Something had been stolen from him, and Michael was helping him get a piece of it back.

“Why are you smiling like that?” his brother asked. “You got lice from using that girl's hairbrush.”

Francis shrugged and just smiled. “Sometimes it’s just nice to know I’m not the only one who enjoys remembering when the other one gets in trouble.”

In that moment, the fear of what they were going to face lessened as both boys shared a little bit of the memories they were fond of.

I’ll need to do this more often… something inside me needs this… I need this…

***

"So what happens if someone touches one of these feathers?" Francis asked loud enough to fill the space they stood in.

"For the love of the kingdoms, don't do that!" exclaimed the guard from across the tent. "Doing so would cause this place to be filled with dangerous smoke that could kill us. Surely someone told you about this, right?"

Phillip cocked his head and shook it. "No one gave me any warnings about that."

"Must have slipped their mind," the guard replied. "Now then, you’ve all been in here enough. You can all leave."

It took every ounce of willpower Francis had not to push the issue and ask Phillip if he thought someone had intentionally withheld information. Doing so could go badly, and with how everything changed so fast due to a single variable, he couldn’t risk that right now. All he knew was that he needed to be beside his brother tomorrow and figure out a way through the battle so that they both didn’t end up dead like they had the last time.

***

“You weren’t joking, were you?” Michael whispered as they lay near each other in the tent. “All of this… how bad does it get?”

Francis gave the best reassuring grin that he could.

“No matter what happens, stay by me.”

When no response came from Michael, Francis rolled over and closed his eyes, trying to focus on what he recalled from the first battle.

Now all I need to do is get some rest, find a way to actually sleep, and see if anything changes.

            

    
        Chapter 10

    
    
    
    
                
"TO ARMS! EVERYONE TO POSITIONS!"

Francis watched as his brother and the other two roused from their sleep. He had already woken up, aware of when it would happen, and was trying to recall everything he had done the previous time.

"It's happening... It's really happening," Michael muttered. 

"If I die," Henry said, "know I'm the one who slept with Sarah."

Francis watched as Gregory turned on his brother, mouth open and eyes wide.

"You! You're the one who slept with her! Mother of the gods! I knew it! I didn't want to believe it, but--"

"GET IN LINE AND SHUT IT!" The same officer cut off the brothers' spat.

"Guess we'll never have that problem," Michael said as they followed the other two.

"One can only dream," he replied.

The horns came, and the sound Francis had been expecting washed over them.

"Warriors! Know that your King honors your bravery! Survive and be rewarded! Find wealth and a new life by proving ourselves today! Rest assured, victory is guaranteed as four masters and one grandmaster are with us today, lending their power and skill! So fight for our kingdom! Be the wolves that tear our enemies to shreds! Be the hero we need!"

When the king's voice stopped, a loud cheer rose across the army, and this time, Francis was finally able to refrain from joining in with them.

[ Mental Resist Check Success ]

[ Mental Resist Skill Increased - 20 ]

The itch was still there, but instead of being consumed by it, Francis could sense the pervasive aura that affected everyone. When the shouting had died down, Michael gave Francis a perplexed look as he stood there, not looking excited at all.

Two loud peals of horns echoed, and the moment everyone dreaded began.

"Warriors! Advance!"

***

Moving with purpose, Francis managed to stem the flow of mistakes from the first time they’d fought, helping to keep Henry alive as they warred against the horde of beastkin. He was ready when the mental pressure came several minutes into the fight, telling them to flee.

The wolf that had originally killed Gregory was dead, its head missing from Francis’s sword strike, which had come just seconds before the fear effect had washed over the army.

“Run away! Flee!”

[ Mental Resist Check Successful ]

[ Mental Resist Skill Increased - 21 ]

As soon as the wave of intimidation or whatever it had come, Francis slapped each of his friends and his brother.

The three stood there in shock, looking at him, their mouths open and eyes wide.

"We… we should run!" Henry exclaimed, glancing over his shoulder toward where they had come from.

"Behind you!" Michael called out.

Spinning, Francis moved without thinking and almost forgot what was about to come next.

A tiger-kin came, so Francis lifted his shield, blocking the one attack while his sword parried the other claw.

Henry and Michael moved, thrusting and slashing, hacking the tiger-kin, who, it appeared, hadn’t expected them to react, was defenseless and unable to avoid their strikes.

"We need to move! There is something in the woods trying to scare us!" Francis shouted as he finished off the beast they had helped with.

"What the hell are you talking about?" Gregory yelled back as he moved and glanced around, waiting for their next attacker.

"The effect of the voices in your head!” Francis yelled back. “Can't you—"

"DO NOT FLEE! STAND STRONG!"

The calming sensation washed over him, but Francis shrugged it off with almost no effort now.

Gregory, Henry, and Michael shook their heads, their eyes widening as people in their army ran past them. Those who ran were sliced down from behind by wolf and tiger-kin. Slowly, the fleeing army turned; the effect of the King’s magic broke them out of the feared state.

"I picked up a Mental Resist skill at the start of the battle! I can feel the attack coming! That's why I keep slapping you all. I’m trying to help everyone resist it! We need to go as a group and try to eliminate what’s causing it, or this will continue to happen. But just the two of us going in there won’t be enough."

Gregory and Henry looked at each other and frowned.

"We can't... the dishonor...” Henry said. “Besides, that's such a strange request. What if you're wrong? We'll be labeled as traitors and murdered!"

They don’t believe me… how can I…

A wolf-kin interrupted his thought, requiring the four of them to work together. Their small group seemed to be doing better than the other pockets of warriors amidst the chaos. The lessons Phillip had beaten into them, along with Francis’s new strength and improved skills, made killing these beasts possible. Francis couldn’t help but grin as they ended the life of a second one that came.

"Michael?" Francis asked when they had a moment of peace.

His brother winced and nodded slowly. "I… I don’t want to leave, but I can see you won’t stay. You know the rule. We always go together."

“Listen,” Francis growled at the pair. “Stay and die. Or come with me, and maybe we die, maybe we don’t, but regardless, we’re going to have to try. Look at the other lines coming for us. Do you really believe we can survive?”

Both brothers glanced around at the chaos. They stood in a small bubble of safety, most of the creatures ignoring them and taking advantage of the other warriors, who were dazed from the constant barrage of mental attacks.

“Fine, but if I die, I’m going to haunt you,” Gregory replied.

Grunting, Francis nodded and motioned them to follow.

Every time Michael or the others slowed down due to the fear effect, Francis pushed as before, slapping them or calling out their names and forcing everyone forward. 

[ Mental Resist Check Success ]

No skill up that time... well, that sucks.

Reaching the edge of the line took less than half an hour and was much easier than the first time he had experienced this. Francis remembered more of the fights from before, easily slicing down the enemies that came, their small pack leaving a trail of beastkins either dead or wounded as they moved. In about twenty minutes, they stood at the edge of the men, with the same hundred yards of open space between them and the forest.

"Do you trust me?" Francis asked after disemboweling a wolf-kin that had been chewing on another soldier’s head.

"Yes! Why?" “Michael replied.

"We need to run, don't stop. Ignore what your mind says. No matter what, we move!"

"You're certain this is right?" his brother asked, chewing his lip in worry.

Francis gave a playful grin. "Have I ever been wrong?"

"Every day," replied Michael as he grinned for a moment.

“Well, it doesn’t matter. Once we start moving, we can’t come back. Our own would cut us down.”

“Francis… you’re certain?” Gregory asked.

He nodded at Gregory and watched the teen grab his brother’s arm and pull him close.

“Then let’s go,” Gregory said.

Shouts came from the line as they raced toward the woods.

Halfway there, the presence struck them.

"DO NOT FLEE TO THE WOODS!"

This time, all three of the other teens stumbled, steps slowing, and Francis turned immediately. He left another red mark on their faces, having smacked them more times than he could remember. "Let's go!"

"I... I... I couldn't breathe. My brain... It hurts... But I… I got a new skill,” Henry gasped.

"Mental Resist,” Francis replied. “It's how I know where we need to go."

“How?” Gregory asked.

Pointing into the woods, Francis motioned to the area they had been before. "Later. We need to hurry. It’s this way."

The darkness wasn't as bad as it had been last time. Francis was almost certain that it was due to his increased stats. He ignored every skill announcement that came and focused on keeping his small group alive instead.

"Stay close, step where I step, and don't talk," Francis whispered. "We're going to reach a circle of trees and must go in quietly. There will be other creatures that show up when we do. Just follow my lead. When we find what we're facing, stay to the right of it.”

"That's… very specific," Henry replied. "Like super specific. How can you..."

“I have dreams, and they come true sometimes. That’s how I know all of this.”

The pair stared at him, then at Michael, who gave a half-smile and shrugged.

“Believe him or don’t, we’re not able to turn back now.”

“You… we… Francis, are you certain?” Gregory asked. “I thought perhaps you were just trying to escape and get away, but you’re serious, aren’t you?” 

“I am. There is only one way we’ll survive, and that’s together. Trust me, I don’t want anyone to die.”

"I... Okay,” Henry replied, shaking his head for a moment. “Just promise me I'll be fine."

Smiling, Francis put a hand on the teen’s shoulder and squeezed. 

"I promise everything will work out if you do what I say."

They began to move once more, the youngest setting the pace and path for the four of them.

Soon, the circle of trees appeared, so Francis held up his hand, resting his sword against his leg and motioning that this was the spot. Picking up his weapon, Francis crept forward.

Once we get close, those others are going to come. Hopefully, Gregory and Henry can buy Michael and me some time to kill that caster.

At the edge, he pointed at the pair of brothers to watch the outside.

When he looked inside, Francis saw the same creature for the third time, its purple body shrouded in shadows.

Pointing to the right, Francis stepped back a few steps into the clearing and nodded, running before hitting the barrier he knew was there.

The moment he stepped inside the ring, the shimmering wall appeared, and the eyelid flung open, revealing the yellow pair of glowing eyes. The animal's head snapped in Francis's direction.

"Now!” Francis yelled.

Michael and Francis raced toward the lizard as it pointed the staff at them. The purple-and-black orb at the end began to shimmer as power built up.

A cry came from Henry and Gregory as the catkin Francis knew was hiding advanced.

“FRANCIS! There are three cat-kin!” Henry called out.

Francis wasn’t focused on the guards. He needed to see what he was up against.

The same aura as before was building up at the end of the staff, and it felt like another wave of power was about to escape.

Unlike last time, Francis had speed on his side, since the previous time he had been caught off guard by the hidden enemies. His sword came in contact with the lizard’s shoulder, cutting off the words it was speaking and causing the aura that had built up around the top of its staff to retract into it before exploding outward.

Pieces of purple material flew everywhere, and the shrapnel struck both him and the caster.

A sharp pain filled every inch of his body, and upon glancing down, Francis noticed that his vision wasn't working as expected. Only his left seemed to work. The front of his body was riddled with holes.

Falling to his knees, a sound came, and Francis turned. He could barely see the multiple purple chunks that impaled Michael. Blood seeped out all over his brother’s armor.

"Fra... Francis..." Michael barely got out.

Almost at the same time, both of them fell to the ground.

The darkness took over again.

***

The sound of the morning bell jarred Francis from his bed.

Once again, Francis grabbed his chest as he sat up.

"It's earlier than usual," Michael grunted as he sat up. "What gives?"

Even with no physical injury, Francis still felt pain from where he had been impaled.

What the hell?! How… how am I supposed to defeat that?

Seeing his brother looking at him – and knowing he had a scowl on his face - Francis expressed his frustration and anger in a different direction.

"Yeah, that asshole probably wants to mess with us like always. Come on, let's get dressed so we're not the last ones to line up."

Let’s see how much has changed since last time.
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How the hell am I going to kill that thing? Is there a way to overpower it? Even if there is, with those guards around it, all four of us are probably going to die.

Frustrated Francis put on his boots, almost tearing the weak leather that was held together by a single thread. As he headed out the door, he set his mind on the things he knew needed to be done to avoid missing out on a helm or extra silver.

The rest of the time was spent considering a plan that might actually work.

I will repeat everything I can: get fifteen silver, get a metal helmet, ask about touching the bird feather, and make sure that Michael doesn't die. How hard can that be?


***

"I wish I had a helmet like that," Michael said before yawning. “It seems unfair that the rest of us are stuck with crappy leather."

"Win your own silver by being faster next time," Francis replied with a grin. "Now get to sleep. We got a fight in the morning."

Lying there as most of the army slept, Francis couldn’t rest. His mind was trying to figure out the best way he could use his new skill and power to overcome their enemy and keep Michael alive.

How many times have I learned that knowledge is power? The problem is, who can I tell what I know and not be labeled as a fool?

Slowly rising from his cot, Francis felt his mind considering doing something stupid.

If this works, then maybe we’ll succeed. If not, I guess I’ll just be back here soon enough.

Watching his brother sleep, Francis wanted to pray to whatever god had given him this chance to save Michael. Yet deep inside, he knew that what had changed his life wasn’t something his people worshiped. Whatever that thing was, Francis felt scared at what people might think if they learned about it.

Better to pretend my skills are from our gods and hope no one finds out otherwise.

            

    
        Chapter 11

    
    
    
    
                
Francis took a step back after an older guard, who smelled of sweat and stench, shoved him. “Listen, boy, I don’t have time for this. If you won’t go away, I’m going to beat you senseless.”

The other guard that was blocking his path snickered at him, and Francis tried not to get upset.

They’re just doing their jobs… even if they are acting like asses.

Both guards were in chain armor from head to toe, and their swords had decorated metal scabbards. 

Obviously trained far better than we were.

“What if I said I’m okay with being beaten if that means someone will hear what I claim to know? Surely, if word reached your superiors that someone knew where a beast causing problems for the army was and found out you both turned them away, you might get beaten senseless. Especially if that knowledge could have saved lives. Tell me, which of us would suffer more?”

It took a little effort not to flinch as the older man moved to stand before him; the stench of sweat was almost overwhelming. It made sense if the man stood guard in his outfit every day. 

“Dirk, I don’t think he’s going to back down,” the other guard said with a chuckle. “What you goin' to do?”

Francis studied the weathered face of a man he knew must be at least forty years old. Many small white scars were hidden amongst the salt-and-pepper stubble, but sharp, unyielding blue eyes stayed locked on him. 

“You’re seriously willing to let me beat you just because you believe what you know is that important?”

“Yes, sir.”

“And you’re not willing to tell me?”

Shaking his head, Francis shrugged. “Either I’m right, and we both get rewarded, since I’ll mention you let me through, or I’ll be wrong, and I’ll get killed, and your name won't come up.”

“Sounds like a ninth son to me,” the other guard stated. “Who else would be willing to get beaten like that?”

“Shut it, Peter,” Dirk snapped, his eyes narrowing. “Tell you what, boy. I’ll walk you there myself. If what you say has merit, I’ll make sure you’re rewarded. If not… well, let’s just say you’re right… Death would be better.”

“Understood.”

The guard he now knew as Dirk turned and motioned for Francis to join him.

“Follow me. Leave the sword. No weapons from this point on.”

Unbuckling his weapon, Francis handed it to Peter, who chuckled as Dirk walked deeper into the camp.

“You'd better hurry, boy. He won’t wait.”

***

They moved in silence for a good five minutes, walking along a path with torches that flickered in the wind. The darkness felt oppressive as they moved through a different section of the camp. The tents nearby were larger and nicer, and a few of them had soldiers standing near a fire at the entrance, apparently on guard duty.

Eventually, Dirk led Francis toward a tent about thirty feet long and twenty feet wide.

“Don’t talk till you’re told. Understand?”

Francis nodded, not saying a word—he noticed a slight smirk from Dirk’s lips at his silence.

“Maybe you’re not a fool,” the older man muttered as he motioned to the flap where two guards were standing, watching them.

“What brings you, Dirk?” one of the guards called out. “Find some lost puppy that belongs to a noble or something?”

“I wish. No, this one claims to have information about the enemy and is willing to get beaten to have it delivered. Figure I might as well let the captain decide.”

Francis watched as both men leaned around Dirk and looked him up and down.

“Someone with guts or a death wish?” the same guard asked.

“Beats me. Either way, if I turned him away and he did know something… well, it would be my balls in a vise.”

Both men chuckled and nodded.

“Stay here. Give me a moment,” one replied.

Dirk turned and glanced at Francis.

Smiling like an idiot, he remained quiet, watching the older man roll his eyes as he sighed.

“Tell me, Douglas, how much longer till I can earn a cush guard job like this again?” Dirk asked.

The one who stayed behind chuckled once, his right hand never coming off the pommel of his sword.

“I think we both know you won’t get that for a long time. Vella isn’t happy with you at all.”

Both of them laughed at something Francis knew had to be an inside joke, doing his best to remember it all as he had no doubt it would all be useful at some point.

The flap opened, and light spilled out, almost blindingly bright.

“Hurry the hell up and get him in here!”

Moving faster than Francis had anticipated, Dirk took two steps toward him, put a hand against his back, and thrust him into the open pathway to the tent.

Silence was his only greeting as his eyes adjusted and the smell of ale and sweat reached his nose.

Blinking a few times, he finally saw seven men and one woman standing around a large table that took up a good section of the tent. The table detailed the camp, the incline of the battlefield, the forest, and the enemy on the other side.

“Does he speak?” the woman asked, looking past Francis and behind him.

“Yes, ma’am,” Dirk replied. “I informed him not to until told otherwise. It appears he is smarter than most.”

A few grunts and smirks formed on some men standing around the table, bright red wolf heads marking the white cloth covering their chest armor.

“Speak, boy, before I box your ears in,” the woman grunted. “I don’t have time for shit that wastes the night.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Francis replied. “I know where a caster will be tomorrow and that it will use some ability to make our front-line men flee in terror.”

After he spoke, most of the men around the table laughed, and Francis felt a hand grab his collar and start to pull him back.

“Wait!” the woman called out.

The sound of her voice made everyone go silent, and the force with which Dirk yanked him back almost caused him to fall.

Slowly, the woman moved toward him, which allowed Francis to get a good look at her. She wore plate armor, but it was custom-made, fitting perfectly together. She had two wolf heads on the silver chest piece, and he noticed one on each shoulder. On both sides of her hips were two swords, much nicer than any he had seen, with red gems adorning the pommels. 

Everything about her screamed power, and as she drew close, he took in her sheer height, standing nearly seven feet tall. 

“What kind of caster?” she asked, leaning down and getting in Francis’s face.

Doing his best to talk while being bent backward, he didn’t wait.

“A black-and-purple one… I’m not sure if it's a lizard of some kind, but it carries a staff with a sphere and–”

“Stop!” she barked, grabbing the front of his shirt and yanking him free of Dirk’s grip.

One second, Francis was leaning backward; the next, he was dangling from her fist, held in an even worse position as his clothes forced his shoulders up. He started to choke on his collar.

“Who told you this, boy? How do you know of such a creature? Why would you–”

“Captain… he can’t breathe,” someone said. 

Francis felt the world getting darker.

Pain shot through his feet as he hit the trampled dirt. She had him dropped, and Francis was not able to bend his knees to avoid it.

Coughing and taking deep breaths, he watched as the woman spun and moved to the table. She leaned against it and gazed across the markings on the map.

“Someone hold him,” Vella growled. “I need to ask some questions when he can breathe. No one, and I mean no one, leaves this tent. Even you, Dirk.”

“Yes, ma’am!” the guard who brought Dirk and him in shouted.

Francis felt his escort grab and yank him off the ground, then set him on his feet and hold on to the back of his shirt once more.

The captain breathed a few times, each sounding like she was trying to blow away the enemy on the other side of the map from how hard she let it out.

“What is your name?” Vella asked.

“Francis. Francis Lancaster. Ninth son to Barron Lancaster.”

Laughter erupted and he watched as Vella looked up from the map. All the men went silent and he wondered what kind of gaze she was giving them.

Why do I feel like I fucked up coming in here… this woman is bat shit scary…

“So tell me, Francis… How is it someone with no possible way of knowing about that type of creature, let alone that it's a caster or the ability it might use, does?”

“It might sound stupid–” Francis started.

“Trust me, boy, I’ve heard stupid. I know, stupid. That man behind you is stupid. Just spit it out.”

Clearing his throat and ignoring the grip that tightened on the back of his collar, he decided to lie.

“Sometimes I have dreams… They come true, but being the ninth son means little, and people don’t want to trust me. My… father and I didn’t see eye to eye, so I hid it. However, I have had one for three nights now. I could point to you on the map where the creature will be. I can tell you when it will appear and when its attacks begin. When I dream about something three times, it always happens.”

Some murmurs and grunts came, but no one moved.

Vella’s fingers gripped the thick wooden table, and Francis heard some wood cracking.

“Dirk, tell one of those fools outside the tent to bring me Nehemiah,” the captain said. “Make sure they understand I want him immediately,y and I don’t care that he sleeps naked. I want him now!”

The hand left his collar, and Dirk was at the flap, a muted conversation taking place behind him.

Vella turned and stared at Francis. “You feel you’re certain about this knowledge?”

“I’d bet my life and the life of my eighth brother on it, ma’am,” Francis replied.

“Does he know that?” she asked with a grunt, a small upward turn of a smile on her lips for a moment. “Now, while I wait for that fool to get here, tell me where this caster will be tomorrow.”

“Do you want me to stand here and describe, or can I move to the spot on the table and mark where it will be in the woods?”

Some murmurs rose again and Francis saw Vella’s left eyebrow raise.

“In the woods…”

She nodded and motioned to him to move closer to the map.

There were so many markers on the table, and he knew each one meant something different. 

Holy shit… we’re seriously just fodder… all the good troops and what must be cavalry are way behind us… We’re going to be ground like meat before they deploy the real fighters.

Francis quickly moved to the side of the table where his group would be.

In his mind, he played out the battle, feeling like he could envision himself down on the lines, fighting hordes of these beasts until the moment came, and he ran through the woods.

“May I touch it? I’m trying to work out the distance in my head.”

She nodded and waved her hand as he stood near it, studying the tree line.

Closing his eyes, he envisioned the path he had taken twice. The direction he had gone. 

“It should be about here,” he said, pointing a finger. “It will start to use its power when the seventh line attacks. That is when my brother and I should be in the thick of things.”

“And you’re certain the creature will be there?” Vella asked.

Shaking his head and finally shrugging, Francis lied again: “I’m not certain. Sometimes, I dream about random things. Usually, it happens when it involves him or me. All I know is there will be a lizard mage in the woods. I could lead a group of better-skilled fighters there if you desired. It’s going to have several guards protecting it, those catkin. They’re going to be hidden.”

Francis watched as she nodded at one of the men, who picked up a purple token and set it in the section of forest he had pointed at.

“If what you say is true, tell me what you hope to gain by sharing this knowledge.”

Without waiting, Francis turned and smiled.

“I want my brother and me back in these lines here,” he replied, pointing at the section he knew would most likely survive. “After the battle, I’d also like real training. How to actually fight with a sword and shield.”

He watched as she slowly bobbed her head.

“If tomorrow pans out, I can make that happen,” Vella replied. “All we can do now is wait for Nehemiah.”

As if the gods themselves heard her request, the tent flap flew open, and a bald, wrinkled old man in a shirt that barely covered his privates was shoved into the tent.

“I swear I’m going to cut her balls off!” exclaimed the newest guest, apparently not realizing who was nearby.

“I doubt that,” Vella replied. “Mine are too big. Now, Nehemiah, I got a job for you.”

            

    
        Chapter 12

    
    
    
    
                “You got me out of bed for some pissant?! Who the hell do you think you are?”

“I’m the captain, and as you know, right now I’m about as close to the King and his personal advisors you can get, so unless you want to take it up with him, do what I need and then go back to bed. Understand?”

The older man huffed and leaned back, crossing his arms and revealing more than Francis ever wanted to see in his life. He couldn’t help but shudder as the old man flashed the tent.

“Bah! You’re a bitch, and you know it!”

“Yes, I do. Now stop flashing me and inspect this boy. Tell me, what can you see!”

Once more, the older man glared at the captain, but then he turned, letting his hands and, thankfully, his shirt, drop. He cracked his knuckles, approaching Francis.

“Give me your hand, boy,” Nehemiah ordered.

Not wanting to argue, Francis held out his right hand and watched Nehemiah grasp it with both hands before the older man closed his eyes.

A faint trickle of energy struck Francis, and then it felt like he was dunked under the coldest pool of water in the world.

Nehemiah’s eyelids flew open, and he let go of Francis’ hands, staggering back a step. The old man’s jaws moved, revealing a few missing teeth, but no sound came from him.

Coughing and trying to clear his throat, Nehemiah motioned for a drink, and one of the men around the table handed him a metal cup.

In a few seconds, whatever drink had been in the cup was gone, and Nehemiah tossed the empty vessel behind him.

“Where did you find this boy?” the older man asked the captain.

“What did you see?” Vella asked, glancing at Francis once before turning and standing between the old man and the young boy.

“Bah! You can’t have this boy! One word from me and–”

Vella moved with the speed of a predator, grabbing Nehemiah’s white shirt and drawing him close.

“Is there any way he could tell me the truth about our enemy? What did you see, old man?” she growled. “Does he have the ability to see the future and save our army?!”

“He’s a sage,” Nehemiah gasped, pointing an old, spindly finger at Francis. “I can’t tell what skill or ability he has, but I can detect the power of a sage inside him!”

Every eye focused on him, and a few men backed away.

Craaappp… Now I’m screwed…

He could see that Dirk’s face looked pale, and both eyes were wide.

“Impossible,” Vella stated as she moved to where Francis was. “A sage? At his age? Only someone who was a…” Her words stopped, and then she stepped back, standing beside Nehemiah, who started to grin.

“Oh… things are going to get really good,” the older man said, punching Vella’s side. Wincing after that action and rubbing his hand, which had struck the plate armor, Nehemiah pushed on. “Now, I suggest you go ahead and summon someone from the King’s court. This is going to raise a lot of concerns.”

***

What crap have I slipped in this time?

The trip away from Vella’s tent was much faster than the one to.

Four men accompanied him on each side, moving through the maze of tents and buildings, the smell of actual food teasing his nose. Somewhere, someone was cooking something that made Francis’ stomach growl.

The soldier on his left grunted, apparently having heard it.

“We’ll get you something to eat. For now, just keep up. ”

Nodding and not saying a word, he did his best, lengthening his stride as the men moved with purpose.

A large tent easily twice the size of the one Vella had been in began to appear in the darkness. Many torches and burning firepits illuminated the area around it, and guards were stationed all over. Near it was a massive tent with far more light and banners all around it.

It must be the King’s tent.

In the darkness, the red wolves seemed to dance in the blowing wind.

As they approached, guards with armor that matched Captain Vella’s moved to intercept.

“This is the one?” An approaching guard with blond hair asked.

“He is,” his escort replied.

Francis ignored the frown and the way the new guards looked at him.

“Go inside. They will have a place for him.”

“He’s hungry,” Francis’ escort said.

Sighing, the blond-headed guard gave a nod. “One of you go and bring some food. I’ll see what I can do. For now, hurry. We don’t have much time.”

Time? Time for what?

Francis sensed the men moving, the one behind him leaving the other three. He could feel everyone's gaze on him.

“Time for what?” he whispered as they passed the pair of guards that had approached.

“You’re about to get a lot of visitors, sir,” the guard from his escort said. “Forgive me if I in some way offended you. I didn’t know what you were.”

Francis felt his face scrunching and tried to consider what the guard was talking about. When they arrived at a tent, two large white cloth flaps flew open, both guards holding a side for him. The scent of incense, perfume, and cleanliness within struck him first. 

After that, Francis saw the woven rugs that lined every inch of the floor. A few yards away, Nehemiah was standing there, dressed in a long red robe and talking with two women, who immediately turned upon his entrance.

“Ahh, Francis! Come in! I was talking to the sisters about you!” Nehemiah exclaimed.

The old man’s grin felt so different from a few minutes ago, when he had stood half-naked in the captain's tent. Now, he looked like he belonged here, not locked up in some stock somewhere for getting drunk and forgetting his pants.

Francis’ eyes fell on the two women, both with red hair and curves that didn’t seem real. Each of their dresses seemed a little thinner than he thought a dress could be-- the light from lanterns and light gems shone through them.

“Oh, he is a young one,” the one woman on his left said. “The gods have blessed us. Come! We need to get you cleaned up!”

Francis felt his chest tightening as he tried to grasp everything happening. 

All I wanted to do was make sure Michael and I were safe… trade some information for some training, and stay alive…

Spindly fingers snapped a few times before his face, and Francis shook his head, looking at Nehemiah, who gave a smile with too many missing teeth.

“I’m sorry, son, but you stink. Bella and Lacy will take you to get cleaned up and dressed. We have a meeting soon--many want to meet a person who is possibly chosen.”

That word made his head spin, and Francis fought to stay standing, feeling a pair of arms catch him on both sides.

“Come with us. We’ll help you,” one of the women said as they easily lifted him back to his feet.

A chosen… they can’t think I’m a… to the hells! My sage skill.

The belief that sometimes a god might come and choose someone from birth or perhaps even make someone their avatar led most to blind faith and worship. It had never really been his thing, as he couldn’t offer any value to the temples. Even worse, being the ninth son was considered by some a small curse. A burden to care for, knowing they wouldn’t be given the chance to amount to anything.

Lost in those thoughts, Francis soon found himself in a secluded section of the tent, which contained a copper tub filled with steaming water and various items floating on top.

The room smelled sweet, and beside the tub on a small stone pedestal was the largest piece of soap he could ever remember beholding.

That thing is larger than my whole hand!

“Would you like some help washing?” one of the women asked.

Turning to his right, he saw a pair of green eyes sparkling at him as the woman pulled his arm into her chest.

“Uh… I think I can manage…”

She sighed and nodded. 

“Well, I am Lacy, and that is Bella. We can stay here and help you with anything you might need.”

Her voice sounded so sweet, and the offer was tempting, but when he turned to the side, he saw a smile that sent a shiver down his back. 

That Bella looks like she wants to eat me…

“Actually, I prefer to bathe alone if that’s okay. What I really need is something to eat.”

“You mean food?” Bella asked.

Her playful tone seemed weird, and Francis nodded.

“Yeah… what else besides food would I eat?”

Lacy sighed and shook her head, that soft smile never leaving her lips.

“You are young, I guess… perhaps in time you will learn. Bella and I shall let you bathe. We will be right outside, and if you need anything, anything at all, do not hesitate to call out our names.”

Clearing his throat, Francis nodded and watched as the two swayed their hips to the extreme with each step, showing off what he finally realized they were offering.

An urge came for just a moment, but then his stomach growled, reminding him that food was more important.

Without waiting, Francis stripped off his clothes, tossing them on the rugs and letting out a moan as the soft carpet touched his bare feet.

Perhaps I could pretend to be a chosen one for a little while…

Without waiting--and not caring about how warm the water was--he climbed in, dunking himself under multiple times before grabbing the bar of soap.

This thing takes two hands to hold!

Glancing at the washcloth, Francis chuckled and went to town, scrubbing himself with haste. He watched as the dirt began to stain the clear water.

***

Tugging at the outfit, which felt a little tight, he sighed.

I look like a fucking noble… Oh what I wouldn’t give for my mother and that asshole of a father to see me right now.

“We can get something that fits you better tomorrow,” Nehemiah said, adjusting the jacket from behind. “Now then, I will say you should enjoy the company of the sisters. They are here to care for the chosen ones.”

“Uh… okay, maybe later. Tell me, has my brother arrived yet?”

He saw the slight frown on the older man’s face in the mirror's reflection.

“No… he has not. But do not worry, he shall be safe from the fighting tomorrow. Now I have news, we need to leave and head to the tent where the King is waiting. Many are excited to meet you and learn about you.”

Spinning on his heel and almost tripping because of the new boots he wore, Francis held back a curse.

My first pair of real boots, and they’re nicer than anything I could imagine…

“Nehemiah, be honest with me. I’m not certain I’m a chosen. What are they going to do, and what does that mean?”

“Boy, you realize that to have the value you represent?” the older man asked. “At your age means you must be one. Not even a prodigy would be that high of skill at your age. No one else could hope to reach a sage rank in a skill before they are five hundred years old. Those who possess it are few and rarely seen by most people.”

The older man put a wrinkled hand on Francis’s shoulder and gave what he assumed was a reassuring smile.

“You realize that you won’t have to worry about anything again, right? No doubt the King will reward your father and mother–”

“NO!” 

Both Francis and Nehemiah backed up at how loudly he had shouted that.

“I mean… No. That man doesn’t get to earn anything because of who or what I am. He gets no part of anything the King wants to give. Only Michael and I. Do I make myself clear?”

Sucking his lower lip in, Nehemiah bobbed his head a few times. His entire face scrunched up, creating mountains of wrinkles from his nose to his forehead and onto his bald scalp.

“Perhaps when you speak to the King later, you might voice that in a better way. Chosen or not, he won’t like that answer.”

“Then he'd better change his mind, because I won’t,” Francis replied, crossing his arms.

A large sigh escaped the man, who shrugged.

“Who am I to argue? Let’s see if they are ready for us. It’s going to be a long time before you get any rest. I hope you got some sleep.”

I’d say I can get some sleep when I die, but I know that isn’t true.

Following the older man toward the tent flap, Francis couldn’t help but feel uncertain about what was to come. He said a quick prayer for the first time in a long while.

I’m not sure who is watching, but if someone is, try not to let me screw this up.

            

    
        Chapter 13

    
    
    
    
                
Francis felt the shimmer of power wash over him as he stepped over a line of glowing red sand that encircled the King’s tent.

Upon placing both feet on the other side of the sand, the landscape around the tent changed. Light was everywhere like an early morning sunrise, even though it had been completely dark a second ago. An aura of energy also surged through his body, leaving him feeling recharged.

[ Fatigue Removed ]

What the hell kind of magic is this? I’ve never heard of this shit before…

He watched as plate-wearing guards kept a fifty-yard perimeter clear of anyone between the red circle of sand and the tent. A few servants were running around, heads down, carrying different supplies in random directions.

Grass… they have grass? And trees?

His eyes took in the scene, seeing the lush green grass that looked perfectly manicured and the trees, which were about fifteen feet tall, each leaf seeming full of life.

“Sir, they are expecting us,” the escort said. “The King does not like to be kept waiting.”

Nodding, Francis stopped gawking and turned to see Nehemiah digging his pinky finger into his ear and twisting.

“He’s right, boy. King Baxter doesn’t like to wait,” the old man said as he stared at the speck of wax on his finger. “Even worse is the queen, she--.”

A cough from their escort stopped whatever Nehemiah was about to say.

They walked along a crushed black stone path, with no dirt anywhere, and everyone nearby ignored them.

Upon reaching the large tent, which had to span at least fifty feet or higher into the air, the pair of guards in red plate armor bowed once and then reached over, opening both flaps to the tent.

Music escaped from inside, and Francis spotted at least eighty people milling about in a large, open area.

A hand on his back from Nehemiah propelled him forward, and as he stepped inside, everything went quiet, even the music.

Tugging at his jacket, which was made from very fine material, softer and more colorful than anything he’d ever owned, Francis still couldn’t help but feel out of place. 

The amount of gold everyone here must have spent on outfits like this is insane.

Gold, silver, and other fine metals were embroidered on everyone's clothes. The women had more jewels in their hair than he could count. 

Each man had a sword, their scabbards covered in gems and ornate metalwork. 

He noticed every weapon had a small red ribbon tied around the hilt and scabbard, wound tight.

Servants moved deftly between the nobles and lords, providing drinks and snacks, stealing empty glasses, and replacing them with full ones while remaining invisible to the people they were meant to serve.

Eventually, Francis’ eyes moved to the two thrones at the far end of the open area and the pair who sat on them.

King Baxter was a mountain of a man. Francis guessed the king had to be about seven feet tall from the amount of space the man occupied on the throne. Muscular shoulders broader than a horse's waist made the King look even more intimidating. His black hair was trimmed short and didn’t carry a speck of gray. It seemed hard to imagine how young the man looked, especially since the king was well over a hundred years old. 

He must have a very high Endurance not to have aged at all.

The King’s large throne was covered in wolves carved into the gold furniture, who were slaying men and animals alike. Red gems were set where each eye would be for his namesake beast. Those gems must have been chosen to match the red eyes of the king.

Queen Auri was to his right, sitting on a smaller throne with no decorations at all. Her red hair was perfectly set, and pins with green gems highlighted her matching green eyes.

Both wore long robes, but the clothing underneath them didn’t appear special compared to the others in the room.

“My King and my Queen!” a voice to his left called out. “May I present to you Sage Francis Lancaster!”

A few gasps and whispers came from the nobles spread around the carpeted area, yet he couldn’t make out a single word any of them had said.

“Move, you fool,” Nehemiah whispered, his hand giving a gentle push.

Taking care not to trip, Francis walked with a steady pace. His eyes locked on the King, who had a slight frown and narrowed eyes at his approach.

A servant moved from near the King, dressed in a red-and-white robe, and came to stop ten feet before the ruler of this land. The servant held up a hand when Francis drew near.

Halting his steps, he stood there, doing his best not to shake, as an overwhelming presence seemed to be striking him repeatedly.

[ Mental Resist Check Successful ]

[ Mental Resist Skill Increased - 22 ]

That bastard…

“Sage Francis, welcome to my tent,” King Baxter said. “Forgive me for not realizing we had one of your rank in our midst upon your arrival. As you can imagine, none of us would have believed a ninth son possessed your power.”

“No apology needed, my King,” Francis replied with a bow. “I simply wanted to try and help you and your army win this war, and I felt my dream had to be true.”

He could see King Baxter smile slightly at that comment before it was hidden behind a practiced expression.

“Tomorrow, we shall see just how right your dreams were. For now, there are many here who would like to meet you. Until I am certain that Nehemiah’s attempt to read you is correct, I shall keep you from their claws. No doubt you could imagine what they might try to tempt you with. Each would gladly ensnare you with promises and other things, all to get you to work with their family.”

The crowd chuckled, but Francis could read the room well enough to know the King had to have said that for other reasons as well.

King Baxter leaned forward, his large frame seemingly ready to topple from the throne. “Now, I have heard you had some simple requests for your aid. Are you certain all that you desire right now is training?”

“I would rather not be petty and desire gold or land. I only care about improving myself and protecting my brother and our Kingdom,” Francis partially lied.

Really, I could give two fucks about this kingdom… All I care about is Michael.

The wolves' eyes on the throne glowed for a few seconds and then faded, and as they did, the King frowned. “That wasn’t an entirely true statement, was it?”

Francis’ eyes widened, and the lack of noise behind him made the tense moment even worse.

“Well… I… I guess there are a few other things I would like as well. They would make sense, being that I’m a ninth son, but perhaps it would be better if what I asked for happened first. Then, after my dream is verified in a few hours, we could discuss the other things later.”

Like some food!

None of the gems lit up this time, and the King nodded, seemingly satisfied with his answer.

“Very well,” the King replied. “I have someone waiting for you outside. They shall train you, and if things go as you revealed, then your brother shall join you.”

The King’s gaze moved from him to someone behind him, and a moment later, Francis felt a hand he was becoming too familiar with on his shoulder.

“Nehemiah, escort Sage Francis to the dueling grounds. Knight Kels is waiting for him.”

Some hissing sounds as people breathed in through their teeth made him wonder what kind of person this Kels must be to elicit such a response.

“It would be my honor, Your Highness.”

With that, a gentle tug on his arm helped him turn around.

The way some of these men and women stare at me, it’s like I’m food at a table.

Trying his best to smile and nod as the gaze of everyone in attendance studied his every move, Francis stayed on the older man’s heels, grateful the moment the flaps opened and he was allowed to escape.

Sighing, he couldn’t help but feel like a large weight had been lifted off his shoulders.

“You did well, boy, except for lying,” Nehemiah said. “Things never go well for anyone who lies before the King.”

“Why didn’t you warn me?” Francis asked as he moved to walk beside the older man, who turned off the path and strolled across the grass.

“One of the best ways to read someone's character is to see how they act and what they say. For the most part,” Nehemiah said with a sideways grin, “you performed well. If I were a hundred years younger, I might wish to be in your shoes, but sadly, I am not.”

“How old are you?” he asked, trying not to cough at that statement.

“Not a question one should ask, yet I understand your lack of training and social skills. I am almost two hundred and fifty… Perhaps I have another fifty years in me before my time comes. There is little chance of my growing strong enough to hold back the demands of time.

Two hundred and fifty? How in the… the system… How strong must he be if he’s that old?

Francis’ mind raced, having only been given small tidbits of knowledge about the system and power. Some were born with great skills, and others were able to learn them. It was believed only the first three boys had any real potential. Most of what Francis knew was from conversations with others like himself. Sure, one could advance in crafting and fighting classes, but the true power came from those who could also train their body and mind.

There were many ways to live longer. Some were outlawed, as dark magic required stealing others' life force, and other methods focused on raising physical stats beyond what most men and women were willing to endure. 

The sounds of two birds singing from a nearby tree drew his attention away, and before Francis knew it, they were on the edge of the red sand barrier, preparing to step across.

“We have a bit to go, but don’t worry. There are torches out there, and I’ll keep you safe,” Nehemiah stated with a wink.

“Safe from whom?”

“Those women inside the King’s tent,” replied the older man as he stepped over the line. 

Darkness came, which meant torches provided the only light--the aura of whatever magic was contained within vanished.

A hand rose, stopping Francis.

“Let your eyes adjust. It will take a moment, I’m certain.”

The weird old man was right: spots danced before his eyes until they vanished after about a minute.

“Okay, let’s move,” Nehemiah said.

Walking through the maze of large tents, Francis pondered what the day might bring.

I wonder if they have Michael held somewhere… I can only imagine what he is saying and…

A chill ran down his spine as the thought that they might torture his brother to gain knowledge about him occurred. Then he started to smile at the next thought.

Perhaps they would be kind enough to visit my father and torture him too… oh, how I’d pay to see that.

Lost in those thoughts and imagining the man he hated more than any other whipped, flogged, racked, or having a hundred other things done to him, Francis was caught off guard when he found himself in another well-lit area.

This space was much smaller, about fifty yards across. Inside was a chalked square on the hard-packed dirt that Francis guessed might be twenty feet across. Rows of racks holding weapons, shields, and random armor pieces stood on one side of the box. Some tables with food and drink called out to him, begging to fill the stomach that let out a roar.

“Why didn’t you eat something?” Nehemiah asked as they moved toward a tall, blond-haired man who was working through some patterns of swinging a sword. He didn’t have anything on but a simple pair of leather pants. Sweat ran down the toned, tanned, muscular body.

As they drew near, the man spun around quickly, leveling the sword's tip at them both.

“Knight Kels, may I present Sage Francis.”

Two cold blue eyes narrowed as they studied the new arrival, the muscular man cocking his head both ways, staring.

“Seems awfully young for a sage. Are you sure you’re not drunk or your ability isn’t messed up, old man?”

“Bah, you wouldn’t know talent if it smacked you in the face. Now stop being an ass and show me some respect!” 

A slight bow came, and a grin appeared on the knight's face.

“Forgive me, Father. Now then, let me see what the King has sent me.”
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“He’s your father?!” Francis gasped, unable to hide his shock.

“Unfortunately,” replied Kels. “My dear mother apparently had a soft spot for injured animals and old men missing teeth. How was she to know he could still sire a child?”

“Bah! Your mother knew exactly what she was getting into! It should be you she feels sorry for,” Nehemiah exclaimed as he turned toward Francis. “She lured me to her place, got me drunk, and then nine months later delivered this exceptionally large child in my arms.”

“Which you didn’t turn away.”

Francis chuckled when a single spindly finger was held up at the younger man, who grinned and showed a perfect set of teeth.

There’s no way those two can have the same bloodline… One’s almost toothless, bald, and short… yet this knight is like a specimen of what a warrior should look like.

“Don’t be angry when I ask this,” Francis said to Kels, trying to preface what came next, “but was your mother like over seven feet tall to make up for his height?”

Kels roared with laughter as the older man scowled, wrinkles showing up everywhere on his face.

“Oh, I like him!” the knight exclaimed. “Come, grab a sword off that rack and let's see what you can do!”

Without waiting, Francis moved, excited at getting a chance to improve his sword skills.

“I’m going to take a nap,” Nehemiah said. “Someone pulled me from my bed, not even allowing me to put pants on!”

Francis shuddered as the older man moved toward a bench, as that shriveled-up memory played through his mind.

Let’s see what I’ve got to go with.


[ Status ]

Francis Lancaster

Age 17

Strength: 14

Endurance: 17

Agility: 13

Wisdom: 13

Perception: 11

Magic: 10

Skills

Swordsmanship (Common) – 19 Novice

Shield Use (Common) - 17 Novice

Tracking (Uncommon) - 11 Novice

Stealth (Uncommon) - 11 Novice

Traps (Uncommon) - 3 Basic

Rock Throwing (Common) - 7 Basic

Mental Resist (Uncommon) - 22 Novice 

Blood of the Undying ( Unknown )- 100+ Sage

Fast Learner (Epic) - 1 Basic (Locked)


Wincing at the truth of how bad his stats were compared to what this young man must have had, Francis took a deep breath. He then retrieved a sword from a wooden barrel.

“Let’s get this going,” Kels called out. “I’ve only got so long before I’m expected to be on the battlefield.”

Moving over quickly, Francis drew within about six feet and stopped, setting his feet. “Now what?”

“You try to hit me. Don’t worry about me. I won’t do anything for a while. I just want to see what you can–”

Before the knight had finished his words, Francis moved, sword tip coming up as he thrust at the shirtless man.

A smile appeared on Kels’s face, seemingly unconcerned that Francis had gone for a sneak attack. Kels’s bare hand came up, knocking the attack to the side while he darted in the other direction.

Francis tried everything: swinging, kicking, throwing a punch, and even using an elbow.

Every time Francis attacked, it was deflected or parried with ease, those blue eyes watching every move he made. Not once had the knight met his gaze, which almost upset him.

Minutes passed, and Francis was surprised to find that he wasn’t winded as he had expected. 

“I… I think that’s everything I know. All the combinations they taught me,” Francis said as he took a few steps back. 

“An eighteen or nineteen at best in the Swordsmanship skill. Am I correct?”

“Uh… yeah… How did you know?”

“Lots of time training people. You’re not any good yet, but I can see the technique behind the swings, and I can tell there is a limited ability to understand the flow of battle. Your use of the rest of your body was surprising at first, but if what I heard is true, being a ninth son meant you probably had to fight dirty, unlike most.”

“Correct on every account. So now what?”

Kels moved to the edge of the square, laying his sword down on a bench outside the markings, next to a shirt and jacket. He then strode to the barrel containing the wooden swords.

“I’m going to train you,” he replied as he made his way back. “It will hurt, but the good news is this square will heal you of injuries faster than usual. I’m not certain how high your Endurance is, as fatigue is also mitigated here. I can make assumptions, but I’d rather not be rude and tell you what I believe about your Agility and Strength. Now then, if you’re ready, I will fight you as someone just a few points above your level should. Are you ready?”

“Should I not get a shield?” Francis asked, setting his feet and glancing at the rack with several shields.

“No,” replied the Knight with a grin. “Swordsmanship isn’t just about a shield. In fact, a shield is great if you have one and it's not broken. But what happens if you only learn to use a shield and never learn how to fight without one? Many warriors have died on the day when the piece of equipment they depended upon to protect them broke.”

I guess that makes a lot more sense… then why did Phillip never… Ohh…

“So they taught us with shields because it's easier to learn with one than without one. Correct?”

“Father, he's smarter than I expected! Maybe he really is a sage!”

Francis turned to see what Nehemiah might say in reply, only to receive the flat blade of the Knight's sword against his back.

“Never turn your back on me,” Kels said.

Trying to touch the stinging spot, he turned and saw that Kels’s smile had disappeared, replaced by a frown.

“In this square, we fight as if death is real. I won’t take it easy on you, because one doesn’t get stronger without risk. I’ll knock you unconscious and let the square heal you, rather than letting you have it easy. Do you understand?”

Still wincing, Francis nodded.

“Can I take my jacket and shirt off, then? They are a little tight.”

“That I will allow,” Kels replied, a small smile appearing as Francis backed away from the Knight until he was out of the square.

Once both men were shirtless and a nod had been given, the lesson began; Francis quickly learned just how little training he had received.

Every strike from Kels carried a noticeable amount of strength. One of the first things Francis learned was that power didn’t come just from swinging faster. Four strikes had struck Francis, pushing past his parrying weapon, since the man’s weight followed through with each attack.

Red marks appeared everywhere on Francis’ body, yet the Knight never let up, delivering attack after attack, only occasionally having to parry before counterattacking.

A foot came, tripping Francis when he got too close, sending him to the ground, and the flat blade of the sword slapped against his chest, knocking the wind out of him.

“Stand up! Stay low, on the balls of your feet, and feel where to move and strike. You’re overthinking it. Stop trying to think and just react!” yelled Kels as he moved away, giving Francis room. “Your skill isn’t good enough, and your mind isn’t sharp enough to do that yet.”

“Sorry,” Francis muttered, starting to rise. The sound of movement caught his attention, and Francis raised his sword, knowing a blow was coming because he had taken his eyes off Kels.

The sound of metal against wood echoed in his ears, coming from just a few inches above his skull.

“Good!” Kels exclaimed. “You reacted!”

This time, ensuring he didn’t drop his gaze, Francis tried to do what he had been instructed.

Pain was a constant teacher, and after another twenty minutes, the first notification came.

[ Swordsmanship Skill Increased - 20 ]

As the notification vanished, Francis grinned. The next strike he parried, and then attacked in return, watching as Kels’s smile appeared as the knight batted the sword away.

“Improvement! I like it!”

That short praise ended as a fist struck Francis’s jaw, sending him back a few steps, and then the sword tip pressed against his sternum, bringing pain without breaking the skin.

Panting and grunting, he held his metal sword aloft, trying to breathe through the discomfort, keeping his eyes fixed on the Knight the entire time.

“Looks like you’re going to be worthy of this training,” Kels said, taking a step back and lowering his sword. “Now, get a quick drink and a small amount of food. I don’t want you throwing up in here, but I also want us not to have to worry about you passing out.”

Without waiting to be told again, Francis moved quickly to the table. Then he savored each bite as he ripped fresh bread apart and stuffed it into his mouth.

“Eat some fruit! Stop eating just bread! And have a piece of meat, you idiot!”

Obeying each order that came, the ninth child, who had never had such an abundance of food within his reach, went to work consuming everything he could.

***

[ Swordsmanship Skill Increased - 26 Proficient ]

His strike moved faster, and this time Kels dodged for real; the metal edge of Francis’s sword missed his skin by a few inches.

Once more, the punch came, yet Francis blocked it with his other hand, kicking at the Knight and clipping his leg.

“Holy fuck!” Francis exclaimed. “Your leg is like a rock!”

Laughter came from Kels as he backed up a step and nodded, lowering the sword to his side. “Yes… You might get there one day, but kicking me is a good way to break your toe if you have boots like that on. Now then, you just ranked up, didn’t you?”

Nodding and grinning like an idiot, Francis felt like all the time he had used a sword before this point had been wrong. Every swing, thrust, and swipe was just an arm movement. Now, he understood the importance of one's stance, their hips, and more.

“It’s… It’s like I suddenly know why I sucked so badly,” Francis replied. “Tell me, how much harder is it to rank up from here?”

“Like climbing a mountain with only one leg,” Kels replied. “The truth is, it gets harder the higher your skill level gets. In this square, an enchantment will allow me to help raise someone's skill to where you are, rather quickly. After that, something like this is almost impossible to create without a master or grandmaster enchanter willing to invest the materials and time. There are only two master enchanters that I know of, and neither of them would be willing to waste their effort on such a thing.”

“Because?” Francis asked.

Motioning to the table with food, Kels led the way with a smile as Francis never took his gaze off him.

“Because they are selfish and only do things for themselves. If by some miracle you were able to get one to agree to create it, I doubt it would assist enough or propel one to the advanced rank outside of a first- or second-born. Now, eat, and let’s talk about what you want to do next. How many stat points did you get?”

“Two in Agility, one in Perception. None in Strength or Endurance.”

Nodding as he chewed on some jerky, the Knight gazed at the edge of their lit area.

“Dad, what time is it?” Kels asked.

“You know what time it is,” Nehemiah grunted. “Why are you bothering me? I was asleep!”

“No, you weren’t,” Kels replied. “You were breathing faster than usual.”

The older man sat up, and Francis could see a frown on his face.

“You’re right,” Nehemiah said. “We need to go. The battle will start soon.”

A hand appeared near Francis; after looking at it, then up at Kels’s grinning face, Francis quickly shook it.

“Good work today,” Kels said. “Perhaps we can train in something else another day. For now, I need to get prepared for the battle. My father will watch over you, and you can see how the battle goes.” He paused, a small grimace present for a moment. “For your sake, I pray the information you gave is correct. I’d rather not see you die in such a horrible fashion.”

“You and me both,” Francis joked, glad to see the Knight smile at his words.

“Let’s go, boy,” Nehemiah said. ”We have places to be, as does my bastard of a son.”

Francis froze upon hearing those words, sure that Kels would say or do something, but when nothing happened, he trotted to where Nehemiah was.

“Uh… why would you call him that?” Francis asked quietly.

“Because I didn’t marry his mother. My wife wouldn’t have appreciated that at all.”

Eyes as wide as the rolls he had consumed, Francis couldn’t help but shake his head. He followed the older man outside to find that the sun was rising in the east.

Horns sounded a few moments later, announcing the call to wake up, and Francis felt his heart start racing, knowing that everything he had bet on would soon unfold.

Well, at least I won’t have to fight today.
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                The sound of horns announced the start of the battle, and seeing the armies advance from Francis' position left him breathless.

Rows and rows of soldiers moved out — the one he had been with was far out front, before the real fighters.

No longer was the enemy hidden by a row of men standing before him on the battlefield.

Now Francis could see that it looked like colored water running across the land toward the people of his kingdom, ready to sweep them all away.

Two large rows of minotaur creatures stood at the front of the enemy, their size dwarfing the others behind them. At least twenty rows of wolf- and tiger-kins came next, arranged in random patterns.

Behind them were shapes he couldn’t recognize or figure out, but Francis knew there had to be casters and, most likely, other animal creatures of some kind.

The scariest sight was the creatures that dwarfed the entire army, even from so far away. A single row of at least fifty creatures, each five stories high and wider than a house, had siege weapons strapped to their backs. Long levers were filled with boulders. The very sight made him want to shake in fear.

“It’s a horrible image,” Nehemiah stated as he stood on a platform set up behind their army. “Those in the front have no idea what is before them.”

“Death,” Francis said softly.

Sighing, the older man nodded and motioned to a higher platform off the side.

The king came up the stairs, moving in a dazzling suit of black plate armor that shone like a mirror, somehow polished to a bright luster. Behind him were a variety of men and women, most wearing robes, a few in chain armor.

“Those are the generals and some of the heads of the different mage guilds,” Nehemiah said. “Be prepared for when they speak, as it might be a little overwhelming and cause you to react.”

Nodding, Francis was able to keep himself from smiling, already having endured the king’s encouragement and orders multiple times before.

After they were all in position, a pair of crystal orbs was uncovered, and the king placed a hand on each.

"Warriors! Know that your King honors your bravery! Survive and be rewarded! Find wealth and a new life by proving ourselves today!”

The same speech continued to play out as the first time, and Francis felt the sensation wash over him, yet it didn’t have the same impact.

When the army let out a loud roar, and men cheered, he spotted Nehemiah gazing at him, scratching his chin and frowning.

“Something wrong?” Francis asked.

“You didn’t shout… How did you resist that? Is it…” Shaking his head, Nehemiah paused. “Do not tell me. Forgive me. It is impolite to ask about your skill, especially since you are a sage.”

“It’s okay,” Francis replied. “It doesn’t affect you either, so I’m assuming you have a form of mental resistance of some kind. Right?”

“I do. Still… Jeagours' balls, boy!” cursed the older man as his eyes widened. “You really do have that skill? Now you have my mind in a fit. So young, a sage, and aware of skills you shouldn’t be. I mean, if you were at least a third son, I would expect it… but a…”

“A ninth?” Francis finished Nehemiah’s sentence. “It’s okay. I’ve been treated far worse, so don’t feel bad. Now tell me, how many times have the armies fought against each other?”

“Every month. Our troops are starting to run out, yet it appears we are making no headway on thinning their lines. It might not be my place to say, but the belief is that somewhere over there is a portal. I have heard it said that these creatures come from a different world or plane. Some say they are demons. Others say they are nothing but summoned creatures. Still, a few think it's a world like ours, and our foes are seeking a new place to live.”

“Does that happen a lot? I mean,” — Francis bit his lip, watching as the first lambs to slaughter moved forward — “We both know people don’t share information with someone like me, and without any real schooling, everything I have learned has been through pain and hard work. Where are our gods and how is such a thing possible?”

Picking at his teeth a moment with a fingernail, Nehemiah winced as the first row of men died, the minotaurs or bull-kin — a few called them — running over them while barely slowing.

“That’s something for philosophers and priests. I’m more of a lover and someone who has learned to live an easy life due to my skill.”

“Which is?” Francis asked.

“That’s not polite to ask,” Nehemiah replied. “You want to tell me yours first?”

Grinning, Francis shook his head. “Well, I know you can see the rank of my skill, but you can’t see what it is. I know there is an identification skill for items as well as people. That would mean you most likely have some version of that, but that’s just me guessing based on the little  I know.”

The older man didn’t reply, but nodded, then pointed at the line out front.

Francis cringed as he saw that the second line had managed to kill a few of the large enemies, but most were still dying; it was only when the third wave of men engaged that they did any real damage to the oversized foe.

Spells began to fly over the troops, and the siege weapons on both sides started to fire. Large stones raced above the field as if someone had picked them up and lazily hurled them. Boulders the size of a horse almost vanished from his vision before crashing into the waves of enemies.

Glowing shields appeared in the air above both sides, deflecting both the spells and rain of deadly objects, sending them flying to the sides or back at the front lines, seemingly unconcerned with those in front who died.

As the fourth and fifth lines engaged, most of the minotaurs were now dead, replaced by a sea of tiger and wolf-kin who sliced through the fighters.

A pang of guilt filled his chest at the truth of what those like himself were facing.

Each of them is going to die. There isn’t a hope for them — I can already see how they will get crushed by the troops behind them.

Time felt like it passed faster and yet slower. When he had been down there fighting before, it was upon him in a moment. Now, Francis watched as both men and beasts died, counting down the waves of fodder.

It’s time…

The seventh line engaged. Staring at the spot he knew Gregory and Henry were, Francis knew what was about to come.

As if on command, the entire left side of the battle line turned, running back toward the army.

"DO NOT FLEE! STAND STRONG!"

The command came quicker than before. Francis could sense the power behind it, watching as the king's face turned red. He wore no helmet, and they locked eyes for a moment. There came the slightest nod as the ruler of their kingdom frowned.

“You were right,” Nehemiah said, his tone and open mouth conveying the shock at that truth.

“I wish I weren’t,” Francis replied. “Tell me, are there enough scouts and warriors in the forest?”

“Yes, and I have no doubt they are already near the spot you marked… Still to have that ability… perhaps…”

He stopped talking as the king ordered the men to stand firm again, the same presence washing over the two of them.

“Perhaps we can finally turn the tide,” Nehemiah said, finishing his thought.

Francis’ stomach knotted up at the thought of the faith they seemed to have in him. The little knowledge he had was about to play out, and then Francis wouldn’t know what happened next. He hoped things would get better for the army, but if they didn’t, Francis knew the only way for him to help again would be to see something new and then die.

I don’t want to go down that path for a while… I need to learn everything I can and get a little stronger before I risk it again.

Men fought and died; soon, the ill-equipped leather fodder of the human army was almost gone. The first row of ten lines of men in chainmail moved forward, their weapons sparkling in the morning sun's light.

“How good are these troops?” Francis asked.

“Advanced, at least,” Nehemiah replied. “They’ll do a good chunk of damage, but we’ll probably lose a fifth again before the king calls them back and sends the next group in. What is more important is this next part.”

“What is next–”

Clouds began to form above the army, and then green rain fell as the waves of well-trained men collided with the first rows of beastkin.

His mouth fell open as the first thirty seconds passed. As far as he could see, none of the human warriors seemed to fall.

A glow surrounded the men as they cut through the enemy. A massive number of beastkin fell each second the spell rained down.

“It’s a healing spell cast by every mage who knows it, and the group casting it is using a powerful artifact. There are only a few uses left, but the last three months have shown us how important this part is. We lost so many of our advanced warriors. That is why the King summoned you and the others.”

Eight lines of beastkin lay gone, and the clouds finally began to disperse; men started to fall when they were no longer covered by whatever magical spell it was.

I… I knew there was magic that healed, but… how strong does that spell have to be? What kind of power do the nobles keep for themselves and the children they love?

As the spell faded away, a wave of darkness swept across the field from the enemy like a sheet of black silk, covering all ten lines of men out in front of the main army.

“What is that?” Francis asked with a glance at Nehemiah, who was biting a finger.

The old man said nothing, his teeth chomping on his nail.

Francis waited, wondering what would come from the magic he was witnessing.

A few magical shields formed, diverting part of the black spell, but the screams that reached their ears told a story of pain and death.

Horns blasted, and the men, who had prepared to advance, halted immediately. Horses stopped as soldiers controlled them, turning slightly to keep the prancing beasts at bay.

A minute passed, and wails and cries came from inside the spell; those who had been protected by the magical barriers were cut down by the horde of beastkin waiting to get their turn.

“Call down the lightning!” The king’s order rang out in his head, almost causing him pain, and Francis saw that Nehemiah had suffered from it as well.

As the sheet of black magic began to sink into the earth, only metal armor and weapons remained. All life, including the grass and beastkin, was gone for a hundred-yard section on the battlefield.

“Dear gods,” muttered the old man before a loud crack came from the sky and clouds formed once more.

Bolts of lightning larger than any he had ever seen began to fall from the sky, impacting the enemy and sending up chunks of bodies and dirt.

Shields blocked some, but a large amount of damage was done. The horns sounded again.

“PULL BACK! STAY IN FORMATION!”

Under the cover of the spells and the renewed wave of boulders across the ground, the army retreated, drawing closer to the camp. Their eyes were fixated on the enemy, who roared and waved weapons and arms.

Baxter moved from his original spot to appear before Francis in a second. The king’s thick hand grabbed Francis by the throat.

“How? How could you not see that was going to happen?!” the King shouted. “Why didn’t you warn us of what they’d do?!”

“It doesn’t work that way!” Francis exclaimed. “I didn’t see… that far! It’s not… my fault that–” His words got cut off as he was lifted off the ground.

It was impossible to breathe or to focus on anything but the man who held Francis’ neck between large fingers.

The king was shaking, his face matching those red eyes. “It’s your fault! You told me–”

A popping sound came, and Francis felt the world shift. His view changed as everything rotated, and the last thing he remembered seeing before the darkness took him was a surprised look on Baxter’s face.
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                [ Blood of the Undying - 100+ Sage ]

[ Undying Activated ]


The sound of the morning bell rang out.

“ARGG!” Francis shouted, jerking himself upward and grabbing his neck.

“It is earlier than usual,” Michael groaned. “But do you really have to be that loud?”

Taking a deep breath, Francis continued to touch his neck and feel where the King had been holding him.

“That good a dream? Some farm girl–”

“Get up,” Francis said, cutting off his brother. “We don’t want to be late, and I don’t want to get in trouble.”

Snorting, Michael stared at him through the darkness of the room before nodding.

“Maybe getting your arse beat the other day was a good thing.”

Ignoring his brother, Francis started getting ready, his mind trying to figure out how he would handle this newest problem.

***

It had taken some effort, ensuring everything he had done the previous time was as close as possible, not wanting to screw something up and find himself dead before he figured out this next part. Like the previous time, Francis stood in the tent with the king and all the royalty.

It looked like each person from the last time was present.

They still all wore the same predatory smile, gazing at him as if he were some kind of toy to play with.

The king’s announcer stopped and gave a slight bow.

“My King and my Queen! May I present to you Sage Francis Lancaster!”

As expected, gasps and whispers came from the nobles who were spread around the carpeted area, yet he kept his eyes trained on the King, avoiding a hand that barely brushed his back.

Each step that he took was measured. Francis still felt the weight of Baxter’s gaze, regardless that he knew what was to come.

He took a breath, knowing what was about to come as he stopped at the invisible line.

[ Mental Resist Check Successful ]

And no gain…

“Sage Francis, welcome to my tent. Forgive me for not realizing we had one of your rank in our camp. As you can imagine, none of us would have believed a ninth son possessed your power.”

“No apology needed, my King,” Francis replied with a bow. “I simply wanted to do what I could to help win this war, and I know that what I have dreamed will come to pass. While I can’t see everything that lies beyond a point, there are several things I am aware of that will occur.

No smile came, and Baxter leaned forward, jaw tightened.

“I had expected better news from the report I had been given. Are you saying that what you saw doesn’t guarantee us a victory?”

“War is never guaranteed, and even if the gods have granted me a chance to help save many of the men and women under you, some will still fall.”

Francis saw the queen’s eyes light up slightly, and her hand slowly moved to her husband’s arm, resting against it.

“Tomorrow, we shall see just how right your dreams are. For now, there are many here who would like to meet you. Until I am certain that Nehemiah’s attempt to read you is correct, I shall keep you from their claws. No doubt you could imagine what they might try to tempt you with and ensnare you to work with their family.”

The crowd's laughter washed over him, though Francis just bowed.

King Baxter leaned forward, his large frame seemingly ready to topple from the throne.

“Now then, I have heard you had some simple requests for your aid. Are you certain that all that you desire right now is training?”

“I won’t lie, there are many things that I desire, but finding a way to save my brother and an end to what is coming is at the top of them all.”

This time, no glow came from the wolves’ eyes on the throne, earning him a single nod from the King.

“Very well. I'll have someone retrieve your brother and ensure you get the training you requested.”

***

He could tell that Kels looked at him differently than the time before.

“You hold yourself… better than I had expected. You’re already proficient, so I cannot help you get better with the sword without some other assistance.”

“Does that mean you will help me get better?” Francis asked, wiping the sweat from his forehead, never taking his eyes off the blond man.

“If things go as you say and the king allows it, then yes. For now, if you desire, I could train with a different weapon. While we only have limited hours to practice, I have no doubt we could make you a better warrior in other ways.”

Francis felt his cheeks rising as he smiled.

“I’d be up for that!” he replied.

“Good! Then let’s grab a club and see if we can’t make a few bruises appear!”

***

His whole body ached, but Francis wasn’t about to complain, listening to the battle as it played out before him again. He stared at the notification that had come upon finishing his training with Kels.

[ Mace Skill Increased - 6 Basic ]

I hadn’t even considered learning other weapons… but it makes sense.

***

Horns rang out, and the moment came that he had been waiting for.

"DO NOT FLEE! STAND STRONG!"

The same power was there as always, but he resisted it, earning a hard stare from Nehemiah.

“You were right,” Nehemiah said.

“I know, now what comes–” Francis fell to the ground, trying to act like he was suffering from a fit. He began to shake and rolled his eyes back as best he could, feeling the older man grab him.

Others came toward him, and he heard his name called out many times.

“What’s wrong?!” the King shouted.

Baxter’s voice made all the others go silent, and a warm sensation washed over him.

“He’s fine, my King,” a woman nearby said. “Any injury he just suffered should be healed.”

Opening his eyes and blinking, Francis frowned and looked up at Baxter.

Let’s see if he can detect a lie when not on his throne.

“Something… is different.”

“Different? We’re about to do what you said. Are you telling me we need to change our battle plans?”

His cheeks turned red as the King looked ready to reach out and grab him by the throat again.

“No… I’m not certain… we have to do what I said before… just...”

Francis paused, looking in the direction of the battle. He stood on his own, shrugging off Nehemiah’s grip, and frowned.

“The gods didn’t show me everything. Just something… dark. If we don’t stick to the current plan, all your men will die. Just know… whatever happens after that point, I cannot see.”

Grunts and shouts began to come from the people on the platform, so Francis clamped his lips shut, watching the chaos unfold.

The advanced warriors cut down eight lines of beastkin again, the glowing light fading as the healing magic wore off. The moment it did, the black sheet of magic came from the beastkin.

“It’s here!” Francis shouted. “Sound the retreat!”

Cries and shouts came after his outburst from the first warriors dying to the spell.

A large hand grabbed his arm, squeezing so tight, Francis wasn’t sure if the bone was about to break.

“Sound the retreat!” Baxter roared, horns echoing his call immediately.

“I think the enemy knew what we would do and waited for our spell to end,” Francis said.

“How did you not see this?” exclaimed Nehemiah as he grabbed Francis’ other arm.

“It doesn’t work that way,” he protested, trying to free himself from both grips that easily overpowered him. “I can’t see everything! Just what they tell me! I got a warning, a glimpse that–”

Nehemiah’s eyes widened as he looked past Francis at the king, whose face had turned red.

“Almost ten thousand warriors,” Baxter said. “Gone in a moment. You said the gods warned you of what would happen.”

The King looked ready to choke him again, yet Baxter’s eyes turned back to where his army was, surveying the immense loss of life.

They all watched as the beastkin army started to roar and make gestures, appearing to taunt them.

Francis knew what was coming and turned to see the King staring him down.

Lowering his head and holding up a hand, Francis played his only card at that moment. “I didn’t know and couldn’t know,—the gods don’t show me everything all the time. I knew about the creature in the forest, but they just told me about the other!”

Baxter’s nostrils flared, and his red eyes looked able to kill Francis with just a glance.

“My King, I think they knew what we would do,” Francis said. “They were prepared for the healing spell! You’ve used it three times now. They knew what to expect. All I was told was what would happen first. I’m unsure if the gods can see everything that could happen next.”

Baxter roared, turning and glaring at everyone on the platform.

“Who is the fool that promised me that healing spell would be our greatest victory? Who counseled me to use it every time our armies clashed?!”

Those gathered on the platform shifted, and Francis saw a middle-aged man suddenly standing alone, all those gathered around him having moved away.

The man’s face looked pained, like someone had punched him in the gut. His orange robe shook. “Forgive me, sire, I didn’t know–”

“It’s your job to know! Ten thousand warriors! GONE! You promised me that this would be the greatest use of our artifacts! Now look at us. We are crippled! What would have happened if the next two lines had been caught in that spell as well? We would be overrun!“

“Yet they didn’t attack!” exclaimed the pale-faced man, his hands trembling as he dropped to his knees and held them before him. “They… they could have, but they didn’t! Perhaps a mercy?”

A few groans came from the gathered generals and others as King Baxter left Francis’ side, moving to where the balding man was.

In a single second, the king held the man with a single fist. So tight was Baxter’s grip that the orange robe began to immediately strangle the man.

“That isn’t a mercy, you fool. They can come at any time they want. They killed far more of us than we killed of them today. You and I both know they have other troops held in reserve that we haven’t fought yet. We’ve all seen them through our magical screens. So tell me, Lester, why should I let you live?”

Francis watched as a vein throbbed on the temple of the king.

He’s going to choke the man to death.

“Sire… I…” Gasps and gurgling sounds came as Lester’s face turned red, eyes bulging from both arteries being cut off by the fabric of his robe's collar.

Roaring, Baxter tossed the advisor down, ignoring the gasps for air that Lester took once the man was free of the powerful grip. Now, the King began to gaze upon everyone else gathered.

“You all need to find a solution to this problem and quickly! The kingdom of Shenzen may soon fall if my reports are to be believed. Only Baour and Tules are still holding on against the assaults on their lands.”

It’s that bad? Then the rumors were true… 

Francis considered everything he had heard over the past six months. The gossip and stories whispered in the different towns he’d moved through with Michael had reported heavy casualties from all the kingdoms. It was believed that the same enemy attacked some of the kingdoms across the great seas as well.

Maybe Michael was right, and it’s the damn rulers and their failure to help each other out when the first reports came in. 

“Francis,” Baxter called out.

The sound of his name from the king’s mouth brought him back from his thoughts.

“Sorry, sir, I mean no disrespect. I was just thinking.”

Both red eyes narrowed; each seemed almost to glow.

“I need you to tell me if the gods speak to you again, boy. Your skill gives you honor you haven’t earned, but I won’t deny the help your ability gave today. Perhaps the gods can direct you toward something better than what these fools are offering.”

His brother had always commented on his quick wit. Hoping he was right, Francis played into his strength, knowing that if death came, what mattered most was knowledge.

“I… I don’t know, but I’ll pray and ask. Can you give me more information on the might of the army? Or the spells we have? Perhaps the things the enemy has done before?”

“Why would you need me to tell you those things?” Baxter asked, his eyes narrowing to slits. “You claim to see things; surely you should know all of this.”

“I’m just a vessel. Without knowledge, I’m empty, and until a moment ago I… didn’t know what would happen. Perhaps if I know more, the gods can show me more.”

The King glowered, and his jaw looked as though it would snap from how tightly he clenched it. “Perhaps we should summon the priest or priestess. Maybe they can help.”

A trickle of fear came from within him. Francis wasn’t sure what caused it, just that there was some part of him that didn’t like that idea at all.

“Later perhaps,” Francis said. “For now, all I can do is wait and see if they reveal any more… This… this is why I never share what I see. When things happen that I can’t predict… people don’t react well.”

Some of the men and women behind the king cleared their throats and gave him hard stares, yet no one said a word. Baxter’s stance relaxed slightly.

The king took a few deep breaths, and then his entire demeanor changed. “There is no time for us to spend here like this. Regroup the army, summon the council. I need plans on what to do.” He turned and glared at Nehemiah. “Give this… sage the knowledge he desires. I expect answers soon. You know where to find me.”

With those words said, Baxter jumped off the platform and strode away, a small group of guards moving to quickly flank him.

“We’re in a deep pile of shit,” the older man whispered. “And you… Suddenly wanting to know things like this. Why?”

“I don’t know much about magic, being a ninth son and all, but I’m assuming the little bit I do know tells me your mages can only cast so many spells. Using that healing, one drained a fair amount of their power. I’ve never seen an artifact, but I would guess they have limited uses or require time between uses.”

“Correct,” Nehemiah replied, moving to the edge of the platform and pulling Francis close. “Go on…”

“So, what spells are you holding onto that someone hopes will change the flow of battle? Why not go all out? You say that you fight every month. If you lose a fifth or more of the warriors you need and still manage to kill that many beastkin, why not just go for the victory?”

“Because if we lose like we did today, the war would be over and those beasts would have their way with all of us,” the older man replied. “Still, this isn’t the place to discuss this. Look at those who were with Lester. They haven’t left yet and are trying to decide if sticking a dagger in you is worth the punishment the King might hand out.”

Francis saw what Nehemiah was talking about. Men and women in robes were glancing at him, a few even outright pointed in his direction. Realizing Nehemiah was right, he let the older man lead him away from the platform.

As they started to leave, a hand reached out and caught his arm

“Sage Francis. Tell me, what is the name of your skill?” a woman’s voice asked.

“Priscilla!” Nehemiah snapped. “You know that isn’t polite!”

Francis spun to see a redheaded woman frowning, her blue eyes never leaving Francis’s face.

“Who cares if it is polite?” she replied. “Our King obeyed the old ways, taking the advice of someone you say is a Sage. How can there be a skill like this? I’ve never heard of it, and we both know I am aware of most of the abilities and skills involving magic.”

Her tone left no doubt that she believed what she said.

“Why would I tell you?” Francis asked. “To be honest, you’ve never been more than some person in the background of my dreams. Are you someone special?”

Her cheeks turned red, and her nostrils flared while Nehemiah snorted.

“I am Priscilla Obsterano. Master Mage and the tactician for the king,” she replied. “I have spent over a hundred years by his side, and he knows that I do everything I can to support him. You, however, are just a child. Chosen? Maybe. A fraud? Perhaps. Even if this old fool says he cannot see your skill and just your rank, there is no reason why the King should listen to anything you say.”

“Priscilla,” Nehemiah said slowly, “you know the order of things. To ignore–”

“You forget this is war, and we do not have time to listen to those who provide wrong wisdom or advice. There is no chance for us to win this if we follow a child who has no mind for battle or magic. Show me a Sage with knowledge and wisdom, and I will gladly take their advice. Yet right now… I feel… he is not what we believe.”

Inside his chest, Francis felt like his heart might burst. Somehow, this woman was able to sense the truth. He had so many questions about who she was. Even worse was that Nehemiah stood there, frowning, head cocked.

“I have orders, Priscilla. For now, I’ll obey the King. If he changes his mind, then I shall do what he tells me to. So either step aside, or I will be forced to inform King Baxter that you are going against his wishes.”

The pair locked gazes, and finally, the mage nodded and turned, looking over her shoulder at Francis.

“This conversation isn’t done, Sage Francis.”

She glided away, leaving Francis there with a red-faced old man who was frowning so deeply that his wrinkles seemed to grow wrinkles.

“Come,” Nehemiah huffed, “I don’t have time for this. We need to do as the King has asked. If I were you, I’d stay far from her. She has power and influence, and only her blood oath keeps her from acting worse than she did.”

“Worse? How much worse could she be?” Francis asked.

Nehemiah wagged a finger at him. “You heard what she said. She is a Master Mage. It would be trivial for her to kill either you or me. A single spell and we’d be roasted treats. Only a few in all the kingdom are near her power, and yet she is one of the few with true power that stands here besides the King instead of hiding elsewhere.”

“And why was she not casting spells during the battle? If she–”

“What she can do is a last resort,” the old man said, cutting Francis off. “Now, let me take you where you must go.”

They walked a few dozen yards to where a group of older warriors was gathered in a circle. Shouts coming from the middle of the pack, one voice rising above the rest. As they drew close, an older man stepped from the crowd; he stood a few inches above most, but what caught Francis’s eyes was that his right arm was missing completely at the shoulder. Each step spoke of surety and presence, the chain armor bearing the king's insignia on the front. Two brown eyes were locked on Francis, and a tight, slight smile was on the perfectly clean-shaven face.

“Stenson. May I present–”

“Sage Francis. I’m well aware of who he is, Nehemiah.”

Nehemiah grunted and then nodded. “As you should be, General Stenson. Baxter told me to take him to someone who could talk about knowledge of ourselves and our enemy. You are the best one for that. You told me once that true wisdom and knowledge come from those who seek out the best. We both know that’s you. Besides, I’m going to walk away and leave him with you. So either do what Baxter has asked, or answer to the King why you did not.”

The one-armed general frowned and nodded once.

“Very well, I shall see what I can do about educating this boy while I try to win a war.”

“I would expect nothing less,” Nehemiah replied, bowing once before walking away.

Sighing, Stenson looked Francis up and down and then motioned with his only hand. “Come, I need to check on a few things, and we can talk there.”

            

    
        Chapter 17

    
    
    
    
                “So, what do you wish to know?” Stenson asked as they moved through the chaos of the camp.

“I’d be interested in finding out why we stopped our attack? I mean, I understand we lost a lot of troops, but if what I just learned from Nehemiah is true, both sides should be hurting. Why haven’t you pressed the attack before?”

“And if we had and they used the spell which killed all those men, then what? Where would our elite and cavalry be?”

Sighing, Francis nodded, doing his best to keep up with the brisk pace the older man had set.

“But surely we have spells in reserve. Priscilla–”

“She will only use what she has to preserve the life of the King. Asking what spells she has or if she will use them is pointless. She won’t unless the enemy breaks through and reaches him. Until that time, I can’t tell you what all she is capable of.”

“That seems like a waste,” Francis muttered.

“And yet that right there is the truth about wars and battles. While you might see a moment in time, you don’t know how to react to what happens after that moment, do you?”

Francis tried not to flinch but could only shake his head. “It’s why I don’t like talking about what I see in my visions. I can’t tell you what comes next. Everything is a mystery.”

“Then had we bet everything on that one moment and pushed forward, the army would have been wiped out, we would have died, and you would have been blamed for today’s loss. Not a thing anyone wishes to carry on their shoulder.”

Francis recognized the tent they were approaching; a pair of guards outside bowed, then opened the tent flap for the two to walk in.

“Vella,” the one-armed man said.

“General,” she replied.

The pair frowned at each other as Stenson moved to the table and gazed upon the pieces that had already been removed, tossed into a bucket on the side.

Francis found his throat dry as he stared at the vast amount of tokens swept off the map.

So many lives… on both sides…

That thought reminded him of his brother, and his throat tightened, wondering if Michael had suffered any due to the results of that day’s fighting.

“It appears you’ve been busy. How bad is it?” Stenson asked.

Vella grunted and pointed at the bin full of tokens. “We’re down to almost no advanced, just our elite and the cavalry group. While I can only imagine the loss those beasts have experienced as well, time is running out. Soon, there will be no other options left.”

Rubbing his chin, the general nodded. “Tell me, Sage, what would you say we should do?”

Francis watched as Vella stared at him, but Stenson kept his eyes on the battlefield, occasionally moving a piece to a different location.

“Uh… what do you mean?” Francis asked. “I don’t even know what spells we have left, if any, or how many troops we have to use. I’m not even trained in warfare or battle tactics.”

“Well, at least he didn’t say retreat,” Vella muttered. “Shows some sense.”

The general nodded. “Retreating wouldn’t solve anything, and more lives would be lost from such an endeavor. The king wants me to give him knowledge of what we know about our enemy and ourselves. Care to assist me?”

Vella grunted and moved to a small table where some cups and a few pitchers were. After pouring herself a drink, she drained it before filling a cup and bringing it to the general.

“We’re facing an enemy that we don’t know much about,” she said. “They always seem to have enough troops to hold us back. Even though we’ve pushed deeper into their ranks before—which is how we have those corpses in the tent for all warriors to see—it’s been months since we’ve managed to do that.

“Their spells are all destructive with a little bit of protection, but there has been no real healing that we’ve witnessed yet. And today’s spell… that one we’ve never seen before. It makes me wonder what else they might be holding onto. Does he know about the larger beasts, General?”

“Unless the gods have shown him, no,” Stenson replied.

Francis watched the pair as they talked, sometimes as if he were merely a fly on the tent and other times as if he were part of the conversation.

Vella turned and stared at Francis for a moment before sighing. She moved to the enemy side of the table and picked up a gray marker. “The enemy has beasts, like a rhino... It is capable of fighting like a beast, charging through our men. It can also stand and brawl like an overgrown warrior. Then there are the casters. Those birds… they rain down magic but are weak. A single spell obliterates them. It’s been months now since I’ve seen one.”

Francis’ mind did its best to comprehend all the things he was hearing.

Other beastkin? 

He had seen a painting once and so knew roughly what a rhino was. They were rare and came from another kingdom—he believed it was the one to the east.

“Our own spells are limited to the same things we use over and over,” Vella stated. “Sure, we can cast them, but it requires time for our mages and our artifacts to recover power. Fighting without them all at full strength leaves us in a vulnerable position.”

“Wouldn’t the enemy be in the same shape, though?” Francis asked as Vella paused.

“He’s smart,” Stenson said.

“You and I both know what he’s thinking, and we’ve been told it’s a fool's plan before. Baxter already turned that idea down twice. You’ll not ask a third time, and I know it.”

The general grunted and nodded, Stenson’s brown eyes studying Francis. “But what if the Sage brought up the idea? I have a whole battle plan that we could do if we pitch this as his idea. What do you think?”

Vella frowned, and she drummed her finger along the edge of the model. “Which one?”

“The fourth plan,” Stenson replied.

She shook her head side to side as she looked up at the ceiling for a few seconds. “I… guess… it could work. Probably much better than plans one through three.”

“You two do realize I’m here, right?” Francis asked.

“We do, but we’re also not going to trust you with the fate of our army and kingdom when you don’t have any battle experience,” Stenson replied. “I’m willing to bet you’re a gift from the gods in some way. Perhaps it's because they're allowing me to do what I want, instead of having to listen to those other advisors. Maybe it’s luck, but you’ll only get what you want if I get what I want.”

Francis studied the older man for a moment, trying to get a feel for him. Even though the man only had one arm, there was some sort of aura that told Francis he would die without the man having to put forth any effort. The sensation didn’t speak about weapon knowledge or strength. Something deeper and primal.

Well, I guess it’s good someone is at least being honest.

“Let’s say I do what you want?” Francis asked. “What’s in it for me?”

Both of them chuckled, and Stenson actually smiled.

“You want training. I can assist in ways you’ll never imagine. Also, your brother is in my care. He’ll be in much better care if we work as one. Now, I can see you have some idea how to act like you know what you’re doing. Others might miss it, but trust me, I don’t. Would you like to work together to make this happen?”

Francis paused, knowing that the only way he was going to make it out of this tent alive was by working with these two. Francis didn’t think they were trying to cause the kingdom to fall, and he guessed from the few things he had heard that some—like Priscilla—were causing Stenson problems with his idea of how the battle should go.

Well, if I die, at least I know more than I did before.

“I’m up for that,” Francis said. “Especially if you can keep my brother safe and train me.”

A hand appeared before him, and he shook it, trying not to cringe under the vise-like grip that squeezed his fingers.

“Good,” Stenson said. “Let’s let Vella go over a few things, and then I’ll call the meeting. Just remember, this is your idea, and it comes from the gods. I’ll do my part to ensure it happens.”

Nodding once, Francis quickly pulled back his hand after the man let go of it.

The things I endure to get stronger and save my brother…

***

He pitched the idea that had been drilled into him, watching the gathered men and women from the King’s advisors all frown. The only one who didn’t seem bothered was the general.

“For once, I hear someone not trying to tell me what I want to hear,” Baxter growled. “Sage Francis is saying things I mentioned that many of you said were not worthy of consideration, so unless you wish to join Lester in his fate, I would caution you to decide if your reasoning for not pursuing this path is self-focused.” The King turned and looked specifically at Priscilla. “Bond or not, I want to hear this.”

Her red hair bobbed as she nodded, giving a slight bow. Both blue eyes were fixed on Francis, a glare that would end his life had it been a magical attack.

“Forgive me,” Priscilla said.

Without waiting, the king turned back to Francis. “Continue, please.”

Sensing the shift in tone and how things were going, Francis jumped on the moment. “After everything I’ve seen and learned, I feel that the gods want us to attack.”

“And what if we find out our enemies' magic isn’t like ours?” Baxter asked, shifting his stance until he stood there, arms clasped behind him.

“Does it matter?” Francis shot back. “Unless you can magically summon twenty or thirty thousand men in a month, all that will happen is that when we line up again in a month or two. By the time you’ll finally be able to cast all the spells you did today, we will only have what, fifteen thousand? Sure, they’re your best troops, but against that spell, so what?”

Grunting once, the king frowned.

Neither spoke for a whole minute as those behind Baxter shifted quietly, eyes darting between the young boy and the mountain of muscle and power.

“And you say you have no vision about what will happen next?”

“I won’t lie to you, sir,” Francis said. “I don’t know what will happen if we fight tomorrow or the next day. What I do know is that it won’t matter in a month if they can cast that same spell again. So why not see if changing up your tactics will do anything? Perhaps we can share with the other kingdoms if this works and finally push back the enemy.”

“Stenson!” Baxter barked.

The General drew close. “Yes, my King.”

“This was your plan, wasn’t it?” Baxter asked, though he did not turn to gaze upon the warrior who nodded in response.

“It was, Your Highness… except there were those who cautioned against such a risky endeavor and–”

“Do not worry about speaking like that,” the king said. “You and I both know I liked the idea initially, so it falls upon me for not listening to you. Instead, I took the cautious route, which appears to have left me where we are today.”

Snapping his fingers, Baxter summoned the one-armed man a few steps closer.

“Take our sage to the tent where the map is. Have Captain Vella and your men figure out our best option for tomorrow. At first light, we will attack. No horns, no warning. We will see if Egbus and Thonia will lend us their blessing and help with both the battle and the wisdom we need.

“Francis, may you be the gift from the gods. I certainly hope you are,” the King said. “All of our lives will depend upon tomorrow. I will trust that you were sent here for a reason.”

Baxter moved quickly, coming to hold out his hand.

Eyes wide, Francis reached out, hand trembling slightly, and shook the ruler's hand— gasps had come from those who were in shock as Francis was.

“Go, young one. We need a miracle, and I pray it is you.”

***

“It’s about time someone grew a pair,” Vella muttered after Stenson and Francis returned to the tactical tent.

“I would caution you not to speak that way again,” growled the older man. “Even with only one arm, I will slap you senseless.”

A few chuckles came from the others gathered around the table, eyes fixed on the remaining pieces.

“You never change, Stenson. Always loyal even when you should have used that tone months ago and convinced the king to stick with your plan.”

“And you’re still a pain in my ass,” the older man replied.

“That will never change. It’s why my mother loved you.”

Realization hit Francis, and he felt his jaw drop. The pair, seeing his reaction, both smiled.

“Yes, this old man is my father,” Vella said. “Unlike many, I choose to follow in his footsteps. He has reminded me constantly that it was a bad decision because no one remembers the captain, only the general and the king.”

Snorting, Vella’s father turned and focused on the table, drumming his remaining fingers on the edge.

“Don’t make it harder on the boy than it already is. Catch him and the others up with what we have, and let’s see if we can’t get out of this place with at least some of us alive.”

Nodding, Vella moved to stand a little bit away from her father and snapped her finger, pointing at the space between.

“Get over here and shut your mouth. We don’t have time.”

Closing it, Francis moved quickly to stand between the pair.

They had already discussed this moment and how it would go down. His role was to play the gifted one and lay out a plan that made the most sense.

“Those are our elite troops, all seven thousand and five hundred or so,” Vella said. “You met Knight Kels, right?”

“I did,” he answered, staring at the blue pieces Vella had just pointed to.

“He commands a section of the cavalry here. There are four thousand of them, with some archers between the two. Before you ask why we don’t use them more, arrows aren’t cheap, and we spent all month replenishing the stock. We were going to pull back slightly, using the archers to blanket the enemy again before the cavalry charged. That spell today changed that plan.”

“Everyone here knows this war has been a stalemate,” Stenson said as he picked up a long, thin stick that was at the edge of the table and tapped the enemy lines, which had been slightly adjusted. “They have mages, siege weapons, and those rhino-kins that act as a cavalry. There used to be a horse-like creature with a man’s body that shot a bow, but it’s been half a year since I’ve seen one. The first few battles had different creatures, but at this point, they haven’t changed in some time. The truth is, we don’t know what lies behind all those lines. And our scouts have never made it far enough to get any intel that tells us what to expect. Our mages cannot see past whatever barrier they have, just like we have ours in place.”

Francis nodded, pretending to be studying everything that they had marked. He already knew what he was supposed to say, so he dove right in.

“Tell me, what spells do we have left?” he asked.

            

    
        Chapter 18

    
    
    
    
                “The problem is, we have been using artifacts to accomplish anything of value. Our mages aren’t as strong as we wish, and the fact that we only have two who are barely master rank makes this all harder,” Stenson stated. 

“Barely a master, he says,” mocked Vella. “The truth is, we only have a collection of nobles' children and those who answered the call. None of them has had enough time to grow into the mages we need. Anyone with fifty years of magical training and practice has long since avoided our call for help.”

Francis kept playing the part he had been prepared for by the general and his daughter. Ten other officers were surrounding the large table in the battlefield.

“I still can’t understand why the King hasn’t forced them to come,” Francis said.

A grunt came from both father and daughter.

“I’ll share a secret most wouldn’t want me to tell you,” Stenson said after clearing his throat. “You being willing to stay here and offer help as a sage is… remarkable. Almost anyone with your kind of power wouldn’t be willing to do so. Once a person reaches a certain rank, they can claim a level of independence. As such, the mages we wish to come don’t. Instead, they send us their students, saying it is as if they are here.”

“And where are all the noble children?”

Francis again saw disgust appear on all the faces of the other officers gathered around the table. All of them looked ready to spit. A couple even let out a growl.

Stenson and Vella knew they would react like this… this whole game… this farce… what have I gotten myself into?

“You wouldn’t know… being a ninth son,’ Vella said. “Most of them aren’t worth their weight in a battle. Only a few are beyond the proficient breakthrough point that we could force them to come. For all the training they receive, there is little incentive for them to push themselves.

“Even the attempts at tournaments, rewards, and other perks from our King have done little to invoke a sense of concern about what we are facing,” she continued. “Do me a favor and answer this question honestly, Sage Francis. Did you gladly sign up for this fight, or were you forced to join?”

His stomach still clenched at that question even though he had already answered it earlier in private. Every time he thought about it, he felt ill.

Forced to sign up for this battle, none of which was what I wanted. Even Michael knew we had no choice, no matter how it was spun. I never would have dreamed that one decision to stay would have landed me here. Six months ago, my freedom was stripped from me.

***

“You two! Stop!”

Both froze, having tried to escape out the back of the building the moment the guards had entered the rundown inn.

The sounds of thuds and a few cries from the exit they had been moving toward told them all they needed to know.

“Sounds like the guards were already waiting back there,” Michael muttered.

Nodding, Francis stood upright, no longer slinking or trying to hide, as he moved to a nearby chair.

The trio that strode in wearing chain armor and a red wolf emblazoned on their chest moved as one, splitting the room into three as they blocked the entrance.

“I was trying to take a piss, I told you!” a voice cried from behind.

Glancing over his shoulder, Francis saw another pair of boys being forced back into the main room through the dark hallway they had been headed toward. Both of their faces had a few red spots forming along their forehead. They stumbled as the pair of guards shoved them into the room.

“Perhaps we should have listened to that woman’s advice and left yesterday,” Michael whispered as he shifted closer. “Rumors appear to be true. The king is collecting everyone.”

Inside the dimly lit, rundown tavern, the dozen-or-so old men had all moved along the walls, ignored by the guards. The twenty or so younger men and teens, like themselves, however, were herded together—they’d all come because the food and drink were cheap.

“Harvest season… bah, we got screwed,” the black-headed boy who nursed his jaw complained. “We’re the ones getting harvested.”

“Shut it, or I’ll smack you again,” ordered the grizzled veteran, his helm hiding all but the scruff on his face and the pair of blue eyes that glared at the two they had caught.

“Seat taken?” the black hair boy asked.

Michael shook his head, and both boys joined them around the rickety wooden table.

“Gregory and the ugly one’s my brother, Henry,” Gregory said.

“You have the same problem?” Francis asked, flashing a grin. “I’m Francis, and this ugly one here is my brother Michael.”

Ignoring his older brother's gesture, Francis studied the pair of dark-haired teens and realized why they looked so familiar. “You’re the assholes who took our job!” he exclaimed.

Both boys frowned and held up their hands, their mouths moving, as a fist slammed down on the table, cracking it.

“Shut your pie holes,” the older guard growled, “or so help me I will shove my fist so far down your throats the four of you won’t need to worry about what comes next because when I pull it out, your heart will be in my hand.”

None of them said a word; their jaws snapped shut. The blue-eyed guard huffed, moving back to stand by his friend, who was now smirking at them.

A minute passed, and silence reigned until a blond-haired woman walked in. She was wearing a set of purple leather armor that stood out against the men in armor. Her hair was braided, and on her hip wasn’t a sword but a wand tucked in a special holder Francis had only seen once.

A mage… here? Why?

Francis watched as her blue eyes scanned the room. After a few seconds, she smiled, her plump, red lips looking softer than any fabric he had probably ever touched.

“Men of Reevotort. Our nation needs you. King Baxter has personally sent me to come and ask you to join the war!” she said with a smile, her voice sounding like what was being presented was the greatest gift, even better than food, money, or land.

A few chairs creaked, and everyone leaned forward.

It was like Francis couldn’t look away. Her voice drew him to her. Something was intoxicating about her beauty. The rank odor of the inn, sweat, cheap ale, and unwashed clothes vanished, replaced by something he had only smelled twice in his life.

Vanilla?

“I have before me a letter, a guarantee from the king himself,” she said, holding out a rolled-up piece of parchment. “Join the king, be trained and given gear, and you shall be fed and paid. Fight alongside us to overcome the threat, and when you walk away, you will be rewarded with gold for you and your family. For once, you can be a man, no longer looked down upon, no matter what number son you are.”

The sound of boots striking the wooden floor and chairs sliding backward and falling over echoed throughout the room.

Why the hell am I standing?

His eyes scanned the area, and Francis saw that every teen and even some of the older men were on their feet, ready to charge forward.

“Excellent!” she exclaimed, her eyes twinkling blue for a moment like a star at night. “Form a line, one at a time, and no fighting. I shall write your name down, and you shall be on your way, ready to be a man worthy of my time someday!”

As if a dam had broken, everyone moved, fighting to be the first.

Standing there, anxiously waiting his turn, Francis could see Michael before him, bouncing up and down in anticipation.

The entire time, his brain itched weirdly.

Why? Why would I want to do this?

***

The memory faded as a cough came, and he frowned.

“If you call someone using magic to force me and every other man in that room to race to sign up for our death, being given a choice, then I guess I did volunteer.”

Stenson and every other gathered person in the tent spat on the ground.

“I heard they were using such things. A horrible method and not one I approved of, but still I understand the need,” the general stated, his tone matching the words he spoke. “Much has been done that I do not agree with, and yet we are still alive, barely surviving.”

The general motioned to the table with his only hand.

“Tell me, Francis. You saw the lines and how we were formed up. Where were our mages?”

“Besides the one next to the king?”

“Besides those, yes,” Stenson replied.

“I have no clue,” Francis said. “I saw a few spells come from the lines, but most of what I witnessed were the siege weapons.”

“That is because we only have a few, as you already just learned, and none of the nobles can be coerced like you were by simple magic. Sure, the king could come and force their hand, but doing so puts us in an awkward position.”

“Because the blood of the first three carries all the power?” Francis asked.

Massaging his temple, Stenson nodded. “And yet before me… somehow the ninth son has more power than any noble I have met in all my life. Perhaps…” Stenson paused and didn’t finish his thought, though it was clear the other men and his daughter were all waiting to hear what he would say.

“No… Now is not the time to dwell on such things,” the general continued. “Instead, we need to consider the plans you think might work and give the king one last option to swing all this in our favor. Vella, bring me a piece of torch paper and a pen. I need to write down a few things before we destroy it.”

She motioned to a man, who nodded and jogged across the small room. He opened a metal tin, pulled out a single piece of paper, and brought it with a writing tool.

“Torch paper?” Francis asked, still playing the fool.

“Forgive me,” the general said as he took the offered orange sheet of paper. “It burns completely, leaving no chance of magical reconstruction. Even getting it within a foot of a flame will destroy it. A powerful tool in carrying a message, especially when warded against being opened by someone other than the intended recipient with a fire enchantment.”

In a single day during this loop, Francis had learned about things no one had ever told him. What had made it even crazier was that everyone in this tent acted like what was being discussed and told was common knowledge.

Ignoring the expression on Francis’ face, the older man bent over and began to write quickly. Even with only one arm, Stenson could write without any problems. Stenson paused a few times, tapping the pen against his lips before continuing his list. When he was done, he turned and handed it to Francis.

Francis felt his eyes widen, partially because of the way Stenson had written. Like someone had spent days crafting each stroke, the man had just jotted down a long list in a minute and made it look like a work of art.

“You can read?” one of the officers asked.

The tone made Francis groan inside just as it had the first time.

“I can. Forgive me, I’ve never seen such elegant writing before.”

Laughter came from Vella, and her father glared at his daughter. “She mocked me over the years, each time I told her that using a pen was as important as a sword. If you think I write well, you should ask her to make you a list.”

“There is no time for that,” snapped Vella. “What does the list say?”

She moved behind him, looking over Francis’ shoulder as he stared at it.

*****

Brimstone Rain - 1 mile in length, twenty-five yards wide. Summons flaming stones from the sky like a hailstorm. Half a mile range. - 1 cast

Frozen Boulders - hundreds of man-sized ice stones that can be sent at different angles. Like a siege weapon. A 1 Mile range allows for a variety of areas to be covered, depending on the density of use. - 2 casts.

Quicksand shift - five-hundred-yard area long, forty yards wide. This causes all things in the area to sink quickly, up to six feet. Hardens after a minute like stone. Three-hundred-yard range. - 1 cast.

Thorn Barrier - 2 miles max in length. Thirty yards wide, it creates a wall of razor-sharp thorns. It takes twenty seconds to grow up to eight feet tall. It can be burned and chopped down. Half a mile range. - 1 cast.

*****

“Thank you for saying what these did,” Francis said as he pretended to read over the list twice. He already knew all Stenson would share about the spells, having been told about them all earlier when Vella and the general had taught him their plan. “This is all you have available right now?”

“Until the artifacts can recover the energy for the other specific spells, yes. After that, we have other spells that can be cast, but you’re looking at three weeks of waiting before it's worth discussing.”

“Shit, we don’t have anything of worth,” Vella muttered, turning back to the table. “Two rows of warriors left, some crappy spells that won’t do much during a real fight, and no reinforcements for at least a month.”

“Call it what they are,” Francis said. “Simply a line to slow down the enemy before being crushed beneath it.”

One of the advisors said something, and Francis turned, glad to have heard it.

Stenson said someone might pick up on that clue.

“What was that?” Francis asked.

“Uh… me?” the advisor said, glancing around as everyone started looking at him.

“Yes!” Francis exclaimed.

“I just mentioned how they could be used for walls, good to funnel or block off a portion of the army. The general had tried to get us to use them for that before, but the idea was always shot down.”

“I mean, if you could cut off a section of their warriors, wouldn’t that be a big help?” Francis asked. 

Stenson chuckled suddenly, and people began to shout out ideas.

            

    
        Chapter 19

    
    
    
    
                
“So… how much do you trust me?” Francis asked.

“At this point, I have to believe that Egbus sent you to us, because there is no other explanation for your presence,” Stenson declared. “We’re in a war that we are about to lose, and yet, a Sage suddenly appears. I’d run out on the battlefield naked with only a sword if I believed you spoke for Thonia.”

A chuckle came from Vella as she shook her head. “I pray the gods do not request such a thing. Though no doubt that would send fear into all the creatures forced to look upon you.”

Ignoring their banter, Francis set the paper on the table's edge. “These columns with the horses.”

“Cavalry,” Stenson corrected. “What about them?”

“Why are they stacked like that? In a triangle-like shape?” Francis asked.

“To charge and break through the lines,” one of the officers replied. “While we could set them up in a long row, it allows the enemy to defend against them better if prepared. The wedge means we can press deeper into the weaker parts of the troops.”

“And you’re certain there are weaker troops in that mess?”

Francis pointed at the long rows of brown blocks, none with any variance or standing for any troop he knew of, based on what he had learned so far.

“He’s sharp,” Vella stated. “You are right, though, Sage. We don’t know what is beyond the lines we can see. There are some we have encountered, like the mages. Even the one we killed, which you had told us about, had only been spotted once before. Many of us have debated what lies beyond the first waves. I’m fairly certain I know what you’re thinking, but it’s a risk we’ve never taken nor an opportunity we’ve ever been given.”

Nodding, Francis picked up a stick and handed it to Vella.

“Tell me, how far do you think the cavalry can press and still be safe? I mean, ignoring how we believe we’re all going to die.”

Smirking, she tapped a point on the battlefield. 

“How far is that from where our mages could reach?” Francis asked.

“Beyond their spell range by a good two or three hundred yards,” Vella replied, her brown eyes almost sparkling. “Which is right about here.”

Francis smiled as he saw a few of the advisors catching on to what Vella and Stenson had planned.

I guess this proves they know their people well. These men are following the clues like birds and a bread trail. Part of me feels bad that I’m just following this plan they gave me, but knowing all this will help with future deaths.

“Which means our mages would have to move behind the advancing men and women,” Francis said.

“They won’t do that,” one of the advisors exclaimed. “They hide behind-”

“Silence.” Stenson’s voice cut the man off, and the general began to scratch his chin. His eyes glanced back and forth at the spot his daughter had touched and where the markers were for the mages.

“If they were given an order,” Vella said, “they would obey even if they didn’t want to. I could pull a few troops from the veterans to provide cover. Tell me, Francis, are you planning on doing what I think I already see?”

“Does that mean you know what I’m thinking, or are you guessing?”

“Gods no, boy, why show my hand when I can make you show yours?” she replied. “No doubt you can tell none of them around this table have a sack big enough to say what you’re saying, even though they all see the plan.”

He and Stenson grinned as Francis picked up the list again, took a random block, and handed it to Vella.

“Put it against the main line of the enemy. This will stand as the Frozen Boulder’s spell. Obviously, we’d use this first. Soften up the group behind them. Say, maybe fifty yards? With that spell having the longest range out of all of them, it provides the easiest position to cast from. We’d use it as the charge starts.”

She nodded, tossing it to one of the advisors and marking a spot to place it with the stick. “How wide an area do you want it to cover?” 

“Three-quarters of a mile, right in the middle,” Francis replied. “No more.”

She took a few more of the same-colored tokens and tossed them to each side, where men snatched them and placed them as she tapped down.

“Once that spell starts, you must order the men to move forward,” Francis said, going through the mental checklist of tactics and the plan Stenson had created. “They’ll already be on the offensive, not blowing horns, and hopefully getting farther across the battlefield. Depending on how they line up and when the cavalry and troops are spotted, that will determine exactly where that spell does strike.”

“Boy, you could be an advisor with a mind like that and a sack that big,” Stenson said with a chuckle. “Continue.”

Others in the tent murmured and bobbed their heads.

They are so selling this plan of theirs… I look like a gift from the gods… Having a plan like this when everyone knows I shouldn’t have a clue about anything military related… 

Ignoring the praise, Francis got ready for the next part of the plan.

Knowledge is everything… None of us knows how this fight will end, but if I do die, I’ll know more for the next time. Maybe with their help we could come up with a better plan…

“I’m assuming they’ll have spells to deflect some stuff,” Francis continued, “but once we start to engage, the biggest thing to do is keep softening up that center. Our goal is to push to the deepest part of the enemy and see if we can’t cut off the head of someone really powerful.”

The advisors and officers around the battlefield began to nod and smile, whispering and pointing at spots that had been marked.

“When we engage, the mages will cast the Brimstone Rains spell,” Francis stated. “It will hopefully soften up the middle, but we want more of the spell to hit on the right side of the battlefield. I think we should ensure that it strikes that entire edge. I’d probably do this about fifty to seventy yards past where we expect to engage with the veteran troops.”

More tokens were passed across the table and set in place.

“Now for the hard part,” Francis said as he tapped the paper. “How much time do they need between spells?”

“We’ve never done them that rapidly,” Vella replied. “However, I’m assuming they could cast them rather quickly. Maybe a minute or two between them. It will probably lessen the range and damage. You would be draining all of them dry like this.”

“Yes, I would be,” Francis replied.

Stenson shook his head, and the other advisors hesitated momentarily before mimicking the general. 

“So you really are going to recommend using the Thorn Barrier on the left?” another officer asked.

Francis nodded.

“We can cut off a section of the enemy we don’t want to engage, shift the cavalry to the right, and then use the final spell in preparation for the last push. While that is happening, can we bring our archers and use them to weaken the left side? With no cavalry over there and only the veterans, they will need help.”

“Jaeggar’s balls… that’s impressive,” an advisor cursed. “You’d put that spell at max range, forcing our mages to keep on the move, but could take out a chunk of enemies. After that, you could send the bulk of the cavalry through whatever was left, into the forces that lie beyond. I mean, it’s basically suicide if we don’t win. Some might be able to move back if a retreat was sounded, but… it would be costly.”

From the corner of his eye, Francis saw Vella smile for just a moment. That combination of archers and spells had been her idea.

“And that’s where this next part might sound wrong,” Francis said. “I need to be with the cavalry near the back.”

Silence was Francis’s reply as he played the only card the general and Vella weren’t aware he had.

“I’m sorry, Sage, but why would you go with them?” Stenson asked. “There is no reason for you to join those warriors. Do you even know how to ride a horse?” 

“I don’t, but how hard could it be?” 

Shaking his head, the older man frowned, brown eyes glaring at Francis. “These are battle horses, not some tame creature used to pull a cart or plow a field. They are bred for battle and will stay in formation, not leaving it unless their rider knows how to control them. I would be putting you on something that might be too much for you to handle. It would sense your lack of skill and could try to remove you. Even worse, there would be no way for you to avoid being caught up in the charge as it would follow the other horses.”

“I’m aware of that,” Francis lied, trying to appear confident. “Trust me… this is the plan I feel we must do; and this is the only way it will work. I must be there with them. If not, the gods may not grant us a victory.” He crossed his arms and prepared for the backlash that might come.

Both daughter and father stared at him, each looking displeased with the last addition Francis had made to their plan.

Meanwhile, the advisors began to mutter and nod.

“That sounds reasonable.”

“Everything he says has been perfect.” 

“I’ll go with him,” Vella announced. “You, General, need to be with the king.”

“Like hell I do!” Stenson argued. “If one of us is to die, let it be me! I can finally be free from my wife and her constant nagging!”

They glared at each other, and Vella shook her head, taking a deep breath before letting it out.

“When you survive and hopefully return with that one arm still attached, I’ll make sure she knows what you said.”

“I’d deny it emphatically,” Stenson replied.

A hint of envy crept into Francis’s heart. Seeing a father and a daughter joking like this reminded Francis of what he had never experienced. 

Someday… if I have a child… no matter how many I have, they will know what love is.

After lifting the list from the table, Stenson moved to a torch. When it got close, the paper burst into flames, gone faster than one could blink.

“I guess it’s time we went and told the king our plan,” the general said. Are you ready?” 

“Actually, could we get something to eat first and have you bring my brother to join me?” Francis asked. “I’m starving!”

***

Francis felt an awkward stare from Michael, who was just sitting there, chewing the same piece of bread slowly for almost half a minute.

“You going to stop trying to bore a hole through my head?” Francis asked.

“No… you’re not telling me something… I mean, even more than what you haven’t told me already! What the hell is going on?!” Almost leaping up from the padded chair he was sitting in, Michael waved the piece of bread in the air as he moved around the empty tent. “All this! How they speak about you! They say you are a Sage!”

The last few words had almost been a whisper.

“You’re not a sage, Francis!” Michael shouted. “I’ve known you since the day you were born, and we both know you’re not that special! What’s going to happen when you get caught? Am I going to die?!”

Setting down his fork and knife, letting the piece of meat he had been enjoying take a break from the way he had been attacking it, Francis sighed.

“I told you what I could. Anything else puts you at risk. Just know… I have a sage skill.”

“Bullshit BULLSHIT!!” Michael shouted. “There’s no chance at all that you possess such a skill! If so, why have we lived as we have for the last six years? Why did we almost starve repeatedly? How come we got our asses kicked and mistreated by almost everyone each day of our lives? Why would you hide it?!” Both hands lowered, and Michael’s shoulders slumped. “Why would you hide it from me?”

At that moment, in the pained words, Francis knew that was the real problem with all this.

Sliding his chair back and standing, he moved to where Michael stood, looking like he had been beaten and betrayed.

Without waiting or asking, he embraced Michael, pulling him in tightly.

“I love you more than anyone else. Trust me when I say one day I hope I can tell you more. If you believe that I care for you as I say, wait for that day. Then everything will be explained, and the only thing I care about will be safe.”

His brother squeezed him back, sniffing a few times, and nodded.

“I’ll wait… and I trust you… just… don’t leave me alone.”

Giving three taps on Michael’s back, Francis broke the embrace, and he gazed at the only person he knew who had ever loved him.

“Everything I’m doing is so you and I won’t be alone.”

A half-eaten piece of puff bread was shoved into his face by his brother.

“You’re right, you know. This stuff is amazing,” Michael said, his tone pleasant and a wry smile on his lips.

Laughing, Francis punched his brother’s shoulder and motioned to the table. “Let’s eat a little more, then. In a bit, I’ve got to meet with—” he paused, as the words almost seemed impossible to say. “—the king.”

Sighing, Michael let out a breath and then shoved the bread into his mouth to fill the void.
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                “This plan has left all of us defenseless!” Priscilla exclaimed. “Surely you cannot expect us to trust this--”

“Sage?” Stenson said, finishing the sentence for Priscilla.

She huffed, her blue eyes displaying no favor for the boy she glared at. 

“Tell me, Francis. Do you believe this plan you and Stenson have devised is our best chance for survival?” the kingdom's ruler asked, his hand resting on the arm of his throne.

Now I know why people say the king can sniff out a liar… that throne acts as some sort of… artifact for mind-reading.

“I do. If there is to be any hope for our kingdom to live, this must be done. I need to ride with the cavalry. I swear I am doing this because if I don’t, I know my brother will die.”

When the wolf's eyes didn’t light up, everyone privy to this conversation stared at the King, waiting to see how Baxter would respond.

“I can sense you truly believe this. Sometimes, what we tell ourselves might be wrong, but we are backed against a wall, and there is not enough time or manpower to solve our problem.”

Baxter took a deep breath and let it out slowly, those red eyes sweeping across everyone, almost daring someone to share their displeasure with the idea.

When silence had gone on for a few seconds, the king nodded.

“Make all the preparations for tomorrow,” Baxter ordered. “Have the troops ready. We move out the moment there is enough daylight to march. No horns, no noises until the moment comes and we are spotted.”

Each person bowed, and when Stenson touched Francis’s shoulder, he almost jumped.

“Stay here a moment. He wants a word.”

“How do you know?” Francis asked.

A grin came, and the general motioned to the king, whose eyes were locked on them both. “That gaze says words I have learned to hear. Trust me. Whatever happens, I will ride by your side.”

As the tent emptied and only the three of them remained, Baxter rose from the throne and moved to where the other two were.

Both bent their heads as Baxter approached.

“Stop that. Now is not the time for such foolishness. Tell me, Sage, can you ride a horse?”

“Apparently not,” Francis replied, motioning with a thumb at the older man behind him. “He says I’m probably going to get bucked off or carried away by a horse that ignores me.”

Chuckling, Baxter nodded and smiled. “He is right. You need to learn if at all possible, and we don’t have much time left before you retire. Even with the aid of the spells set upon this place, your body is not accustomed to them--twenty minutes into the battle, you might fall asleep, your body's natural needs taking over.”

“I was going to use Kels’s tent to teach the basics of horse riding,” Stenson replied. “The enchantment there should help with at least an understanding of how to stay in the saddle.”

“Or you could save yourself a few hours and just tie Francis to the saddle.”

Both men grinned as Francis felt a joke had taken place, one that he missed.

Suddenly, the king’s massive hand was before Francis.

“Thank you for what you are doing. I am grateful the gods have sent you, Sage Francis.”

Shaking it, feeling the power in the grip that could easily break every finger on his hands, Francis nodded. “I’m just glad you didn’t kill me.”

Both older men laughed again, and Francis joined in.

Shooting the shit with the king… how crazy can all this really get?

***

“Woah! WOAH!” Francis shouted.

The horse continued to move, ignoring the command as it walked the circle it had already walked over fifty times.

“It’s not about the noise,” Kels said. “Use your legs and the straps. Just don’t–”

Once again, Francis’ ability to overreact caused the horse to rear up, sending him into a fall as the majestic stallion rose onto two legs.

The sound of his body hitting the dirt was only outdone by the noise he made as he tried to breathe. Each breath failed him, having been knocked out from the fall directly onto his back.

“Slowly,” Stenson muttered as Kels chuckled.

“He learned fast with me-”

“Riding and Horse handling are two skills!” the General exclaimed. “Each one works together! It’s not like just swinging a sword, and you know it. Now get up, Francis, and pay attention to both. Feel the movements of the horse. It knows everything about you, even how to remove you from it whenever it wants.”

Another laugh came from the knight before he spoke. “What is your skill at right now?”
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Horseback Riding (Common)- 4 Novice

Horseback Handling (Uncommon) - 2 Novice 


“I’m a four in riding and a two in handling.”

Both men shook their heads.

“After all this time, he’s still so low,” Kels stated. “I know the skill is hard, but… do you think it's because all he is doing is riding in circles, General?”

Frowning, Stenson nodded. “We could take him outside… let him ride in the open. See if that helps?”

“What if I fall and break my neck?” Francis asked.

“He does have a point. Perhaps we are expecting too much from him, General.”

“Stop using that title before I demote you, Knight Kels.”

Each of them smirked at the other before the oldest pointed at the horse. “Get back on, Francis. We’ll keep going for now, and I’ll plan on tying you to the saddle tomorrow. We have two more hours before I must put you to bed.”

“I’m not a child,” Francis replied, dusting himself off.

“No, you’re not, but you’re not a man yet either. Nor one who has acclimated to the spells. King Baxter is right. You may pass out when the battle starts if we work all night. Trust me, it has happened before.”

Seeing the blond-headed warrior bobbing in agreement, Francis stopped complaining and moved to where the white stallion waited.

Those black eyes were set on him, and for a moment, he would have sworn it showed teeth as he drew close.

Whatever I’m thinking, this was a stupid idea…

***

The sound of a bell rang out.

“It’s time to wake up. Get dressed!” Nehemiah called out. 

Nehemiah slapped Francis again, and the shock of it finally broke him from a dream he didn’t want to leave.

“What?”

“It’s time. The sun is up soon, so you need to get ready for today. Now hurry.”

“Michael?” Francis asked, yawning afterward.

“He will stay here, safe,” the older man replied.

The soft mattress he was on was better than anything else he could ever remember sleeping atop. It was perfect, supporting every inch of his body. Sheets that felt smoother than any fabric he had encountered had touched his skin all night. Throwing the cover and sheet back, he swung his legs over the edge and realized that the older man was glaring at him.

“What?”

“Clothes, boy! Cover yourself! I don’t like looking at anyone else's but my own!”

A hint of warmth found his cheeks, and, yanking the sheet back over, he remembered that last night his clothes had been taken and replaced by new ones that he had decided not to put on yet.

“Uh… yeah, sorry.”

“Don’t apologize for sleeping without clothes! I do the same! Just remember that before flashing someone!” Nehemiah turned, moving to where the flap was. “Get dressed and hurry, I’ll be outside!”

Once the man was gone, Francis tossed the sheet off and quickly grabbed his new clothes, impressed again by how clean they were. They had a fresh scent of flowers on them, and each was higher quality than anything he had ever owned.

***

“You look like a real fighter,” Stenson said as he sat upon his horse. “I don’t want to tell you how hard it was to find armor that would fit your frame.”

His chain armor felt light, surprising Francis the moment he’d had help putting it on.

“Thank you again for all this. Even this sword.”

 “Just try not to stab yourself or me with it. Now, hurry up and get on. Only about five minutes remain,” the general replied. He paused a moment, cleared his throat, and leaned close. “Thank you again for making this moment come. No matter what, I will do what I can to protect you.”

They were the last few at the back of the camp where the cavalry had been. Two men came forward with a set of stairs, putting it next to a brown mare that didn’t look as spunky as the one last night.

“She’s a little tamer,” Stenson said. “Not as feisty as the one you learned on last night.”

Once he was on the saddle, a leather strap was tossed over his legs; the buckle was set on top of them, and the men worked together to tighten it.

“Seriously?” Francis asked.

“I don’t have time to help you back on if you fall, so that at least will keep you in the saddle. You’ll need to make sure you stay close. That part I can’t manage.”

Tsking his teeth and giving the reins a gentle tug, the older man’s stallion obeyed the general's leading, starting to walk in the direction the others were organizing. 

“Thank you,” Francis called out as the two men pulled the steps away. He did the same, pushing his knees carefully and gently tugging the leather.

Without much complaining, his horse began to move, seeming to speed up slightly until it fell in almost right next to the one Stenson was riding.

“Why did my horse stop here?” Francis asked.

A chuckle came from the older man. “She shouldn’t pass my horse. I’ll talk with you one day about how a strong man can keep a strong woman in line, but today isn’t that day. Right now, we see if our kingdom shall fall in just a few hours.”

Riding down the slight incline, Francis saw that the shapes farther ahead were almost motionless, each of the troops standing in place. They made virtually no sound compared to the first battle he had been in. 

They fell into position along the last set of horses on the right side, the two closest to the middle.

Some of the men nodded, yet none said a word. Each horse stood there silently, their only sign of life being the gentle rise and fall of their breath in the cool morning air, showing they were alive and not a statue clad in metal.

Each second felt like forever, and the,n as one, everyone began to move forward.

Glancing to his left, Francis watched as the dozen or so mages moved with a group of warriors nestled in the V formation at the back.

Let’s hope these people can actually do what I’m told they can.

While no horns sounded, the movement of an army made noise, men and beasts trampling across dirt.

As the horses walked slowly, the army had covered almost two hundred yards before a loud sound came from the enemy's base—a sound that suddenly filled the area they had been fighting in for half a year.

When their presence was discovered, horns came from behind, and each man roared.

“Go forth and wipe out our enemy! Today is the day we take back our kingdom!”

There was no subtle wave of pressure in that message from King Baxter. He didn’t seem to add anything, as he only announced what today was.

Either this works, or I’ll find out what else the enemy is hiding, and we can try this again.

Shouting again, because this time he wanted to, Francis watched as the rising sun began to illuminate the shapes moving across the battlefield.

“For Reevotort!” echoed across the battlefield as the army shouted as one.

Over and over, those words carried across the troops, each one acknowledging why they were here.
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                The veteran line collided against the enemy’s defenses that had formed faster than Francis had thought possible.

It was almost as if they had materialized out of thin air, appearing in the battle rows right after they had detected the attack.

“There are a lot of them!” Francis shouted. “How did they form up so quickly?”

“Did you expect them not to show up?” Stenson yelled back. “They’re trained!”

The sound of horses moving along the ground created a cacophony of noise all around. Francis could feel the sound in his chest, like thousands of drums all beating at once.

Movement to the left caught Francis’ attention, and he saw the first flag appear as the two armies drew near.

The mages stopped moving, their guards coming to stand before them, shields upward as the ones tasked with raining down destruction set up for the first spell.

No horns blew, and no warning was given. The men at the front had to trust those behind them to do their job.

Giant balls of ice began to form in the air above the casters and then shot forward, racing as the siege weapons had launched them. As they flew, each ball broke into five more and then another five, before each grew into the boulder size they had first been created.

Two more salvos fired off like this, and from the back of his horse, Francis could see the enemy's shields forming in midair, shattering the impacting balls of ice and raining down frozen chunks.

Most of them still managed to get through those defenses.

Letting out the breath he had been holding, Francis watched as the destruction began to appear in the rows of cat and wolf-kin warriors. He wasn’t sure how much of the enemy had suffered under that spell, but from what he had seen, it did what Stenson said it would.

Men shouted, and battle sounds rang out as metal on metal clashed over the cries of death and pain.

“We’re pushing forward!” Stenson cried out. “The lines are thinned!”

Francis’ horse kept pace with the generals as the battle started in earnest; instead of focusing on the carnage before him, however, Francis let his eyes study the robed casters to his left.

They jogged forward, getting a little more distance before stopping again, the shields raised once more around them.

Fire began to twist and turn around their bodies like a coiling snake of flames.

One moment, five snakes were in the line, and then they soared into the air, racing into the sky until they were above the enemy.

The magical creatures exploded in a shower of flames. Chunks of burning stone began to rain down, and a hint of sulfur filled the air.

“By Egbus, it's working!” the general exclaimed.

Tearing his gaze from the spells and the mages, Francis smiled, turning to see that Stenson, too, was watching the same display.

Seeing what a real smile on the general’s face was gave Francis a little more hope for how things would turn out.

They continued to gain yards as the army pushed forward, and the damage of the spells continued to do their job.

A cloud of darkness formed overhead and drifted downward upon the veteran troops.

“Sound a horn! Spread the lines out!” Stenson shouted.

A loud peal came for three seconds, pausing for two, and then came again. It repeated the sequence five times.

“What is it?” Francis asked after the first sequence had ended.

“A disease attack,” the general shouted. “It will slow the men down, weaken them, and cause boils and sores to appear. The real problem is how it spreads. Even those who miss the initial cloud can catch the disease. Somehow it transfers on touch, yet those damn animals never seem to suffer from it!”

A spell that only impacts one side of the army… convenient.

Making a mental note, Francis watched as best he could, unable to stand in the saddle for a better look since the leather strap kept him firmly planted on his ass.

The roar that had once been almost deafening as his countrymen pressed the advantage faded, replaced by many more cries than before.

A horse galloped back from the front to where they were.

“Sir!” called out an older man in plate armor. “The first line is almost gone. We are going to be down to just two in another minute!”

“Order the thorn spell! We need it sooner than we thought, even if we can’t reach as far!”

Without hesitating, the rider turned and raced to where the mages were jogging to catch up.

“This is a battle, boy. Never forget that,” Stenson said. “Everything changes in a moment, and we must adapt, even if it means losing some of the strength we hoped for.”

Francis bobbed his head, studying the casters, who heard the news for the next spell to be cast. A few of them glanced in their direction.

It looks like their robes are sticking to them with sweat… Just how hard is it to cast spells?

Having no idea of the requirements and what it took to channel the simplest thing, he could only speculate on how draining each spell was.

Four casters moved to the front, running ahead. He saw that two of them were women, their long hair tied behind their heads, bouncing as they jogged with their guards.

“ARROWS!” Someone cried out from his right.

The sky turned dark, and a wave of black death came at the army.

Shields raised upward, and cries came as the descending rain of death fell upon them.

Horses cried out, falling to the ground, and men were tossed from the beasts. Both man and steed lay still, having been slain by the ranged attack.

A barrier formed above Francis and the general, sending the arrows that had been near them off to the side and away from them, breaking the black wooden shafts upon impact.

“I have my own mage,” Stenson said when he noticed the wide expression on Francis. “Not every mage can cast offensive spells like those--some are better suited for defense.”

“But you didn’t put those on the list!”

Frowning, the older man nodded.

“I did not… I should have realized it wasn’t common knowledge for you, but there are men and women scattered through our ranks who can summon small shields like that to help protect us. Now get ready. We are about to see if this works or not.”

The mages who had run forward were motionless, kneeling, arms buried in the ground, a green light radiating from their bent-over bodies.

All around them, arrows littered the soil; a few of the guards who had been there to protect them had paid the ultimate price, joining the many warriors lost.

Three quick horn blasts echoed across the field, and Stenson nodded.

“It’s time! Sound the charge!” Stenson shouted.

One long ten-second blast of the horn came, and those mages who had not run up with the others began to sprint forward.

Each line of the cavalry picked up speed, and without any commands, Francis’ horse started to match Stenson’s pace.

Unable to see what the mages were doing because Francis and Stenson quickly outpaced them, Francis turned his attention to the battle ahead.

Men from their side were dead, trampled underfoot, right next to the lifeless bodies of the beastkin they had engaged.

The line of veteran troops shifted slightly, forming gaps for the cavalry as the men boxed off the left and right sides.

A wedge formed quickly as the horses moved into position with a precision that seemed impossible to believe even as he watched it.

“Full speed!” the general yelled.

Three short, quick blasts followed by a fourth long one sounded, and as if on cue, each horse moved with intent, hooves hammering into the dirt below and sending up clods of soil.

A wave of sound was everywhere, replacing the one of men and beasts fighting. Now, it was a tide of death, coming to wash out everything before it.

The initial clash in his vision showed that none of the beastkin even slowed down as they were trampled, the rush of horses and men plowing through the weakened and battered line.

Up ahead were the giant beasts with siege weapons, looking as though they were still preparing to fire.

Seeing something so large it would give many trees size envy, Francis squinted, trying to make out what kind of creature was on the back of those giant grey-skinned beasts.

From a distance, it was hard to make out the kind of animals swarming around the massive beast. It had siege engines on its back; large stones were being hurled in its direction.

“FOCUS AND HOLD ON!” the general yelled at Francis.

Stenson’s shout wasn’t meant to chide him; Francis had a feeling it was the only way the general was certain his instructions would be heard.

The horses covered the ground with ease, somehow managing to keep their footing on the slickened soil, which had turned wet from the amount of blood that had been spilled so far.

Francis could see a gap between the enemy lines. The once endless rows of wolves and catkins now seemed very finite in the area they were charging.

Still, Francis couldn’t shake the feeling that something felt off, and the hundred-yard gap between the last of their enemies and the next group seemed… wrong.

Arrows from their army drew blood, impaling the beasts that were cut off from the middle of the battlefield, killing hundreds of beasts who hacked at the thorns that had sprung up.

Shouts came, and a horn blew up ahead, announcing that the tip had broken through the last row.

“We are doing it!” the general shouted.

Stenson grinned again, his eyes scanning the area before them. He rose in his saddle, one hand on the reins, his body bouncing with a controlled and experienced movement as he peered ahead.

Twenty yards or so into the space between the last line of beastkin and the main army, the cavalry saw what was coming--Francis felt a pit growing in his stomach.

Grey and dark, black-skinned animals burst forth from the wall of troops near the siege ones.

They ran on four legs, had armor, and were at least eight or nine feet tall.

From here, it was easy to make out a horn on the tip of the broad head of the beast, easily three feet long if Francis had to guess.

“Those are the rhino-kin?!” Francis called out.

The grin was replaced by a frown, and the general nodded once.

There had been two tips in this charge. The outer one had broken through, most of them having lost the lances they held. Behind the first row was the second line, lances held upward the entire time of the charge. Now they lowered them, trained soldiers creating room for each other to ride past or fall behind.

Francis’ stomach tightened as three rows of rhino-kin charged the cavalry. The number seemed impossible to believe, but they flowed with as much precision as Stenson’s men. Two walls of death raced toward each other.

A thousand? Maybe more?

Each one was wider than a horse, and when the first of the rhino-kin met the charge of the tip, the lances they had used to push this deep snapped against their newest foe.

In seconds, the line of charging beasts tore through the cavalry, throwing horses and men into the air.

Yet with that view before them, none slowed down, knowing there was no turning back. The cavalry had pushed past the line of veteran warriors. The task of dealing with this new threat fell to those men and women, as the horses that made it through continued their charge.

“Prepare to engage!” the general shouted.

Stenson’s shout seemed louder than usual, and a roar from the men nearby carried a hint of hope. More shouts rang out, and a few sounded like cheers.

What the heck are they cheering for? We’re losing this trade!

Scanning everywhere, Francis tried to find where in this horrible turn of events something was worth cheering about.

Then he saw it.

Knight Kels was moving through the rhino-kin enemy, still on his horse, cutting down each beast that got close to him.

Some sections of the cavalry appeared to have a warrior in them, better than the other knights, each one killing rhino-kins that came near them.

Just how strong is Kels?!

Stenson held up his sword, its blade turning from silver to red. He waved it in the air with a shout, and more men joined in.

As the stallion surged ahead, Francis held on to the leather rein as tightly as he could, his mare not letting the war horse she followed get away.

Four of the rhino-kin came at him, covered in gashes, black blood running across their skin, red eyes locked upon them right now.

Fumbling with the sword on his hip, he tried to prepare for what was coming, knowing this would be far different from his first fight on this battlefield.
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                A wave of energy shot forth from Stenson's blade as he swiped it at the incoming beasts, even though they were still over twenty yards away.

Two of them stumbled to the ground, their front two legs cut off as some spell or attack connected, sending them tumbling end over end.

The other two beasts turned and angled toward Stenson.

One moment, the general was in his saddle. Next, the man jumped off, rolled, and came to stand on his feet.

The stallion moved to the right, and like he was attached to a string, Francis was pulled along as the mare stayed up with it. He twisted as best he could, wanting to see what would happen when man and beast collided. The rhino-kin lowered the tip of its horn, appearing to want to gore the one-armed man.

The impact of the first enemy reaching the older man sent a shockwave through the air as the sword came up, slicing through the creature's lowered head.

Instead of charging ahead with a trophy mounted to its horn, the creature's corpse slid along the ground, creating a fissure as the head toppled to the side.

Like a dancer, Stenson swiped and moved with a speed that seemed impossible for someone his age.

Could he be an elite skilled warrior? Maybe a master?

Francis yanked on the reins and hoping the horse would stop. It didn’t, and so he missed seeing the fight between the second rhino-kin and the general.

The horse was taking him back toward his camp and Francis tried to find a way to free himself from the mount that ignored his attempts to direct it.

Carefully putting the tip of the sword blade through the leather strap, Franc cut through it instantly. In a second, it became apparent how much the leather piece had done to keep him in the saddle.

One moment he was there, looking like he belonged in the cavalry. The next, Francis was tumbling to the ground, twisting and tossing the blade to the side, hoping not to kill himself upon hitting the ground.

Pain came as the wind was knocked free from his lungs, but nothing appeared damaged or broken.

Clambering to his feet and scanning the battlefield for his weapon, he spotted it, then ran toward it as a pair of knights collided with a rhino-kin nearby.

One warrior died immediately, but his lance hit the creature and drove deep.

The second knight had done something similar to Stenson’s move, leaping from his horse and landing atop the charging animal.

It started to slow down, and a moment later, the beast suddenly stood up. Its front leg came up to where the lance had impaled it, and that limb seemed to shift into a hand with tiny fingers that grabbed the weapon and pulled.

The knight who had been on its back tumbled off as the beastkin stood. Not missing a moment, he began swinging the sword in his hand, hacking at the side and leg of the easily ten-foot-tall monster.

Francis wanted to watch, but he could see that both beast and knight were far faster and stronger than him--being here, alone wasn’t going to help him learn anything besides how death felt again.

Racing to where Stenson had been, he saw the older man, who continued to move like water along rocks in a stream.

Nothing held him back. He flowed from side to side, blade out, each slice cutting down the animals that came near as if they were simply a stalk of grain before his harvesting tool.

If he had two arms… how powerful would he be?

That thought seemed stupid, yet Francis knew there was a reason his kingdom valued someone like Stenson. Even with one arm, he obviously had reached a high rank with a single weapon skill.

“FRANCIS!”

Turning to where his name had been called, he saw the blond-headed knight running toward him, covered in black blood and a piece of his armor missing from his left arm.

“Kels!”

In seconds, the Knight was there, breathing heavily and smiling. “You’re a fool for being here! You need to stick with me. These things are stronger than most of these men and far, far beyond you!”

All Francis could do was nod and then point to a charging beast about forty yards away, moving toward a trio of men who were trying to help one of their fallen brothers.

“Stay close but not too close!” Kels shouted.

Before he had finished shouting, the Knight was moving, his silver sword gleaming in the light of the sun, somehow still looking flawless even though it had slain many already.

Chasing after the man, Francis watched as the Knight intercepted the charging animal, moved to its side and cut a long gash that ran the length of its body.

Turning and standing, the beast roared, then lashed out with its left front leg, which Francis now realized was like a normal arm.

Dodging backward, Kels easily avoided the blow and stepped sideways—he didn’t miss the chance for a follow-up attack that drew blood again and left a significant cut in the beast's hide.

Armor covered its chest, yet on the side where bands of leather held it in place, it had no protection against the blond-haired knight.

Now that the leather had been cut, it no longer kept the armor tight, which only provided more places for his trainer to work.

Each step and attack from the beast had enough force to squash a man quickly, yet Kels didn’t allow that to happen, using his speed and skill to carve away flesh like a butcher.

Francis was enthralled, knowing that maybe a quarter of a minute had passed, yet the Knight had inflicted massive amounts of damage to the rhino-kin

When the animal fell, a leg gone and a sword finding its throat, Kels was far enough away from the black mist that erupted from inside the corpse.

“Don’t breathe that!” Kels shouted.

“That’s the disease spell, isn’t it?” Francis asked his trainer when he drew near.

“Yeah, some kind of death spell. Not all of them have it, but those who do can weaken or kill a man. Now then, where is…” Trailing off, the trainer scanned the battlefield, ignoring the pockets of fighting and studying the carnage that pressed toward the enemy lines. “There! We need to join him!”

Stenson had created a trail of bodies a hundred-plus yards ahead, where the general moved toward the enemy lines.

“How skilled is he?!” Francis called out.

Laughter came from his blond-haired instructor. “Not my place to say, but far better than me!”

Unsure if it was the sword, the older man’s skill, or something else, all Francis could consider was how powerful the man was and what a difference he was making.

If I can be like that… how many men and women could I save?

The pair raced forward, trying to catch up with Stenson, who now had a group of six warriors near him, all protecting his flank, though most did nothing beyond calling out the enemies or finishing off the ones left crippled by the one-armed monster.

“I’m here!” Kels called out when they got within shouting range.

Stenson turned once, spotted the pair, and frowned. “Keep him safe! We push for the line!” the general called out.

Without waiting for a response, Stenson turned and continued his path at an army that Francis finally really noticed.

Francis had seen it, but knowing they were only three hundred yards from the row of everything that lay beyond made his knees feel weak.

“Where… where did all the enemies go?” Francis asked.

“They pulled back,” Kels said, slowing down as he pointed at the figure emerging from the enemy line. “Looks like Stenson’s caught their attention.”

Francis saw the movement and the creature that stood out from the row of different beastkin. There were others like the ones they had just faced: cat-kin, wolf-kin, raven-kin, and even some snake-like creatures.

They all stood there, shouting and making noise, yet none moved as a cat-like creature moved through the smaller beastkin.

Stenson slowed down, and he glanced back at the group.

“Stay back… this is obviously not meant for any of you.”

None of the men protested. Each of them formed a circle around Kels and Francis, eyes scanning whatever might come their way as the general slowed his stride and moved toward the beast.

“It’s at least twelve feet tall!” Francis exclaimed.

Kels grunted as he bobbed his head in response to Francis’s outburst.

The jaguar-like head’s gleaming golden eyes were locked on the older man with a red sword. It moved with a grace that seemed uncanny for something of its size. Both arms were muscular, and the beast had black spots along its orange fur.

Each leg looked like a tree trunk, powerful muscles rippling with each step.

Unlike many they had faced, this one wore armor, but it looked nothing like the metal or leather Francis had seen. Something about it flowed, almost shimmering like liquid.

It carried a large sword in each hand, each blade easily five feet long.

“Can he win?” Francis asked.

“You'd better pray he can,” Kels replied. “That thing looks like it would eat me for a snack and spit me out. We knew they had some kind of elite-like fighters, as the kingdom of Shenzen had mentioned facing one. Still… I never expected to see one.”

The distance between Stenson and the jaguar beast slowly dwindled as man and beast moved toward the other, seeming oblivious to anything around them as neither took their eye off the other.

When only fifty yards remained, the creature roared, a high-pitched sound that sent a cold sensation through Francis’ mind, trying to overwhelm him.

[ Mental Resist Check Success ]

[ Mental Resist Skill Increased - 23 ]

None of the men reacted either, to Francis’ surprise, he saw the beastkin grin.

That thing wanted to see if it could intimidate us…

It charged at Stenson, one sword high and the other low, body slightly bent as it almost seemed to glide across the packed soil.

The general set himself, and his red sword appeared to glow, vibrating with power.

One moment, the creature was moving toward the general. The next both were a blur, swords causing sparks, and no matter how fast Francis blinked, he couldn’t follow a single strike.

The pair was like a tornado, spinning and moving, sending dirt up with each of their movements.

The sounds of metal on metal came at such a pace that it was almost like a bee buzzing in one's ear.

This… is true power right here.

After about thirty seconds, the pair separated and pulled about twenty yards apart. Each of them took deep breaths, blood running down both fighters.

Stenson appeared to be struggling to stand, using the sword for stability—its red glow appeared dimmer.

The left sword of the elite was cracked, a foot of metal missing from the top, and it made a weird angle at the part of the blade that was no longer there. It, too, had blood coming from both legs and a spot on its chest.

Kels started to move forward.

“Don’t!” Stenson’s shout carried authority, but the tone was weaker than it was before. Blood trickled down his scalp, the brown hair matted against his head.

“What… what happened? I couldn’t see any of it.” Francis said.

“I only saw a few things,” Kels replied. “Each of them used skills, and any of those attacks would have killed me instantly. Their strength is that high… I’m afraid–”

It was at that moment that the older man dropped to a knee.

Without hesitating, the elite moved, a trail of dust rising as it did so, weapons moving so fast they vanished.

That red blade of Stenson blurred, and an explosion occurred when the two collided.

Sword fragments rained out nearby, falling all over the area, yet as they fell, so did the head that had sat upon Stenson’s shoulder

The left arm was missing on the elite, gone completely.

Howling in pain, the beast bent down and stuck its right sword into the dirt. Then, picking up the general's head, claws digging into the face, it triumphantly shook the grisly trophy in the air.

Roars erupted from the army Francis had hoped the army would defeat.

Without waiting, the beast put the head in its maw, chomping and chewing, it then grabbed its sword and turned toward them, blood running down its orange fur as it consumed its trophy.

“Crap!”

Those were the only words Francis got out.

***

The sound of the morning bell jarred Francis from his bed.

"It's earlier than usual," Michael grunted as he sat up. Their room was mostly in shadows because of the lack of light. "What gives?"

Touching his neck, Francis had the memory of what had happened flood his mind. Unable to help himself, he leaned over the bed, emptying his stomach of the bile inside.

“Oh hell no, don’t tell me you’re sick! I don’t want to deal with that!”

Wiping his mouth, Francis shook his head at his older brother. “No… just… I’m not sure. I… I feel fine now,” he replied. “I… I couldn’t help it.” He could see his brother frowning in the dim light. The pain that radiated through his body was far more overwhelming than it had been in the previous times of waking up.

“You sure?” Michael asked. “I’m really not wanting Phillip to make me suffer because you’re in here playing sick.”

“I’m fine… really,” Francis said. “Let’s get dressed. I’ll clean this up later. You and I both know we don’t want to be the last ones out there.”

As he got dressed, he needed to see what might have changed.
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Rock Throwing (Common) - 7 Basic

Mental Resist (Uncommon) - 22 Novice 

Blood of the Undying ( Unknown )- 100+ Sage

Fast Learner (Epic) - 1 Basic (Locked)

Mace (Common) - 6 Novice

Horseback Riding (Common)- 8 Basic

Horseback Handling (Uncommon) - 6 Basic 

            

    
        Chapter 23

    
    
    
    
                Francis could almost zone out through most of the first few moments, able to repeat everything as the previous time, earning some extra silver, punching a bully he hated, and securing a chain helm after having learned what not to say to the same armorsmith.

None of it seemed important anymore as he considered everything he had learned and knew what would come next. His mind was focused on telling his brother some of the truth about what was happening and trying to figure out how strong he could get between deaths.

I wish I knew how Fast Learner really worked. It’s not like I can just go and ask someone about that skill. I mean… I could, but then what? Would Stenson or Kels tell me? Would that cause problems? Heck, I’m not even sure if I should mention it to Michael.  What happens if I die and that’s the last time I’m allowed to come back?

Lost in his thoughts, Francis just pushed the food they had purchased and sat down to eat with his utensil.

“You don't seem interested in that meat,” his brother said. “You sure you’re not sick?”

Nodding, Francis smiled at Michael and considered how things had played out last time. “I’m not… just…” Pausing, he glanced at the others near them. The tavern was filled with noise and laughter as people talked about the day, a few even mentioning the race he had won. “After we eat, we need to talk.”

With a frown, his brother shook his head once before sighing and digging his fork into a piece of meat on the plate. “I’m telling you, if you get me sick, I’m going to punch you in the face.”

***

Michael sat on his bed, his face revealing no expression at all. “You’re telling me that when we arrive at the camp in a few days, you’ll get us a pass to the good side, put me up in a tent, feed me real food, and keep me from fighting?”

Nodding, Francis waited for what he knew had to come next.

“What the hell is wrong with you?” Michael asked.

“I–”

“Seriously, you say you’re not sick, but that’s the dumbest fairytale crap I’ve heard you ever say since we were kids and you wanted to join a traveling carnival, promising me we would be rich and famous.”

Michael turned and lay down on the cheap blanket and sighed.

“There’s not a chance in the world the gods will ever show us that much love, and unless you’ve managed to keep a treasure hidden from me all these years while we struggled on our own, I’m going to call bullshit.”

“So if it happens, then what?”

Groaning, Michael rubbed his eyes.

“I don’t have time for this… We’re about to go to war… war, Francis! We’re going to die, and you and I both know it.  I’m glad you got a nice helm, but perhaps you should have been wearing it non-stop since someone obviously hit you in your noggin.”

“We’ll see,” Francis replied, frustrated at how poorly Michael was taking this. 

I almost used the phrase he knows that I’m telling the truth but I need to see if I can find another way to convince him. Sometimes tells me I’m going to die a few more times before I figure out how to save him and the army.

“Yeah… and I’m suddenly going to grow wings and learn to shoot fireballs from my butt,” Michael said.

Chuckling, Francis rolled over and ignored his older brother, knowing that he’d eventually find a way to deal with this problem.

Yeah… I’m definitely going to die a lot more before I figure out how to get through his thick head.

***

Both guards stood there, blinking in confusion and surprise, yet neither moved, unable to react to what they had just heard.

“I’m serious. Dirk, you know that Vella is mad at you. Her father, General Stenson, has only one arm, and when we arrive, she will have you get Nehemiah to verify everything I’ve said.  Now, unless you want me to repeat myself a third time, feel free. But I can tell you right now, I’m the guy you want on your side. No, I won’t answer any other questions. Perhaps if you’re lucky, I’ll make sure she takes you off this duty and let you work Douglas’s cush job.”

Coughing, the older man shook his head. His blue eyes studied Francis' posture, looking like someone with the authority he claimed to have.

“Fine, let’s go… but just know that if you’re wrong–”

“You’ll beat me, and I’ll die in a horrible death. Don’t worry, Peter can hold down this spot till someone joins him.”

Grunting at being caught off guard, Dirk turned to his partner, who was shaking his head and shrugging.

“This is so going to be one of those nights,” Peter muttered.

***

Vella’s eyes studied Francis, her face bunched up as she bit her lip.

“I’m telling you,” Francis said, “The moment he comes in here, Nehemiah is going to say I swear I’m going to cut her balls off.”

Vella grunted, and no one said a word—they were all waiting for Nehemiah. When the older man was tossed into the tent and his curses rang out, the captain’s face drained of all color.

“I swear I’m going to cut her balls off!” the older man’s voice rang out as he entered the tent.

“Someone, go get my father. Now!” Vella shouted.

One of the advisors who had been standing nearby ran from the tent, and Francis had to work hard not to chuckle.

“Who the hell is this boy?” Nehemiah asked. “And why do you look like you’ve seen a spirit? Or perhaps you caught sight of my manhood and realized what you’ve been missing out on?”

Seemingly unconcerned with decorum, the older man lifted the shirt he was wearing.

Francis coughed and turned his head in response.

“Why is everyone staring at—”

“If you don’t shut your mouth, Nehemiah,” Vella growled. ”I swear I will stick a cloth in it until my father gets here.”

Snapping his jaw closed, the older man’s glare at the captain did nothing to cool the building tension between the two.

If I don’t do something, these two may come to blows. 

“I need you to hold my hand and see if I’m really a sage,” Francis said as he approached the only one he knew who could verify his claim. “And stop standing there leaning back like that. It’s disgusting and we all know your son Kels probably hates it. We’ll get you clothes, we can talk about your son later, and I’m tired of all this crap as well.”

“What?!” Nehemiah gasped. “Who—"

Sticking his hand out closer, Francis sighed. “Just verify it. Now.”

Caught off guard by Franci’s demeanor and command, the half-dressed, bald man grabbed it, frowning. Closing his eyes, Nehemiah started to complain again. “Wasting my time for this bu–”

The trickle of energy flowed through Francis and the cold sensation of being dunked in a river of ice came again.

Nehemiah’s eyes were wider than Francis thought possible, and the older man seemed to choke as he tried to speak. “It’s… how… this boy! Where did you find him?!”

“He strode in here like the king himself, and everything he has said has been absolutely correct,” Vella replied. “I’m assuming by your reaction that his claim of being a sage is true?”

Nodding, Nehemiah said nothing, eyes locked on Francis.

“Can I have my hand back, please?”

Nehemiah glanced at the hand he was still holding. It took a second before all of his fingers let go. “Impossible… a sage… at his age.” A frown came over him, and then his eyes narrowed. “What did you say would happen?”

“Just that if we don’t change our plan of attack for tomorrow, we’ll lose all of our troops besides the veterans and the cavalry,” Vella replied. “He spoke about all of our tactics and even mentioned the spells that we have and details no one but someone with the gift he claims to have could know.”

“But he’s so young,” the older man muttered.

The tent flap flew open and the general strode in, flanked by two guards and the advisor who had fetched him.

Unlike Nehemiah, Stenson had clothes on and a suit of armor that wasn’t his battle one. However, the same sword was on his hip as had been the last time.

“Vella, what is wrong?” her father asked.

His tone conveyed his displeasure with whatever had pulled away from something else. His eyes swept the room, stopping on Francis, who stood before the half-naked man everyone knew had a single talent.

“This boy is a sage,” Vella replied. “It has been verified, and he has the knowledge to share that will change how we must attack tomorrow or we will lose over forty thousand troops.”

Snapping his fingers, the general halted his escort and moved to where Francis stood, not flinching, a slight smirk on his face.

“General Stenson,” Francis said with a slight nod. “It’s a pleasure to meet you. Tell me, does your sword have an ability that causes the blade to turn red before sending out a cutting wind, or is it a skill you possess?”

Coughs and gasps rang out through the tent, and the general’s hand snaked out faster than Francis could see, grabbing his shirt and lifting him off the ground as if he were a feather.

It was hard for Francis to breathe as he dangled there, eyes just a few inches from Stenson’s face as the older man glared, concern displayed as the older man’s brows became one. “Do you have any idea–”

“He is a sage father!” Vella said. “With the sight to see the future, he claims! You need to–”

“Do not tell me what to do! You know how few are aware of my sword, yet this boy acts like the whole camp should know of it!”

Choking and holding the hand that gripped him, trying to keep himself in a position and able to breathe, Francis fought for the ability to speak.

“Forgive me, General. I wanted your attention and to… prove I know what I claim…”

Gravity took over, and after falling to the ground, Francis stumbled;  the one responsible for most of the knowledge he now possessed snapped his fingers.

“Everyone but Vella and this boy, out!” Stenson ordered.

“I’m not going anywhere!” Nehemiah shouted. “You can’t–”

He watched as the tester of abilities held up a hand and waved off the approaching general.

The look Stenson gave the older man seemed to change Nehemiah’s mind quickly.

“Forgive me, I shall go, but know I am headed straight to the king!”

“Make sure to put on some pants first,” Francis said as he rubbed his throat. “And when he is on his throne, he’ll know you speak the truth.”

A few more gasps followed, and after one more snap of Stenson’s fingers, the tent cleared.

No one said a word, so Francis used the time to try and decide if this path had been the right one.  

So much for coming in here wagging my skill like that… perhaps that was a bit too much, but at least we should be able to skip all the other stuff.

“Who are you? Stenson asked.”

“Francis Lancaster.  Ninth son to Barron Lancaster.”

A chuckle came from Vella and she stopped when her father glared at her.

“A ninth son… a sage,” the general scoffed.

“Not usually something most believe,” Francis replied with a wink. “But then again, I’m certain you never were a fan of that archaic way of thinking.  Kind of like how important it is to know how to use both a pen and a sword?”

For once the older man went silent and the laughter from Vella filled the tent.

“Oh my gosh! The look on your face, Father! Francis, I owe you a drink for that one!”

Her outburst made Stenson close his jaw—he seemed to realize it had been open after his daughter had mocked him.

“You seem very familiar with things that most should never know,” Stenson stated. “Tell me… Ninth son of Barron Lancaster… why are you here?”

“I’ve come to help our kingdom live to fight another day and share what the gods have shown me.  My gift doesn’t happen often but when it does, I know for certain things will happen, provided we do not change the course.  Suppose you do not adjust how you attack tomorrow, and you do not hold off on using that healing spell as you have for the last two months. In that case, the enemy will unleash a power you have not seen yet and it will consume the entire army except for your veteran warriors and the cavalry.”

Motioning to the table with all the troops, he continued:

“I got here today.  For the last few months, I have been training under an asshole named Phillip, who has made my life and my brother's life miserable.  I won’t lie, I could have run, but I needed to be here.  In the woods is a caster, a black-and-purple lizard who will attack tomorrow, casting a fear spell on the left side of the army.  It will cause chaos and confusion, resulting in the death of many men.  The king will attempt to sway their minds, driving out the fear, but many will still die from the problems it causes.”

“You’re certain?” Stenson asked.

Nodding, Francis moved to where the table was, going slowly as he picked up an unmarked token and stood near the section he knew the lizard would be located in.

“Right here is where the caster can be found. It will start using its ability about the time the sixth and seventh lines of fodder are fighting. There will be guards, cat-kin—stronger than the usual ones—protecting it.”

“And the rest? How do you know about our troops?” Stenson asked. “What about the spells?”

“That is a much longer discussion, and I’m afraid it will have to wait.  Nehemiah will soon reach the king, and a summons will follow.  I’ll be forced to change, endure women trying to get me to sleep with them, and finally be presented to the king. Could someone fetch my brother and bring him here, if you wouldn't mind?  Obviously, if I’m lying, we’ll both die, but I would prefer to have him close as he is the only family I care about.”

“What son is he?” Vella asked.

“The eighth.”

Chuckling, she shook her head and looked at her father, waiting for instructions.

Scratching his chin, Stenson frowned, and then it was as if a weight on his shoulders had been lifted. “Tell me, Francis, is there anything else you have seen?”

“Some… the world right now is hazy, but there is much more you’ll want to know.  All of that can wait because I’m hungry and want my brother.  After that, I’ll tell you about the elite beastkin on the other side.”

A loud whistle rang out immediately, the general not even needing to bring his fingers to his mouth to do it.

Both of the men who had escorted Stenson were inside in a moment.

“Yes, sir?” one of the guards asked.

“Fetch this boy's brother.  I am going to take him to my tent. Someone will no doubt be by to clothe him before he must appear before the king. I want his brother retrieved immediately.”

One guard nodded and looked at Francis.

A moment of silence stretched on until Francis realized what the guard was waiting for.

“Oh, sorry, you probably need directions. He’s right here,” Francis said pointing to the spot on the map.  “Michael Lancaster. In the section led by Phillip of the new recruits. Seventh line in the reinforcements.”

Without delay, the escort was gone.

“I guess we shall move to my tent, then. Vella, are you going to stay or come?”

Laughing, she shook her head and moved toward the tent flap. “You couldn’t pay me enough to stay away from this.”

            

    
        Chapter 24

    
    
    
    
                Standing in Stenson’s tent, Francis wondered why the man lived like this, as nothing was special or gaudy.

He’s the general yet doesn’t have anything cool. How does someone in his position have so little?

Even the armor on different stands was functional and didn’t look different from that of most of the guards. The table was covered in maps, and the two bookshelves were stuffed to the gills with leather-bound journals, rolled-up parchments, and books. A small, neatly made bed sat off to the side.

“You don’t seem impressed,” Stenson said.

“Forgive me,” Francis replied. “I guess I had expected someone of your rank to have… more stuff?”

Vella chuckled and shook her head. “Don’t come to my tent, then. There is even less.”

“How about he never goes to your tent,” her father growled. “Now, I have food coming, and if you give me a moment, I will clear a space.”

When Francis went to the books, he studied the covers, not recognizing some of the languages and barely comprehending what he was looking at.

“Are these from other kingdoms?”

“They are,” Stenson answered as he carefully rolled up the maps. “One can learn a lot from our history, but one who truly wishes to understand battle and war must seek wisdom from all sides. You would do well to learn the tactics each kingdom uses and how a simple change in the landscape, elevation, weapon choice, and more will result in a different battle. Knowing your enemy helps you overcome them.”

“And yet, in six months,” Francis said. “You haven’t found a way to do that… which means you still don’t know enough about them.”

A chuckle came from Vella as the general shook his head.

“We do not,” he replied, then glanced over at the open tent flap. “it appears our food has arrived. Sit, your brother should be here soon.”

The guard put down a large tray and pulled a cloth off it, revealing steaming cuts of different meats, bread, some fruit, and vegetables.

Immediately, Francis’s mouth watered as he glanced at Stenson, who grinned and nodded.

“Do not worry about us. Help yourself.”

Francis moved to a chair near the table. The guard who brought in the tray of food produced a plate and some silverware as well.

“What would you like, sir?” the guard asked.

“Something of everything!” Francis exclaimed, smiling.

Without waiting, the man began cutting off strips of meat and piling them before Francis. Once that was done, the guard used tongs that appeared from nowhere to put bread, fruit, and vegetables next to them.

As soon as the plate was complete, Francis dug in, cutting, stuffing, and chewing as much as he could fit in his mouth.

After moaning for just a moment at the spices and quality of the meat, Francis blushed.

“A good meal is essential for growth,” Vella said as she moved across from him, motioning for the guard to make her a plate as well. “Let me know when you see the bonuses.”

He could feel his jaw open, a bit of food almost falling out as the knowledge that there would be a buff for eating came. Francis started eating with even more gusto, taking bites of everything, sometimes nearly choking on the size of what he was attempting to chew.

“If he dies, you’ll be responsible,” Stenson said to Vella as he accepted a plate with just a few things on it. “Relax, Sage Francis. We have time, and soon you’ll understand–”

Francis started choking on the piece of bread he had been trying to swallow when a notification appeared.

[ Bountiful Harvest Buff - +3% gain to all skill learning. Increased chance of stat gains. Fatigue reduced for two days. ]

“Ho… holy shit!” he exclaimed after swallowing the bread. “That’s way better than the food they served in the camp.”

A chuckle escaped the guard who had been serving food.

“I would hope so,” Vella replied. “There is a cook who is infusing each piece of this food with their mana. The cost for them is great, but when one considers the amount of effort it takes to stay awake for days on end and get a single point in a skill, the cost is well worth it.”

Stenson’s attention turned toward the flap, and a few seconds later it opened. Michael was led in, his eyes bulging as he tried to take in the sight before him.

“Francis! What in the–” His brother stopped his outburst. Michael blinked a few times and then his brother’s mouth clamped shut. A second later, he dropped to a knee.

“There is no need for that. I’m not the king,” the general said as he nodded to the guard who had just brought the boy in.

“You… you’re sure?” Michael stuttered.

“Very much. Now, please, join your brother at my table. I’m interested to learn more about the two of you. Something tells me you were not expecting this moment, unlike Francis.”

“I tried to warn him, but he didn’t believe me,” Francis fired back between bites. “Perhaps he might listen to me now. Please, Michael, stop embarrassing yourself and come sit by me.”

Michael’s head moved back and forth between his brother and the other two, finally stopping when the sight of the food on a tray held his attention. Not waiting for another second, he moved quickly, took the chair closest to Francis, and scooted it closer to sit on it.

Tell me, Michael. Were you aware of your brother's skill?” Stenson asked.

“Uh… beyond making my life harder and somehow getting us in trouble?”

Vella snorted, and her left eye narrowed slightly.

“He was not,” Francis said. “I kept it a secret for a lot of reasons, but as you could imagine, if word got out, I’d have every woman in the kingdom trying to bed me as well as nobles trying to find a way to make me work for them. Had I wanted those, I could have proven myself to our father.”

Michael’s mouth started to move, but Francis gently kicked him under the table, causing him to shut it.

“We’ll talk later,” Francis whispered. “Next time, believe what I tell you.”

“You two had better eat faster,” Vella chimed in. “Something tells me our bald friend will be here soon, and you will be required to spend some time before the very people you said you want nothing to do with.”

Her father cleared his throat but said nothing, watching instead as the two brothers ate earnestly.

Less than five minutes later, Nehemiah appeared with a pile of clothes in his hand, flanked by two women that Francis immediately recognized.

“Forgive me, General,” Nehemiah said, “but the king has sent me to bring the kingdom's newest sage to appear before him and the court. Perhaps now you will allow me to take him?”

“I knew it would happen, but remember who you and I are, old friend,” Stenson replied. “You require authority for that action. I”—a small smile crossed Stenson’s face—"do not.”

A bow came from the wrinkled appraiser of skills. “You are correct. Most likely, it was due to being dragged naked out of my bed that made me act in such a disrespectful manner. Tell me, is this his brother?”

“It is, and before you ask, he shall stay under my charge.”

A slight frown appeared as Nehemiah bobbed his head. “A wise move. No better person to keep him safe than you.”

Francis wanted to laugh, watching the two men talk like this, trading backhanded comments and overly unsubtle cheap shots.

“Sage, if you are willing, I would like to take you and these two attendants with me,” Nehemiah said. “You need to be ready to meet the king. After that he will summon us and when he does, we’ll need to go. The King does not like to be kept waiting.”

Taking one last bite of meat, Francis stood and nodded.

“Lead the way. Could you please inform Bella and Lucy that I do not need their assistance at the moment? Perhaps they could be kind enough to show their dedication and commitment to me by helping my brother clean up a little bit.”

Vella began to choke--the drink she had just taken sprayed all over her plate and partially onto the rug.

Right next to her was Michael, choking and gagging on the food. His eyes had been locked on the pair since they’d entered the tent.

Both women looked shocked when they were called by name but did their best to compose themselves.

“It would be our honor,” Bella said. “The bloodline must be powerful indeed.”

Nehemiah scratched his wrinkled head and grimaced, eyes narrowed as he studied Francis. “It… would appear they are willing…”

Pushing his chair in, Francis turned to Stenson and held out his left hand. “Thank you for the conversation and food, General. I look forward to a few more chances to speak.”

“As do I,” replied the older man, releasing the handshake and shaking his head slightly.

Turning, Francis winked at his brother, then strode to where Nehemiah was waiting.

“Thank you again, Bella and Lucy. I look forward to a chance to talk at a later date. Until then, treat him as you would me. He’s the only thing I care about in this life.”

Both women bowed as he strode by, and no matter how hard Francis tried, he couldn’t hide his smile.

***

The looks Francis had received as he moved across the carpet in were different. Gone was the hesitation he’d had the last few times. He had a role to play and was going to give it his best.

“My King and my Queen!” a voice to his left called out. “May I present to you Sage Francis Lancaster!”

Without a care in the world, he moved across the carpet, nodding and smiling softly as he made his way to where he knew to stop.

As if it had been something he had trained for his whole life, Francis came to the exact section of the carpet he knew he wasn’t supposed to go past and bowed deeply.

[ Mental Resist Check Successful ]
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“Sage Francis, welcome to my tent. Forgive me for not realizing we had one of your rank in our midst upon your arrival. As you can imagine, none of us would have believed a ninth son possessed your power.”

“No apology needed, my King,” Francis replied, rising from his bow. “I simply want to do what I can to help win this war, and I knew the timing of my arrival must be at this moment. I am sure your ability will verify that what I say is true. What I have shared, and what I will share, will help save over forty thousand lives.”

Murmurs and gasps came from all. The King sat there, eyes widening when nothing happened with the eyes of the wolves on the throne.

“Tell me, are you doing this out of concern for the kingdom, or should I expect some demands of payment for such information? To save that many lives must come with a cost.”

Francis had started to get a feel for Baxter and his actions from the past two times they had interacted.

The way he just said that has to be another question, again testing the limits of my truth in a moment like this.

Queen Auri’s green eyes sparkled as she locked gazes with Francis for a moment, the smallest smile visible as she sat beside her husband.

“What I ask will be small compared to what most might request. I simply want to be trained to be the strongest fighter possible. I know you have an area that assists in training, but I’m already too strong to acquire any more skill gains from it. Any aid you could give in the time we have while this war goes on to help me get stronger will only serve as a way for me to aid the kingdom in the coming days.”

Once again, the wolves' eyes stayed dark, and the room began to grow slightly louder from the whispering of the people behind him.

Grinning, the king stood, his muscular shoulders held back as his chest filled with air. “Finally! Someone who has managed not to lie in our first meeting. Now, everyone out, but our new Sage! The gods must have answered our prayers, and I will not delay in finding out what we must do!”

Some complaints were audible, but no one protested as the guards escorted everyone out.

When only Francis, the king, queen, and a few guards were left, Baxter's red eyes focused on Francis as he moved toward the young man.

“Tell me everything,” the king said.
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                Francis had made sure to remember all the names and details he could. Weaving a lie and making sure it was the same would be the only way he didn’t get tripped up when telling it.

At least he isn’t on his throne.

They had moved to a different section of the tent, past some curtains, which led to an area with cushioned couches and tables covered in food and drink. A servant had offered food before he turned him down.

“I’m good. Thank you, Your Highness. General Stenson already fed me.”

Nodding, the king sat down in a chair across from him, his wife in a matching chair, though it almost swallowed her.

“The details I have been given have been difficult to hear,” Baxter stated. “Do you really believe that what you say will come to pass?”

“All I can tell you is if tomorrow goes the way I have seen, every warrior outside of the veteran and cavalry will die. Changing the attack is the only way to avoid a catastrophic loss. Even then, I’m not certain if it will be enough.”

Frowning, Baxter crossed his arms and huffed. “Your gift doesn’t show what happens if we do what you say? What is the point of it then? Why would–”

“Dear, do not forget, he is a sage,” the queen said.

Sighing, the king nodded, placing a hand on top of his wife's.

“Forgive me… I had just hoped we might be finding an end to all this.”

“No need to apologize at all,” Francis said. “I feel the same way, my King. If I could tell you how every act would play out, I would gladly be that tool for the gods. Unfortunately, I only have what one might call a single possible path. From there, perhaps I will see others who work or do not.”

“A single path?” the Queen asked. “Every action has countless paths that stem from one choice and then lead to another set, creating a spiderweb or tapestry one can never truly view until a life is over. To believe that the gods could see all of those potential outcomes would give them a power we have never believed in.”

“What power is that?” Francis asked.

“Omniscience,” she replied with a smile, seeming to enjoy this topic.

Is she a philosopher, or does she know something I don’t?

“I don’t know,” Francis replied with a slight bow of his head. “I mean this to not be disrespectful, but if I were to stand up and slap the king, my choice would most likely lead to a single path.”

A chuckle and a nod came from the queen as her husband frowned.

“Even with my status as Sage, it would likely not be enough to prevent me from dying. Yet, not making that choice allows me to make other decisions. Each of those forces me down a path from which there may be no return. Regarding tomorrow's battle, while I can help you understand how it might unfold and warn you of the dangers of repeating past actions, I can only offer my best predictions about what will happen. Who can say what comes next after we change course and do something else? Some of what I know might still be helpful, while other paths may be worse than I have seen. Only the gods know what is possible, yet I don’t believe they could know every outcome.”

“So tell me then, what do you know?” Baxter asked.

Leaning forward and resting an arm on his knee, Francis smiled. “Let’s start from the beginning.”

***

Neither of the kingdom's rulers said anything for at least a minute after Francis finished talking. Both looked concerned, especially because they’d heard all about the spells the other side had used. The mention of the elite that would defeat Stenson, as well as the number of rhino-kins, had turned Queen Auri’s face white for a moment.

Tapping his chin, the King frowned. “So one path leads to success for a moment, while the other leads to destruction. Yet you do not know if using our heal spell during that other spell will truly save our troops?”

“I do not…” Francis replied. “There is no guarantee they would use it if you didn’t use your healing spell. I think maybe this is what I’m supposed to warn you of.”

“A creature able to defeat Stenson,” Auri said quietly. “How strong must it be?”

“Do you think I could defeat it?” Baxter asked Francis.

“I wish I knew, Your Highness, but I have not been shown that path, and I doubt your wife or the rest of the advisors would be excited to see you face such a creature. Especially if the only way I know it shows itself is if you lose most of your troops. Besides, that would require me knowing how strong you are compared to the General.”

Nodding, the King’s frown grew. “Not something I wish to discuss or share. However, what happens if we don’t attack tomorrow?”

“I have no vision of that beyond, nor do I have any way of knowing. My ability is limited, but there is power in knowledge. For now, I can help you prevent a major loss to the army and thus the kingdom. Only you can decide the course to take from here.”

Sighing, the king stood up, moving behind the chairs and pacing slightly.

“So we fight, change up our spells, and do not use our healing one until the last moment,” Baxter said. “All in the hope of seeing how they respond in kind… It’s not a horrible change, but even if we lose half of the men from purely fighting, I suppose it is better than losing them all.”

Francis’s head moved up and down in agreement with the thought. “After seeing what I have seen, all we can do is hope that tomorrow's battle goes better than what will happen if you don’t change.”

The queen leaned forward, her green eyes sparkling as her red hair spilled around her shoulders. “How do you see it?”

“The vision?” Francis asked.

“Yes,” she replied, smiling. “Is it like you live the vision? See it from a bird's perspective? Something else?”

“Ahh… It’s like I’m there, but I’m not,” Francis lied. “I can’t see what goes on behind me or outside of it. I just remember details and small things.”

“What about this conversation we’re having right now?”

“We’ve never had it before,” Francis stated.

Still grinning, she leaned back and crossed her arms. “Yet you seem so comfortable with my husband, even though you have never met him. It’s strange, as even those who have been with him for decades are not this relaxed.”

With great effort, he didn’t flinch or react, doing everything he could to keep his facial expression the same.

Shit… did I push this too much? Guess I can only continue playing the card I’ve been playing.

“The truth is, I’m not nervous. From what I have witnessed, I know King Baxter cares about his kingdom and people. The things I saw in my vision told me that your husband wants this war to end and with as few casualties as possible. Inside, I knew I just needed to be honest and upfront.”

Her eyes never left him and finally, she gave a single nod. “He’s telling the truth. Mostly”

Francis’ face scrunched when the king frowned, those red eyes narrowing slightly.

“Why are you lying at all?” Baxter asked, leaning against the back of the chair, his oversized hands looking ready to snap off the furniture if Francis said the wrong thing.

“Forgive me if I don’t tell you everything about my power,” Francis replied, trying not to overreact. “Would you tell me everything about yours if we just met?”

Snorting, Baxter shook his head. “No… only one person in this entire kingdom knows my true power and she is the only one I trust.”

“I didn’t ask for this skill,” Francis said. “I… I wasn’t certain how to even use it when I got it. Now, I think I’m beginning to understand it a little more. So, I’ll ask for forgiveness for how I have spoken and my casual tone. Just know I need to be trained as hard as possible. I need to become the greatest warrior I can be.”

A small nod came from the queen and Baxter’s fingers regained their normal color.

“Very well. We shall start on that right now,” the king said. “Tell me, Sage Francis, what is your weapon skill?”

“I have a twenty-six in my sword skill and a seventeen in my shield use.”

“Impressive,” the king replied. “That does make things a little bit harder, but there are ways to help with that. Are you willing to endure pain?”

“I’m the ninth son, Your Highness. Pain is a common thing for me.”

An unexpected sigh came, and Baxter frowned slightly. “That… is true, and I most likely am one of many who play a part in that suffering. For that, I apologize. Let me do what I can to fix some of that, and we’ll prepare for tomorrow. On a different note, do you have a brother who is here with you?”

“General Stenson has him currently… or had him in his tent. I'm not certain where he is right now, but he might be…” Francis paused, then grinned. “Michael might be enjoying the fruit of my position with a few women who came to offer assistance.”

“Dear gods, are you serious?” the queen asked.

“I am… They were excited to do what I asked, which was to treat him as if they were treating me.”

Baxter roared with laughter and ignored the gaze his wife shot him over her shoulder.

“You are bad at encouraging this behavior!” the queen exclaimed.

“And yet, my love, we both know that our kingdom has always operated under the premise of breeding those with strong skills and powers. It is why…” He trailed off, eyes resting on Francis.

“It’s why there are people like me who endure what we do,” Francis said, finishing his statement. “Tell me, why does the kingdom have families stop caring for any other son after the third one? Why not the fourth or the second?”

Neither Baxter nor his wife said a word for a moment, each of them staring at the other for a good half minute before the king cleared his throat.

“There are many things which are not common knowledge, and while you are a Sage… telling you isn’t something I’m quite ready to do just yet. Perhaps in time. Just know, tests were done and… after the third son, it was often discovered that the power each son contained was less.”

“Is it–” Francis started.

“No more questions, please,” Baxter interrupted. “Now, let me take care of your training situation. I’m certain we can get you a few hours, possibly as many as six, if you are up for it.”

Rising from his seat, Francis nodded. “Nothing else would make me happier.”

“Gods, he’s telling the truth,” the queen groaned. “This fool really wants to train that bad!”

Baxter motioned for him to follow, and as they left the area they had been reclining in, he overheard the queen whisper to herself. “That boy… his skill could maybe be…” But he didn’t catch the rest before the curtain to the area dropped behind him, and all sound was cut off.

Francis saw the General standing a few yards away, dressed as if he were about to go to war.

“Just the man we were looking for,” Baxter said as he motioned to Francis. “He wants to train and raise his sword and shield skills. He has a twenty-six and a seventeen. Our Sage is also willing to suffer to grow.”

Grinning, Stenson nodded and motioned to the tent flap that would take them outside.

“Nothing better than a warrior who understands the need for pain,” the general said.

Seeing the glint in both men’s eyes and how they appeared to be sharing some secret that was obviously far worse than what he could have prepared for, Francis tried to steel himself.

What the hell have I gotten myself into?

“I need to get stronger, no matter the cost,” Francis told them both.

“Fine words, boy, fine words,” replied Stenson. “Follow me, and I’ll see if they are just words or if your actions and heart match them as well.”

As they left the tent, he could feel the king’s eyes following him, almost as if searching inside for a clue of some kind.

I guess only time will tell what hurts more: this training or dying.

            

    
        Chapter 26

    
    
    
    
                This is strange. We’re heading to the same spot Kels trained me in… how can he hope to help me level my skills faster when the enchantment doesn’t work like that?

Resisting the urge to say anything, Francis simply followed the one-armed man.

When they entered the tent, he saw Kels training, topless for the first time, sweating as before.

“General,” the knight said, immediately turning and bowing.

“Knight Kels, I have a task for you,” Stenson said, not slowing down his stride. “This is Sage Francis. I need you to train him in using the sword and shield, but I need you to use the advanced method.”

The blond-headed man’s face narrowed as he squinted at Francis, giving his fine clothes a quick inspection.

“A sage? So young? I would be honored, but if you want to use the advanced methods…”

“I already have the items on the way,” Stenson said. “He has told us he is proficient in the sword, so I’m interested to see how you handle this.”

Grinning, Kels stepped forward and gave a slight bow to Francis before holding out his hand. “Are you certain you’re up for this training?”

“I’m certain there isn’t any other way, since this tent is enchanted and will only help get one to twenty-five in a skill, if I’m correct.”

Coughing, the knight cleared his throat and studied the smiling general.

“I didn’t tell him,” Stenson said. “Go ahead and get him ready. The healer and the other items should arrive in less than five minutes. While I don’t have much time to watch, I want to see some of this.”

Kels grinned and motioned to the racks, where some weapons were stored. “I can’t tell you how excited I am about this. How long has it been since we’ve trained someone this way?”

“Maybe a year?” Stenson replied.

Francis started to shift slightly as the two of them talked, and the trio moved to where the weapons were waiting.

What did I just get myself into? The way they are talking… It’s as if they expect me to basically die

Never letting his eyes leave his soon-to-be trainer, Francis almost froze when Kels picked up a metal sword.

“We’re not using wooden ones?”

“That doesn’t work with this kind of training,” Stenson said, pointing at the rack. “Pick one, find a weapon you feel comfortable with. Honestly, I’m not sure you’ll be able to handle what comes next, but if you can endure it, the growth will be far greater than what many could ever hope for. Besides, you’ve eaten and have the best magical buff we can provide for a moment like this.”

“Bah,” Kels muttered. “You shared your personal food with him?”

“He is a sage.”

Sighing, the knight nodded and moved back to the center of the training area, still only wearing leather pants and boots.

Taking his time, Francis hefted a few different one-handed swords, examining their grips and weight.

I can easily swing them, though there is a slight difference in weight in the last three on the rack. It’s almost as if…

“Are these last ones weighted?”

“They are,” Stenson replied. “Those are typically used to help master control as the strength of the one using them increases. Part of the problem is that many swords can’t handle the stress and shatter, so those blades have a mix of magic and metal to overcome that.”

Pausing, the general pulled out the last sword and gave it a few quick swings. With a grin, he flipped it and handed it handle-first to Francis.

After sliding the one he had been holding back into the rack, Francis reached out and grabbed it--the moment the general let go, the blade crashed to the ground, tearing itself free from his grip.

“You.. You act like this is a twig!”

“For an old, one-armed man, the general is stronger than he looks,” Kels said. “I can’t even use that one yet.”

Francis couldn’t lift the sword even if he used both hands and his legs. The strain was beyond anything he had expected.

Just how strong is Stenson? To hold this weapon like he did? 

Letting the blade rest on the ground, he watched as the general winked, bent over, picked it up, and slid it carefully into the rack at the end.

“A lifetime has been spent honing my skill and strength,” Stenson said. “I only wish I still had my right arm.” The older man’s voice echoed with sadness momentarily before his face returned to its normal stony expression.

Less than a minute later, three men entered, each holding a small box. With them was a woman wearing a soft yellow robe.

“Ahh! Healer Dawn, thank you for coming,” Stenson said.

The woman frowned as she studied the three men in the center of the training area. “Stenson… is it true you’re about to torture this boy with these things?”

Shaking his head, the general pointed at Francis. “The Sage has asked for this. No one is forcing him, and we will see if he can even endure the first part.”

As the general spoke, the three men brought the packages they held to Stenson, who lifted one of the lids and smiled when peering inside.

“Francis, come here.”

Moving to where the man stood, Francis looked inside the open box and saw three rings, each set in a recessed section of some kind of wood. The rings buzzed slightly; one was blue, one was green, and one was red. Small runes were carved into their outer edges.

“These will be yours during the training. Once you have finished, you will return them to their box in the order in which they are set,” Stenson said. “Do not take them out of this tent. The pain would be… unbearable.” The general frowned when he reached inside and pulled out the blue one first, handing it to Francis. “Put this on your left hand, pointer finger. The next will go on your middle finger, and the last on your ring finger.”

Sliding the blue ring over his skin sent a shock of some kind through his body. It made his hand spasm momentarily. Gritting his teeth, Francis pushed through the discomfort, doing what he could to not react.

The green ring sent out an even bigger jolt of electricity, which required him to clench his teeth and push with much more effort to slide it down his middle finger.

“Impressive,” the older man said with a wink. “You handled both of those well. Now for the real test. I promise you, what is coming next is far worse than the last two, but if you can endure and push through the pain, you will be ready to start.”

“Men,” Dawn muttered. “Such idiots.”

Glancing around the tent, Francis saw the way Kels was studying him. The knight had a slight smile, his head bobbing slightly.

How bad can this really be?

Clearing his throat, Stenson took the final ring, the red one, and held it out. “Bring your hands closer together to make this easier. Good luck.”

The moment his fingers touched the ring, Francis wasn’t sure what he had done in life to deserve such pain.

Every muscle in his body spasmed, and the world seemed to swirl around him. Breathing felt impossible as his chest and lungs wanted to stop working.

Only inches separated the ring he held, clinched between his fingertips, and the finger on his left hand he was supposed to place it on.

Francis’ whole body trembled, and getting his hands to move felt impossible.

“Fight it! Push through it!” Someone was shouting, but Francis wasn’t sure who it was. It was as if he were in a cave; a voice was calling out to him somewhere deeper in it.

Why?! Why am I doing this?!

Every part of him wanted to let go of the red ring, to be done with it, but that question came over and over in his head.

Then, an image of his brother appeared.

A memory from four years ago took shape. They were lying under a fruit tree, staring up at the sky. For some reason, Francis felt himself relieving it.

***

“This is the life,” Michael said with a sigh. “A full stomach and someone who understands my pain.”

“Yeah, but the shits are going to be awful tomorrow.”

Both boys laughed, each glancing at the two dozen or more apple cores eaten to the nubs nearby.

“I’m glad you’re here,” his brother said. “I can’t imagine going through life alone.”

Francis nodded.

If it weren’t for you, I’d be dead or someone's slave.

Francis had lost count of the times his older brother had saved him from bullies, those who sought to take advantage of two boys they knew had no one, and countless others. Lessons had been taught, and learning to read people was a skill he now possessed only because Michael had been his guide.

“Someday, I’ll pay you back when I’m rich,” Francis said, rolling over onto his side, plucking a blade of the green grass and sticking it between his lips.

“Sure… someday… When we both have our own farms and hundreds of kids,” replied Michael.

“Bah… I’m not having kids… can you imagine putting up with someone like us?”

Laughter echoed through the woods where they were lounging, not a care in the world as the warm sun and full bellies made them forget about the pain they often endured.

***

His mouth was open, and Francis wasn’t sure if he was shouting, but the red ring crept toward its target.

Each second felt like an eternity as he brought both hands together, and when his skin touched the inside of the circle, the pain only grew. Sliding it along the shaft of his finger, each inch felt unbearable, like someone was stripping the flesh from his body slowly.

Still, he fought it, his brother’s face locked in that place that always drove him not to quit, no matter how hard something was.

And then all the pain and agony suddenly stopped.

He could hear his voice, a choke cry coming from his own throat, eyes able to see that the red band had come to rest at the base of his left hand.

“Impressive,” Stenson said, clapping his hand down on Francis’ shoulder. “You have done what many could not. Now, the real training can begin.”

“Fools,” Dawn groaned again as she moved to where Francis was, reaching out toward him. “Let me see your hand with the rings for a moment.”

Shaking his head to clear the cobwebs that still lingered, Francis nodded and held out his hand, only then noticing that his fingers looked bent.

They’re broken!

The understanding suddenly hit, but Dawn reached out immediately, taking his hand as more pain shot through his whole arm.

A glow surrounded his arm, and the healer's lips moved. No words came out, but with each passing second, the pain lessened until it finally vanished.

“Try your hand now.”

Clenching it and making a fist, Francis saw that it appeared to be fine—no more broken fingers.

“What… what just happened?”

“Check your notifications,” the general stated.

Blinking, Francis noticed there was indeed a notification he’d missed.

            

    
        Chapter 27

    
    
    
    
                [ Trial of Training Initiated ]

[ Step 1 Completed ]

[ Step 2 Completed ]

[ Step 3 Completed ]

[ 1 Strength Gained ]

[ 2 Endurance Gained ]

[ Trial of Training Boon - Acquired ]

[ Trial of Training - While the three rings are equipped, all skill gains are tripled. Leaving a safe space with rings may result in death if Endurance is too low. ]


“I… Stats and a boon?”

A whistle came from Kels.

“Stats? Nice! Now let’s hurry up and get the rest of the items on. We don’t have all night. Some of us must fight in the morning.”

As Francis stood there, reading the notifications again, the general handed him a pair of leather bracers.

“Put these on. They will help with the healing.”

Francis slid the leather bracer over his right arm and reached for the strap to tighten it. The bracer began to shrink slightly when he touched it, becoming snug on his forearm. “What the—” he asked, eyes widening as the equipment moved.

“Magic,” Stenson said, holding out the second. “Kels is right. Hurry up. We have one more thing after this one.”

After slipping the last one on and watching it shrink as well, Francis saw a pair of green boots that appeared to be made from a type of leather he didn’t recognize.

“Last item,” the general said. “This will also help with the healing.”

“Why are we talking about so much healing? How bad am I going to get hurt?”

Grinning, Stenson tossed the boots to Francis and moved to the edge of the square, where Dawn now stood. “You’ll find out. Hurry up and get a sword and shield. You’ll need to see what I mean.”

Sitting down, Francis quickly undid the old pair of boots and slid the new ones on, watching as they seemed to conform around his feet.

These things are more comfortable than anything I have ever worn.

Pain bloomed in his shoulder as he stared at the boots. Snapping his head to the right, Francis saw the metal tip of Kels’s sword being withdrawn from the flesh of his shoulder.

“Never take your eyes off of me,” Kels said.

“What the…You stabbed me!”

“And you’re healing,” the knight replied. “Time is our enemy, and you need to train.”

Francis rose, glancing at the spot in his new shirt where blood had appeared. He stuck a finger in the hole, finding that the wound had already closed.

“I don’t suppose I can wear these outside of here?” Francis asked, motioning to the boots and bracers.

Chuckling, the knight shook his head. “No… Now grab that shield and sword. We need to train, and I want to see what you can do.”

Backing to the square's edge, Francis took the sword and shield he had located a moment earlier and prepared himself. “Now what?”

“Move to the center of the square and attack or defend. Either way, we’ll keep going until I get tired, Dawn makes me stop, or you manage to cut me.”

Nodding, Francis obeyed, staying low and remembering the techniques he had learned here the first time with Kels.

The moment Francis’ feet hit the middle of the square, the knight attacked, weapon slashing, hacking, and thrusting. Before Francis could react, the blade had pierced his stomach.

Pain came again, yet seconds after the weapon was pulled free, the pain vanished.

“Francis froze, looking at his stomach.

“You’re fine,” Kels said, a grin on his face. “Now attack and show me you’re serious about wanting to learn!”

Something inside Francis clicked. He saw that the knight looked giddy, excited about training like this.

All this time I’ve wanted to get better… Now I finally can!

Like an animal that was finally released from a cage, he attacked.

***

“Stop!” Dawn’s voice carried across the tent, and Kels backed away immediately as Francis’ hand moved to where the blade had sliced into his neck.

He could feel blood between his fingers. His sword was a few yards away, freed from his hand by the knight’s talent with a blade.

A glow surrounded him as Dawn grumbled.

“You men are idiots… though I guess it’s not just men. I’ve had my fair share of healing women as well.”

“Vella?” Francis asked once his neck had finally returned to normal.

She nodded and frowned. “You sure you can keep going? It’s been almost four hours.”

“I’m not giving up!” Francis exclaimed. “My skill is almost thirty!”

Shaking her head, the healer rolled her eyes and moved back to where she had been standing the whole time.

Eyes locked on Kels, Francis moved to where his sword lay on the dirt, bending down while never losing sight of the man, who he knew wouldn’t have a problem taking advantage of that moment.

“I’m ready,” Francis said as his sword’s tip rose.

“Then show me.”

Attacking wasn’t his problem, and Francis was beginning to understand that now.

Each swing and thrust had value, but the longer he fought with Kels, the more he realized that the shield wasn’t helping him like he had hoped.

It had already reached a skill of twenty-six, but the knight’s sword skill was well beyond his ability to block, so all that meant was that he had an object that provided no offensive capacity.

Or does it?

He was starting to see how much he used the shield for nothing but hiding behind. All that did was allow Kels to use his legs or hands to kick Francis or pull the shield, and thus put him out of position.

Grinning, Francis went all in.

Slashing at the knight’s leg, he rotated the shield till it was flat, punching the light metal shield at Kels’s upper body the moment the blade moved to parry.

Francis could see a smile appear on his opponent's face when he had to raise an arm, accepting the blow against it.

Francis didn’t wait. He thrust his sword, kicked with his leg, and swung the shield all at the same time, going on the offensive for the first time and feeling like he could sense a shift in the fight.

Each attack forced the knight to move, accept a kick, or deflect the shield with his arm.

A pattern came, and knowing the dangers of patterns, Francis repeated it a third time, setting a trap he hoped might work. Knowing there would be an opening when the fourth repeat started, selling the feint as best as possible.

Sure enough, his leg was extended, ready to kick, yet instead of doing so, Francis tossed the shield at Kels’s face.

The knight ducked, arm rising as his sword aimed for the leg, but Francis attacked with his fist this time. He hoped it would work, and for a single second he believed his hand was going to connect with Kels’s jaw.

Like a predator that had toyed with its meal, the blond-haired warrior’s body moved with a speed that came from stats far beyond Francis’s. Kels’s body twisted, neck and head moving just a half inch away from the fist before coming forward and slamming into the sage’s face.

A crunching sound filled Francis’s ears and stars appeared, followed by more pain in his stomach.

“Stop!” Dawn shouted.

Blinking and coughing, he tried to focus on what had happened, feeling the overwhelming amount of agony in his body everywhere.

[ Swordsmanship Skill Increased - 30 Proficient ]

“Oh hell no,” Kels said as Dawn drew close. “My father isn’t going to let me live this down.”

Francis couldn’t see what Kels was talking about; tears had formed on their own, something one's eyes did upon getting a broken nose.

“Hold still,” the healer said as she held Francis’ head—all the pain vanished again. “What are you talking about?”

“Look,” the knight replied, pointing to his left leg. “Francis nicked me.”

Finally able to see after wiping away the wetness, Francis realized there was the slightest cut on the man’s leather pants and a tiny trickle of blood.

“I’m pretty sure you won’t die from that. I mean, you probably cut yourself worse while shaving,” Dawn said.

Laughing, Kels nodded and shrugged. “My father won’t care either way.”

“Nehemiah loves you, you know that?” Francis asked.

The smile and jovial expression on the knight vanished, and he stood there, jaw slightly open and with a perplexed look.

“How…”

“My Sage skill. Just know he’s proud of you, even if he doesn’t say it. If you don’t believe me, ask those who know him. It’s plain to see.”

A snort came from Dawn, and both men turned to see her nodding. “Oh, that look is priceless, but the young sage is right. Nehemiah is very proud of you, Knight Kels. Even if he doesn’t have a clue how to tell you, that man loves you.”

Rubbing his chin, the blond-haired warrior nodded. “Thanks… for that. More than you know.”

“Trust me, as a ninth son, I can only imagine what it might feel like to wonder how my father really feels about me. I know he doesn’t act like I exist, or maybe he even wishes I didn’t. Still… I did reach a level thirty in my Swordsmanship.”

Grinning, Kels moved to where Francis stood and held out his hand. “Good work. Now listen. You must remove the rings in the same order you put them on. I’ll help you put them away, and then we’ll remove the other items. From there, Dawn and I will help you to a tent to rest because… you’re going to crash. Hard.”

“Is it that bad?”

“You have no idea,” the healer replied after snapping her fingers, and one of them came forward with the first box. “Those rings… they… are beyond dangerous. Had you two not stopped now, I would have forced you to quit soon. The demand they have on one’s body is…”

Francis waited for her to finish, but Dawn just stood there, frowning with her head cocked sideways.

“She is saying you can’t use them for a while. Perhaps once a month at the most.”

“Once a month?! How the hell am I supposed to keep growing in swordsmanship skill?” Francis asked as he stared down at the knight.

“If we’re still alive in a month, you can go again,” Kels replied. “Trust me, getting a higher-level skill isn’t going to matter from where we are right now. Battle is usually the only way one gets stronger. The system knows that the growth comes much slower if you aren’t risking or pushing the boundaries.”

His jaw moved, yet no words came out as Francis dealt with the knowledge that he couldn’t train with these rings regularly.

This was supposed to be easy! I should continue to improve and enhance my skills, but if I’m unable to do so…

“Francis?” Kels’s voice made him stop the line of thinking he was going through and he turned to see the man studying him. “Why do you look like you're not happy with gaining four points in a skill? I mean, you increased your skill as well as your stats, yet…”

“It’s not enough.”

“It’s never enough,” Dawn said with a groan. “You sound like one of those fools who give up living a real life, all to pursue stats and skills.”

“We call those people dedicated,” the knight answered. “Sometimes, one forgets that we don’t all grow by simply healing those of us stupid enough to choose such a path.

The middle-aged woman shook her head and then displayed a middle finger at Kels.

“You forget, I wouldn’t need to have this kind of power if men like you didn’t keep rushing into situations like this.”

“And we would all be dead,” Kels replied, “if men like me didn’t have the skills I possess.”

Both of them locked eyes, frowned, and almost snarled, seeming as if this discussion had occurred multiple times.

“You two need to either stop fighting or admit you like each other,” Francis stated. “Either way, I need to take all this shit off.”

As one, the pair coughed and glared at Francis, who grinned and held out the red ring.

“It’s a good thing you’re a sage; otherwise, I’d challenge you to a duel,” Kels stated.

“You could do that, but somehow, I doubt killing me would have the impact you’re hoping for.”

“Idiots,” Dawn mumbled as she placed the ring into the box. “Not even afraid of death.”

            

    
        Chapter 28

    
    
    
    
                “Francis, you've got to get up,” Michael called out.

Grunting, Francis rolled over. “Phillip can go screw himself…”

“We’re not at that camp, you idiot,” Michael replied. “We’re in the King’s section. We’re in the area with the good food and soft beds.”

Blinking and yawning, Francis bolted up and saw that they were indeed in the tent he now remembered returning to the previous night.

“What time is it?!” Francis asked.

“About twenty minutes before the horns are going to sound. I just got in and–”

“You just got in?”

Grinning like a fool, Michael nodded. “Uh… yeah… apparently, there are tents which reduce the endurance drain and… those two women… uh, kept me up for most of the night. They wanted me to ensure you knew they did what you asked.”

Unable to help himself, Francis started laughing and shook his head as his brother turned a deep shade of red.

“So… should I ask what happened all night?” Francis asked

Michael nodded. “Yes, but there isn’t time.  In a few minutes, the general… the fricking general… is going to summon you.  Now get dressed.”

After rolling out of bed, wishing he could stay tucked between the soft blankets and the mattress that conformed to his body, Francis quickly splashed water from a bowl on a nearby table against his face and neck.

“Your clothes, my lord.” Michael teased.

Rolling his eyes, Francis snatched the new outfit from his brother's hands and started getting dressed.

“You weren’t kidding about this… I thought you were drunk… or just an idiot but…” Michael’s voice trailed off as he motioned around the tent. “This tent alone is better than anything I think we have ever seen.  How?”

Fixing the belt on the pants, Francis frowned. “Long story. I have a sage-level skill. No, I can’t answer any more questions, but I promise I will.”

“That’s a load of bullshit if I’ve ever heard it,” muttered his brother. “I mean… why… why did we have to live like that for so long if this was possible?”

Putting the shirt on the bed, Francis turned and grabbed his brother's shoulders. “I promise to tell you when I know it's safe. For now, just always know you’re the only thing I care about. Stay safe, and don’t go into battle.  Promise me that.”

Blowing a raspberry, Michael bobbed his head. “Trust me, I have no desire to go down there.”

“Good. Now, get my boots and help your lord get dressed.”

“Screw you,” Michael replied as he glanced around the tent. “They’re over there, and you can get them yourself.”

***

Staring out over the battle about to begin, Francis couldn’t help but frown.

“Something wrong?” Stenson asked.

Shaking his head, Francis couldn’t tear his eyes from the army he was hoping to save today. “Sorry, General. Just knowing there are so many men below who are going to die.”

“It’s a horrible sight,” Nehemiah stated as they stood on the king’s platform set up behind the army. “Those in the front have no idea what is before them.”

Unlike the previous time, Stenson was on the platform, studying the army with a frown.

The thud of boots against wood rang out as the king made his way up the steps, his black plate armor looking glossy in the rising sun.

“Are we ready?” Baxter asked as he moved to where the three men stood apart from all the others on the stage.

“Read for a mission where we have no idea how it will go, after we threw out our entire previous battle plan? Sure,” Stenson said.

“No different than any other time,” replied the king.

Stenson’s only reply to Baxter was a grunt.

The kingdom leader moved to where the pair of crystal orbs were waiting for him and placed a hand on each.

"Warriors! Know that your King honors your bravery! Survive and be rewarded! Find wealth and a new life by proving ourselves today!”

The trickle of power that came when the king spoke was almost not even noticeable, unlike all the other times the man had spoken. The army below cheered and roared as always.

Horns marked the sound of battle, and both armies moved toward each other.

“The special fighters are in the woods, heading to the location you marked,” Stenson stated, pointing in the direction Francis had indicated. “How you appear to know so much still boggles my mind, but I am grateful to the gods that you have come.  Now I just pray that things work out for our side for once.”

All the newest sage could do was nod, eyes focused on the line of fodder that was forced face-first into the charging line of minotaur.  

Francis grimaced as the first line was mowed down, as always. “So I’ll ask and not try to sound stupid, but tell me, what is the chance of mixing the veterans and the elite with the untrained troops?”

“The chances are next to zero of me trying it again unless you can convince me the gods wish it,” he replied, as the one-armed man held a looking glass up to his eye. “None of our attempts at that in the early days were worth it.  The enemy sent spells that hurt us, so we had to adapt.  It’s impossible to know how many troops they have, and if we send our best in first, they’ll die long before reaching the real troops our enemy keeps in reserve, as we do.  Knowing they are fighting on four battlefields has made us wonder how an enemy can commit to such numbers.”

Scratching his head, Francis knew he was frowning.

“Do you want to watch?” Stenson asked, holding out his looking glass.

Even though he didn’t, having lived the scene that was taking place, Francis knew there wouldn’t be many chances to use such a rare and expensive item. Holding the metal tube and lifting the smaller end to his eye, he saw the battle as if it were right before him.

Men and beastkin were cut down, more men than the enemy, but slowly, the fight changed as a steady flow of humans continued to press forward.

So much carnage… 

He watched as a soldier lost his head and another took a claw through their chest.  Three men managed to cut down a wolf-kin, though they died the moment they celebrated when a pair of beastkin retaliated.

Lowering the telescope, he returned it to the general, who took it, collapsed it, and stored it in a pouch on his left hip.

“Battles and wars are not pretty. I, for one, know and understand more than most,” the older man said.

"DO NOT FLEE! STAND STRONG!"

Baxter's words informed Francis of how fast this fight was progressing -- the next part would really determine his course.

Soon, the ragged lines of the untrained men like himself were almost gone and the advanced warriors moved forward.

“You’ve put more space between the lines,” Francis said.

“Correct,” Stenson replied. “Even if we’re not sure they might use a spell like you described, I would prefer to limit the destruction it could bring.”

Rows of men stepped forward, shouting and fighting, hacking through the lines.

For what seemed like an eternity, their advance troops moved ahead, only slowed down when the number of beastkin grew too thick to push through.

“Should we use the healing spell?” Lester called out.

Baxter shook his head, ignoring the man.

“But the soldiers!” the bald man protested.

“Will die if we use it or if we don’t!” Baxter snapped. “You know the plan, do not argue. If you prefer, I can find you a place on the line.”

Those words were sharp as a blade, almost cutting, and they made the middle-aged man take a step back and hide behind the line of others.

“Lester’s not happy to watch this, but I can’t blame the king,” Stenson said quietly. “We’re losing too many men.  The third line is approaching now.”

“Yet they pushed in farther than expected. Am I wrong?” Francis asked.

“No, you’re right… I think… I think the enemy is waiting… expecting us to use the healing spell.  The enemy is smarter than most believed when we first faced them. Perhaps they finally realize how wrong they were after all this time.”

That statement forced Francis to close his eyes, trying to remember what he had seen in his previous life.  Burnt into his memory was that fight and exactly how it turned out.  It took a few seconds for Francis to realize that the enemy had matched the space between the ranks of the human army. Unlike last time, there were larger gaps than usual between the beastkin lines.

He opened them quickly and didn’t wait before reaching out and touching the general's arm.

“How far can our archers shoot? Will they be able to reach the rows of the enemy farther back?”

The older man pulled his telescope free and, with a flick of his wrist, extended it completely.

“Damn it, you’re right… We might if we move them up about one hundred yards, but that would be into the range of the enemy spells.”

“They’ve always been in the range of enemy spells,” Francis stated, “but the shield provides enough protection back here. Do it! I mean… uh, perhaps we should do it, sir.”

Chuckling once, Stenson moved to where Baxter stood, the general’s gaze fixed on the fighting armies.

Francis watched the two men conversing for a moment, and then the King stared at him. A questioning look came from Baxter and Francis nodded once, trying to look certain of the recommendation he had just made.

Horns blasted a moment later after the king gave the orders, and then the archers moved up with the fourth line of advanced troops.

“He agrees it might be worth it, even though we’re waiting on more arrows,” Stenson said.

“Why are you waiting for more?” Francis asked. “Surely, they aren’t that hard to make.”

Snorting, Stenson shook his head. “We’ve been fighting for half a year. The drain on everything is more than most realize. Four of the six nobles tasked with providing for the war effort are way behind. They blame it on our taking of the men who fight and the constant drain on the animals, trees, and glue production. Wars are not cheap, and the cost isn’t just the lives lost.  While a kingdom might win a war, it can often take generations for the land to recover… and by then another war might appear, catching that kingdom unable to defend itself.”

“How long can we endure? I mean, how long can this war really last?” Francis asked.

“Until we are all dead and there is no one left to fight,” Stenson replied, frowning. “This enemy doesn’t talk with us. They make no demands, have no emissary come, and they don’t seem interested in our surrendering.  They only wish to remove us, and what I fear the most is that they are doing just that… slowly killing us before they can overrun us entirely.”

A horn blew, and every eye on the platform focused on the rain of arrows moving through the air.

It was like a large flock of birds, only made of wood and metal, flying up into the sky and then racing toward the enemy. The downward arc came and the arrows fell into the midst of the beastkin, killing and wounding hundreds of troops in a few seconds.

“Yes!” Baxter shouted, his outburst causing others to celebrate, each witnessing the devastation caused to the enemy.

“That was a good call,” Stenson said, allowing a rare grin to paint his face. “Now we shall press and see.”

“But you remember what I told you, right?” Francis asked.

Nodding, the older man erased his smile in a second, the ever-present frown back once more. “We shall see.  Soon, there won’t be another option.  Our men and mages are moving forward as we speak.”

Four people in yellow robes appeared, each holding a crystal gem. Behind them came a group of men and women carrying a purple object.

The very nature of what he looked at was hard to focus on. It was as if the metal twisted and changed shape like runny clay, almost as if trying to hide itself from his view. A large rectangle was quickly built, easily eight feet long and four feet wide. Once it was completed, the yellow-robed individuals put the gem they held into a different corner, and the purple metal began to hum.

Light radiated from the sides and stretched across, forming an image of the battle farther away.

“What –” Francis started to ask.

“A scrying screen.  It's not the largest, but it's still very powerful. One of the groups has the gem that the four are connected to,” Stenson said as the entire space in the middle of the box came into view. “Some are much stronger and can see farther away, but we cannot waste the mana on such things now.”

Swallowing the spit that had formed in his throat, Francis could only nod. He now watched the fifth and sixth row of the advanced soldiers engage with the weakened ranks of beastkin.

He could feel the change in the battle and see the difference these warriors made versus the ones who had only received the training he and his brother had.

Their attacks were consistent, and they operated as a cohesive unit.  Each man stepped forward, thrusting, blocking, and protecting the one next to them.  

With the enemy lines already weakened, the human troops moved quickly across the beastkin-littered battlefield, pushing closer to a line Francis knew was waiting to unleash a new foe.

“There!” Francis shouted. Pointing his finger.

A gasp came from someone nearby when the first of the rhino-kin emerged.

“There’s more than we thought!” an advisor exclaimed.

“How can we fight that many?” another asked.

“How can–”

“Silence!” Baxter roared.

The king turned, his face matching his eyes, and glared at the ones who were surprised at the sight before them. “We will not lose this battle just because of what you see! Our sage told us about their numbers, and because of that we have already made deeper strides than in months. Now silence. Only speak if you have an idea on how we might help turn the tide.”

Each man and woman went silent, most of them averting their eyes from the king’s glare.

“It’s time,” Stenson said, loud enough for Baxter to hear.

“Sound the horns, we make a play and hope that our gift from the gods works,” the king said.

Eight short horn blasts came, and the cavalry moved off to the sides, forming up as the next part of the plan was implemented.

If they use that healing spell, at least we can prevent the entire army from getting wiped out.

All of the remaining advanced groups charged, shouts barely audible from this distance, and there appeared to be excitement in each man's step. They charged as one, ignoring their fallen brothers littering the ground.

Can we win? I mean… here come the next troops…

The enemy seemed almost to hear that question in Francis’ mind, for their rows parted and lines of rhino-kin came forward, lining up and charging at the rush of men.

It didn’t seem to matter that the rhino-kin ran over the beastkin, who were unable to dodge the incoming charge from behind. The distance closed quickly between the groups. All the advanced warriors, including some of the elite troops, began gathering close, preparing to defend against this new enemy.

Dark clouds began to form, and Francis saw them, recognizing immediately what they were. “Call them back! Quickly! That’s the spell!”

“You’re certain?!” Stenson asked.

“Yes!” Francis shouted.

“CAST HEALING! TROOPS RETREAT! SPLIT UP AND FALL BACK WITH EVERYTHING YOU HAVE!”

Unlike earlier that day, the wave of overpowering commands washed over him, and this time, it was almost impossible to endure.

[ Mental Resist Successful]

The sheet of darkness spread across the field as before, racing past the rhino-kins, who stopped their charge. The speed at which they halted caused furrows of dirt to form.

Those sheets of black magic fell, and Francis frowned as he watched those who could not get away or dodge what was coming.

Light began to form as clouds appeared above, and the healing spell rained down upon the troops at the same time the beastkin’s death spell began its awful destruction.

The scene before Francis unfolded in a way he hadn’t expected.

People on the viewing platform passed out as the view showed exactly what happened when those black magic ribbons touched a warrior.  Like someone had heated metal, they began to melt, bubbling and turning into a pile of goo.

Each warrior lifted their hands upward, almost as if calling the gods for mercy or some miracle.

The moment the healing spell touched the edge of the death magic, both a miracle and a curse took place.
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                An explosion erupted when the two spells connected, displayed on the magical screen the mages had created. Everything seemed fine for a moment before energy washed over the entire battlefield, tossing everyone nearby to the ground.

Where the sheets of black magic had been racing forward, they began to ignite with a green and red glow before arcing through the air.

Each drop of rain raced upward, no longer something that appeared to heal at all but instead a stream of magical power that climbed back into the sky and into the clouds, sending out a deafening boom upon the magical energy reaching the sky.

Pain from the sound wasn’t the worst part of this for Francis.

His entire body felt as though something was coursing through it, seeking out something deep inside and trying to draw it out.

He knew he was screaming. His mind told him that, yet his ears couldn’t hear anything over the howls of others nearby.

Suddenly, it all vanished. A different wave of pressure pushed from behind him, and the sensation was gone just as quickly as it had come.

Sound came, but it was distant, a ringing in his ears. Glancing around, Francis saw that a few others were struggling as he was. Stenson and the King were both moving, appearing to be shouting, and giving orders.

The general turned, his lips moving, but Francis couldn’t hear anything. The general paused and then motioned to someone to approach Francis.

Hands pressed against Francis’ head, and a sensation he knew from the early-morning training flowed through his head.

“He is fine now,” Dawn’s voice announced from behind him. “I need to care for the others.”

“Francis! Did you see this and not tell us?!” the general demanded.

“No… I did not. The magic… what was that?”

Smoke emanated from the center of the battleground, leaving a horrible stench even from this distance. It burnt his nose and the cries of pain reached Francis now that his ears were healed.

“Something far rarer than I know of,” Stenson replied as he snapped his fingers. “Mages, I need a count! How many are down?! How long till the artifacts will work again?!”

Baxter stood there, gazing through a telescope, his whole body shaking.

People scattered, moving toward the stairs and shouting.

They’re running… because magic isn’t working?

“Those spells… Did they cancel each other’s magic?” Francis asked.

A huff came from the general, who flicked open his telescope and handed it to Francis.

“Look at the battleground and tell me what you see.”

Without waiting, Francis took the tube and held it up to his eyes, peering across the countless bodies, some of which were thankfully rising.

In the middle, where the two spells had met, a red and purple haze seemed to float across the destruction.

Half of the distance of the field was covered in it, bodies littered and torn apart, some smashed together in misshapen balls of body parts without care if the appendages had been from man or beastkin.

Every so often, a spark of something black or green erupted in the mist-like substance, destroying whatever it touched.

“It’s a magical distortion,” Stenson said. “To my knowledge, no one knows how to create such a thing… for those two spells to have done that…”

“Means they aren’t of our world at all,” Baxter said as he moved to join them. “What we are facing is way beyond what we had feared. They have magic that confused our casters for so long, but now… now we know it’s not like what we ever thought was possible.”

Francis could see the frown on the king’s face, which was not the usual one of displeasure. His eyes were narrowed not in anger but in confusion.

How can we hope to stop them if they aren’t from our world?

“How long, Priscilla?” Baxter called out.

“I… I don’t know,” the woman shouted from behind. “None of our items or even my own magic is working. Only the healers seem to be… the gods! It has to be our gods.”

All of them turned to see the red-haired woman looking disheveled. Her blue eyes seemed tired, and her robe clung to her.

Sweat?

“You think the gods have something to do with this?” Baxter asked.

Grimacing, the woman shrugged before bobbing her head. “It’s the only thing I can think of right now,” she replied. “We all know there are many gods, and the Goddess Meana is the one who grants us the power of magic. Goddess Meilora grants the healing art, and they are different. One is mana-focused, and the other is… Perhaps…”

She trailed off, tapping her chin for a moment. “If whatever magic they used was from an opposite god… it could create what we are experiencing.”

“Forget the lecture and give me a time frame?” Baxter asked. “Can we attack? Are they just as weak? What are my options?”

“No… pull back. Anyone who gets near that fog will die,” she replied. “How long it lasts, I don’t know, but I wouldn’t risk casting a spell over it. That might cause it to expand or the cloud may even seek the next person casting a spell.”

Grunting, the king nodded. Stenson whistled, a young warrior approaching the general.

“Sound the horns to mark our retreat,” Baxter said. “Add the beat to check the wounded. We’ll then need to have others go and help while we have light. With the number of injured, we’re going to be busy for a while.”

Bowing, the warrior took off toward the stairs.

“I need to know our options as soon as you have any,” Baxter called out. “We’ll form up for defense, have guards on the lookout… when possible, we’ll need to make sure the woods are warded and–”

“Do not worry, my King,” Stenson said. “I will handle it. You’ll have enough to deal with. Leave the small things to me.”

Baxter laughed, an eerie and unexpected sound rolling off the platform, making most people stop and look at him.

“Small things?” the king asked. “My friend, you fool yourself if you believe for a minute any of this is small. You and I both know that what comes next will be many sleepless nights and no combat, provided we are lucky.”

“Yet we will survive,” Stenson replied, his voice never wavering as the man stood tall. “The gods gave us this gift beside us, so all we can do right now is deal with the problems at hand. Stay here. I’ll take charge of what is down below.”

Both men smiled and shook hands before the general gave a slight nod of his head and moved toward the stairs.

“Sage Francis, join me,” Stenson called out.

Without waiting, he took off, moving quickly to follow the older man, who never seemed to tire or struggle.

“Where are we going?” Francis asked.

“To do what leaders must,” replied the general of a disorganized army. “Take care of things no one else wants to.”

***

The sun was almost set behind the mountains far to the east, and the haze of magical energy still crackled in the fading sunlight. A glow drifted across the field, preventing them from seeing through to the other side, as it rose hundreds of yards into the air.

“Over five hundred years,” Francis muttered as he stood next to Kels. “Impossible to believe it has been that long since a recorded document of something like this happened.”

The knight nodded, arms crossed, as they stood gazing across the grounds where people moved, the soldiers trying to heal the injured while preparing defenses. None was certain if they would be needed.

“I really wish we could lead a group into the woods. With our wards down, surely theirs must be also,” the knight stated. “Think of what we might learn or see if we could reach their side?”

“While dodging all the traps and non-magical defenses, Stenson ordered to be set up?” Francis asked.

“You’re no fun,” Kels replied. “Where is your sense of adventure? Who needs magical power when you have this right here?” The young knight tapped the sword on his hip a few times. “Actually, I feel better than I ever have right now. No need to worry about some fireball or other spell coming at me that I can’t dodge or defend against.”

“Doesn’t an arrow hurt just as bad?”

A punch came from the trainer, who clipped Francis.

“Stop ruining my moment,” Kels complained. “Magic, while dangerous, has its limits, but a blade in the hands of a skilled warrior is just as dangerous.”

“Except when cut down by an archer or a mage.”

Sighing, Kels nodded. “Once more, ruining my moment. However, you are right. For warriors, we live for this chance to test ourselves against another person or beast, see if our skill and ability will secure victory.”

“It’s like you didn’t listen when I shared what lies across that battlefield,” Francis said. “A beastkin capable of killing Stenson, though it would lose an arm in the process.”

“Part of me feels you’re making a joke at the expense of an old man like Stenson. But then again, it does seem fitting if the very thing that killed that bastard would lose an arm in the process as well.”

“Are you ever going to tell me how he lost his arm?” Francis asked, his voice rising slightly to learn what no one wanted to discuss finally.

“Only a handful of people know, and none of them will tell anyone,” Kels replied.

Francis grunted, watching the last rays of sunlight vanish as the sun hid from the carnage below. “I guess I’ll go check in on my brother. Still sucks that we can’t train tonight.”

“Everyone is going to suffer tonight,” the knight replied. “Don’t forget, no magic works. The food is just food. The ground you stand on has no enchantment to remove fatigue. Every magical object does nothing; for an army dependent upon such things, it is a very scary thing.”

“So you’re saying everyone here has to live like I have my whole life?” Francis said bluntly.

Pretending to have been wounded, Kels clutched his chest before sobering and nodding. “That, my young Sage, is probably the wisest thing you have ever said. Now, I need to turn in. I haven’t slept in days, and I can feel the fatigue about to bowl me over.”

Francis nodded, watching as the knight moved toward a tent. Once the warrior was gone, he let out a yawn--glad for a few hours of sleep last night--and turned to where the tent Michael was in.

***

“Why do I feel like nothing is going as you planned?” his brother asked.

“Because I couldn’t see any of this,” Francis replied, ignoring the look Michael was giving him.

A chuckle escaped Francis’ lips as he knew for the first time in his life, he could actually kick his brother's ass with ease.

“Had I known, I would have told them,” Francis said. “Right now, most of them are dead on their feet, fast asleep, and this camp is in lockdown. Tonight is going to be scary for many of them, having never been this open and unprotected before.”

“The tents aren’t warded, are they?” Michael asked.

Francis shook his head.

“Damn, it must suck for them,” his older brother said. “Having to live like us… Whatever will they do?”

“I said the same thing. Now then, if you don’t mind, blow out that lamp and let’s turn in. I for one won’t have a problem falling asleep in a soft bed with blankets.”

Both young men chuckled, and Michael leaned over, turned down the wick, and blew out the flame.

“Imagine living like the 8th and 9th son,” Francis said in the darkness. “Doesn’t sound like a fun life at all.”
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                Francis heard the bell and groaned.

How the hell did I die again?

As he started to roll over, his hand felt the weight of the blankets, their softness caressing his skin.

Sitting up quickly, he could see the small amount of light streaming through a pulled-back curtain.

“Hey, dumbass, it’s time to wake up,” Michael called out.

Groaning, he sat up and saw his brother chewing on a hunk of bread.

“What are those bells?” Francis asked.

“Beats me. I wasn't fighting, so I didn’t feel the need to check. Besides, if it’s that bad, surely someone will come to summon the great and powerful Sage Francis Lancaster.”

Smiling, Francis stepped out of the bed, then laughed as Michael groaned and quickly turned away.

“You really need to put some clothes on. I don’t need to see that while I’m eating.”

“Please, you still owe me for the other night with those two women. Besides, I’m fairly certain I may never sleep with clothes again if I have blankets that feel like those.”

“Yeah, yeah… Still, I’m going to wait out here where we have some food. Once you're dressed, we’re supposed to find that Stendon guy.”

“Stenson. General Stenson. The main tactician of the camp.”

Michael shrugged, waving the half-eaten loaf of bread in the air as he ducked out the opening.

“That’s your problem to deal with. All I know is I will keep eating as much food as possible. If this is some crazy dream, I’d rather know I made the most of it.”

After his brother vanished, Francis quickly grabbed the clothes sitting on a chair for him, grinning the entire time he got dressed.

Part of me wants to ask for permission to go visit my family and punch my dad in the face… I mean, they wore things like this every day, yet I was given something that felt more like a sack.

Grumbling a little, he considered the facts of everything that had happened.

I wonder how we’re going to deal with this whole no-magic thing.

Lost in his thoughts, he mimicked his brother’s earlier action and scarfed down a quick meal before stepping out of their tent.

“What the hell is going on?” Francis said out loud, frowning upon the confusion he saw taking place in the camp.

“Forgive us, sir,” a guard replied as the guard stepped forward from the side of the tent. “It’s been a difficult night as we attempt to return to old ways of communication here.”

“Without magic?” Francis asked, noticing the man he was talking to looked familiar.

“Correct, sir. All of the normal means of communication have broken down, so we’ve been using old methods that haven’t been practiced in… Well I don’t know exactly how long. Still, the General and some of the others had sheets of paper passed around earlier today and we’re all quickly adjusting to them.”

As the guard was talking, his brother returned and motioned over his shoulder with a thumb. “The bells,” Michael muttered. “That’s how they’re communicating orders.”

“Correct, sir,” the guard replied.

“So that previous bell was to wake everyone?” Francis asked.

“Indeed,” the guard said. “There should be a call to arms with horns if required, but the fog that covers most of the battlefield is still there. Who knew a whole system of bells could mean so much?”

“I believe you’re here to take us to General Stenson?” Francis asked, stretching as he peered out across the camp with warriors shouting and moving all over.

“I am. Are you ready?”

Both boys nodded.

“Very well, follow me if you would.”

As they trailed behind the guard, each of them occasionally pointed at different sections of the camp that were being taken down and moved elsewhere.

“Why are they–” Michael started to ask, but caught himself.

“Did you have a question, sir?” the guard asked.

“No… forgive me,” his brother said.

Francis frowned, knowing what had happened.

All the dead troops... The army is making space to spread out those who are still alive. Limit the exposure and create a new line of defense.

“You see it also,” his brother whispered.

“Yeah… You didn’t see the battle, did you?”

Michael winced. “No… I was… busy.”

Rolling his eyes, Francis shook his head—he knew exactly what Michael was talking about.

“So… what’s your plan?” Michael asked. “I mean… what the heck are you going to do today?”

He could see his brother start chewing on his lip and knew a lot of concern was behind that mostly calm demeanor.

“I’m not sure. I just know that whatever happens next, I have no clue how it will turn out,” Francis whispered as he motioned with his hand, “I just know we need to get stronger.”

“How are–” Michael started.

The guard leading them grunted and pointed at the tent Francis recognized as the general’s.

“He is inside waiting for you. His guards will let you in.”

“Thank you,” Francis said as he watched the soldier bow.

“It is my pleasure, Sage. Word has spread of how you saved so many of us. For that, know I am always here to help, provided it does not go against my King or General.

With those words spoken, the man saluted and quickly moved off.

“So… like I’m seriously confused,” Michael said. “You still owe me an explanation, especially since everything keeps getting weirder.”

“I’d prefer weird than having been in the spot we were supposed to fight from.”

His brother grunted and nodded. “That… I can’t complain about.”

Pointing at the two guards who were eyeing them, Francis motioned for him and Michael to move toward the tent.

***

Francis almost felt bad at the size of the bags under the older man’s eyes. Stenson yawned again for the third time in a minute.

“Forgive me. I’m just… exhausted. Not having the runes and enchantments has made me realize just how soft I am.”

Snorting, Francis shook his head. “Somehow, I doubt that, sir. You could easily still kill anyone in this camp.”

The general chuckled and nodded, his brown eyes shifting between the two, Michael and Francis.

“Many aren’t sure if yesterday's actions were the best decision. Even King Baxter is trying to determine if we made the best choice.”

“I mean, we saved a chunk of the army from certain death,” Francis stated. “How is that a bad thing? Who cares if people are tired and there is no magic right now?”

A small smirk appeared on Stenson's lips. “You have no idea how much power has shifted within this camp because of that change. All the mages who demanded respect and power are now useless, most with headaches that haven’t vanished yet, and a third of them are still sleeping. Everyone who only a day ago felt they had value or worth because of the artifacts they possessed or the power they commanded from our gods is useless. I have almost no doubt that either of you could easily walk into their tents and slaughter them without any real risk, as most mages refuse to learn any melee skills. Only a few were smart enough to pick up a little self-defense as they trained.”

“Why is that?” Michael asked.

Francis and Stenson both looked at Michael, who was waving a small piece of meat on the end of his fork.

“Why is it they didn’t train in self-defense?” his brother asked again. “I mean, we’re nobodies and we have training.”

“Did you have training before you volunteered or after?” Stenson asked.

Clearing his throat, the older brother swallowed the piece of food in his mouth. “I mean… obviously after, but–”

“Would you have spent every hour of your day training the magical arts, then learning to use a sword and shield once that day’s training was finished? Knowing that you would get no sleep until you passed out?”

The general’s question made Michael frown--he averted his eyes, staring at the carpet. “I… I guess I’d only have done one.”

“Don’t think I’m saying you’re wrong,” Stenson said. “I’m simply pointing out the obvious. When most are given a chance, they will choose to rest and recover. Very few are willing to endure actual pain and suffering to improve.”

Francis felt the general's eyes almost boring into him as he spoke that last sentence.

“So what are the King’s plans now?” Francis asked. “Has anyone gotten any intel on the enemy?”

“Sage Francis, you are always inquiring about things that most wouldn’t ask about--especially given your status and role so far. Kels mentioned to me this morning, before setting out, that you had wanted to possibly go into the woods. You do realize that right now that is where the next battle is taking place?”

“It seems like the logical area. Without the battlefield and open area, each side must be trying to find a way through the forest so they can learn something about the other. Has anyone spotted any of the bird creatures?”

“Not yet,” Stenson replied as he fought back another yawn. “We’ve been keeping a close eye on the sky, but none have been spotted yet with our lenses. A few have hypothesized that perhaps they cannot fly without the power of magic. If that is the case, we are very fortunate. For only one side to have information about the other is a boon and can change the entire course of a battle. Similar to how you knew what they would do with that spell.”

Francis couldn’t help but nod-- he knew at some point he would have to die again. His only hope was that before it happened, he could learn something useful about what would happen after this decision.

I’m not even certain there is a way to defeat that tiger-kin leader.

“You’re thinking,” Stenson said. “About what?”

Seeing the general studying him, Francis nodded. “Who is stronger? Fighting wise. You or the King?”

Shifting in his chair, Stenson scratched his chin for a moment, his gaze fixed on the ceiling.

“Now… that is a good question. One that I’m not sure I could actually answer. He is gifted and skilled in many things, and fighting with a sword is one of them. I would wager a few gold Reevotort crowns if I still had both arms. With just one… we should be close to the same strength.”

“Can you tell me what his other abilities are? I mean–”

Holding up his only hand, the older man shook his head.

“You remember how I reacted when you spoke about my sword and what I could do with it?”

Francis chuckled for a second and then stopped after seeing the look he was getting.

“I… do.”

“No one likes their true power to be revealed. Many men consider themselves stronger than others, only to find out they are wrong the hard way. Some get a quick death, others a slow one, and the truly unfortunate souls receive a mark no man wishes to bear like the one tasked with training you.”

An image of Phillip flashed through his mind, and Francis grimaced.

“Yeah… our trainer had one of those,” Michael blurted out.

“I am well aware,” Stenson said. “One thing I did was research as much as I could about you, where you came from, and who trained you. Phillip… he was a good soldier if the reports are true. Lots of potential. His pride cost him everything.”

“Does this mean you know what happened?” Michael blurted out.

“I do, but that is not something I will share with either of you. He accepted a position far below his skill and trained many warriors over the last six months. He was only here this time because we knew there wouldn’t be but one more round of reinforcements coming.”

“How did you know that?” Michael asked.

Stenson sighed and looked at Michael, who shrank back slightly in his chair.

“Because all of us in my position know the cost of a long war. We weren’t prepared, and this isn’t against a different kingdom. We have faced an enemy that hasn’t seemed to be impacted by the countless troops of theirs we have cut down. Not only that, they continue to assault the other four kingdoms without any sign of being affected by those losses as well. The truth…”

Once again, the general couldn’t stop a yawn that came upon him.

“The truth is that within six more months, perhaps a year, if something doesn’t drastically change, all four kingdoms will fall.”

Francis glanced at his brother and could see him biting his lip.

“So what are we going to do to win?” Michael asked

“If I knew that, Michael Lancaster, eighth son of a man I have promised your brother not to name, I would tell you. The truth is… until Francis showed up, I had already prepared myself for the end of everything I knew. Now… for the first time in so long, I think we might have a fighting chance.”

            

    
        Chapter 31

    
    
    
    
                “You’re having second thoughts about all this?” Michael asked as they sat on the platform's edge, the King had overseen the battle from the day before.

“I’m… All I want to do is keep you safe,” Francis replied. “I… had thought that perhaps if I could save you… somehow keep you alive long enough and then make an escape… we’d be fine. I realize now that the dream isn’t going to work. Now…” He gestured with his hand at the large cloud before them, which was occasionally discharging bolts of green, black, and red energy. “I see that isn’t going to happen. Stenson said if the army falls, the nation falls. From the few times I’ve seen things, we’re screwed.”

“I still think you’re full of crap, but,” Michael replied, then paused for a moment. “The story you told me… I can see how that makes a little sense. Still, I can’t believe it. You… the scrawny one… suddenly as strong as you are. I mean… you…” His brother glanced around again, making sure no one was close. “You can’t die!”

“Oh, I can die as I told you already, and I have multiple times,” Francis said. “What I’m trying to figure out each time I do is how to keep you safe. That’s why I’ve been training as much as I have whenever I get the chance.”

Michael scoffed. “Yeah… but I mean, the whole coming back stronger and knowing what will happen. That’s got to take a real edge off the whole dying thing.”

Francis couldn’t help himself, swinging his fist and smacking his brother in the arm.

“What the hell?!” Michael yelped.

“Listen,” Francis growled. “Only one thing in this life means anything to me and it’s you, you dumbass. No one but you!” He waved his hand around the entire camp. “I don’t give two turds about this kingdom or the man who sits on the throne if I can’t keep you alive. So if something happens and you die, then what? What’s the point of staying alive and trying?”

Francis heard Michael sigh.

“You… you know that you mean a lot to me,” his brother stated. “The truth is, I know both of us would be dead if it weren’t for the other. Don’t get me wrong, you’ve often been a pain in my butt. Still… to know that you did all those things to try and save me means… more than I can say.

“But you have a gift,” Michael continued. “A crazy and painful gift, but think about it, Francis! You can learn everything possible and keep repeating this over and over, getting stronger every time! Don’t you realize that?”

Francis bobbed his head as he frowned. “What happens if there’s a limit? What happens if one time I die and you’re dead and… and I come back and find you’re still dead? Trust me, I’ve considered the possibility, which is why I’ve always tried to push my stats as much as possible. The problem is that there is only so much I can do. I don’t even know if there is a limit to how many points I can gain in a certain amount of time.”

“I… I…” Michael started and stopped. Francis watched his brother’s mouth open and close, words not coming as they locked eyes with each other. Finally, Michael took a deep breath and fixed his gaze upon Francis. “You’d have to go on. We both talked about this at least a hundred times as kids. If one of us were killed, the other would either get revenge or make sure to live a life great enough for both of us. You can do exactly that, Francis.”

“Bah, we did, but that was just us being stupid and young,” Francis said. “We both know that. How could I possibly leave you behind? Especially with this gift?” Drumming his fingers along the rough wooden platform, Francis scowled. “When I say that my only fear comes from losing you forever, I mean it. If I have to die a thousand times or ten thousand times to keep you around, I will.”

Neither said a word for a few minutes, choosing instead to listen and watch the camp shuffling about like ants. Troops moved logs and pieces of fabric in orderly lines, responding to flags or the blowing of horns.

“So now what?” Michael asked.

“Tomorrow, I’m going to ask them to let me enter the forest and see if I can’t at least learn something about the enemy, provided no one comes back before then.”

“And if you die?”

“At least I’ll know what happens,” Francis said. “Then the King and his advisors can try to decide the step to take the next time I’m reborn.”

Michael suddenly started laughing.

“What?” Francis asked.

“Just promise me that each time you do this, you’ll ensure that Bella and Lucy take care of me. Knowing that I’ll have something like that too, even if I don’t know it at the time, makes all this easier.”

Francis slugged Michael’s arm again.

Both brothers sat there, laughing, ignoring the looks of those who walked by.

“I love you,” Francis said quietly.

“I know.”

“You’re such an ass.”

“Just like my younger brother,” Michael replied, with a wink. “And I love you as well.”

***

“Sage Francis, I must admit I wasn’t expecting you here,” Vella said. “Surely someone else would be a better person to speak with.”

Shaking his head, he studied the tall woman. He could see the bags under her eyes; her posture was not as tall as it had been on other occasions when he had been with her. Francis assumed they were all signs of her not getting enough rest, but like her father, she hid it well.

“No. Actually, I need to ask you a few things, and it might sound weird… just trust me that it’s for the best of the Kingdom.”

“If you tell me to visit you in your tent–” the captain started.

He saw her eyes start to narrow and felt an awkward laugh escape his lips as he waved his hands. “No! Nothing like that, I promise. I don’t see you that way at all!” he exclaimed.

Vella scowled, her brown eyes almost appearing darker in the tent's light. “And why is that? Am I not a woman? Does my–”

“Stop, please!” Francis protested. “I’m not good with words, and while yes, you are an attractive and intelligent woman, what I need right now is only your trust.”

She grunted, took two steps to the table with all the troops laid out on it, and leaned against it. Crossing her arms, Vella nodded at him once.

“So… Sage Francis. How do you expect to earn my trust?”

Rubbing the bridge of his nose, all Francis could think about was how quickly this conversation had gotten away from what he had planned.

“The night that I came and we first met. What could I have said to Dirk, to tell you, that would have let you know immediately that I was a friend and ally to be trusted?”

Her head cocked sideways a little and a perfectly manicured eyebrow rose.

“I’m sorry… you’re the Sage who sees the future and you’re asking me for what? A story of my childhood or–”

“Anything like that,” Francis said, cutting her off. “A passphrase, or some joke or a story that would immediately let you know I needed to be in your presence no matter what.”

“Why would you need this?” Vella asked, eyes narrowing. “We already know each other, and I trust you to a decent extent.”

“Yes… Like I said before, humor me. What is something any guard or again yourself or your father would know meant–”

“Apples under a hat.”

Blinking a few times, he studied her face, blank as a new sheet of paper. “Apples under a hat?”

“That’s the phrase,” Vella stated. “Tell me or my father that, and we’ll know to at least hear you out.”

“And that phrase comes from…” Francis asked, his mind very curious about the phrase.

“Something only a few know. The ones who do have our complete attention. Now tell me, why do you need this?”

“My power is sometimes… strange,” he lied. “Knowing people and small things that are secret or uncommon helps.”

“How did you know about my father and his ability?”

“Sometimes I see things as if I were there,” Francis lied again. “I saw a vision of your father fighting the special bearskin on the other side. I witnessed the power of his sword and his skill. To say I was a bit nervous about seeing that kind of might, even in a vision, is an understatement. The power of his sword shows me I have a long way to go. And that was before seeing him swing that heavy one in the training tent.”

Vella began to laugh and then burst out laughing; a moment later, she wiped a tear from her eye.

“He did that… that bastard. Always loves to show off just how strong he is. You know how many can lift that sword like him?”

Shaking his head, he waited.

Vella slowly raised her hand and held up a finger.

“My father.” Another finger joined the first. “And the King.”

She paused and added a third finger, frowning as she did. “Somewhere out there is the man who trained my father. If he is still alive, then there are three. And that’s it.”

He could hear the change in her voice as she talked about the mysterious third person. “How strong does one have to be to lift that sword?”

Vella shrugged. “Stronger than me. I can almost get it up with two hands, but there’s no way I could swing it well enough to work on my technique. The problem is, I don’t have the time to worry about that kind of thing. As you heard him say, my job doesn’t require me to be on the front line. Instead, I’m in here,” she stated, motioning to the tent and table she still leaned against. “Sometimes I think he tricked me. He knew I wanted to be like him. All my childhood, he spoke about how much harder it was to be a tactician than just someone who swung a sword. At other times, like now, I honestly believe he didn’t expect me to make it. The weight of knowing so many lives depend upon the decisions you make…”

She cleared her throat and clapped her hands. “But that’s enough about my life. What about you? I’ve heard a few rumors, and the details I’ve managed to piece together tell me your story has more holes in it than the cook’s strainer.”

“What do you mean?”

“From what I’ve learned, you were one of the many who were caught in a recruitment trap. Towns where the farmers paid more than they should have to keep you working, all while waiting on the King’s recruitment squad. As I’m sure you’re well aware, no man walks away from those squads.”

“Yeah, that magic witch… she’s a–”

“Don’t speak like that,” Vella growled. “Those with that kind of power are the only reason we’re still in this fight. Every day we’ve risked getting run over by that horde of never-ending creatures. Right now, we’re facing an enemy that uses magic from a different source than ours. If all of the country’s mages came and answered the call, we could push them back and maybe even drive them from our lands. But they haven’t. Still, we owe much to the ones who did.”

Francis studied her, seeing a look of hope on Vella's usually hard face.

“If you believe that to be the case, why doesn’t the King–”

“Because he can’t,” she whispered. “That question isn’t one you want to keep pressing, but even King Baxter cannot force every mage to answer his summons. There is… a conflict of some sort between him and a Grand Master as well as the Concord. That conflict has given those who focus on the magical arts the ability to ignore anything but a direct summon, so most still do that.”

“My sister… I half expected her to be here. Last I heard, Trina was nearing the advanced rank in the magical arts.”

“That quickly? She must be like you, gifted with strong blood to progress that fast,” Vella replied. “And what about your brothers?”

“I don’t have a clue. Honestly, it’s been years since Michael or I had any contact with our family. They… ignore us if we’re lucky. We got caught up in a gathering trap because we were trying to keep as far away as possible from our father. He’s an asshole.”

The captain chuckled and slapped him on the shoulder.

“You know, Francis… one of the things I like about you is you don’t talk like all those other… pompous asses. Most with the power and ability you have would demand that everything be done according to their will. Even the King would have a hard time not giving in to some of your demands, especially since you proved your ability and saved the troops you did. Yet here you are, asking me for random things and not taking advantage of me or anyone else, from what I’ve gathered. Well, except for those two women who catered to your brother’s needs.”

“Ahh… yes… I sometimes wonder if that was the best decision, but Michael sure seemed to enjoy it.”

Both of them laughed as Francis prepared for the next part of his plan.

Perhaps one of these repetitions I’ll see what all the fuss is about.

            

    
        Chapter 32

    
    
    
    
                “I’m sorry, you what?” Kels asked. “How can you expect me to let you go into the forest, being what you are?”

“And how do you plan on stopping me?” Francis asked.

Kels frowned and shook his head. “You do realize that I’m now tasked with keeping you safe? With all of the magical protection gone, and our camp in the state it is, Stenson felt I should… watch you.”

“I’m not looking for a babysitter, so unless you're planning on beating or tying me up, you can either stay back or go with me.”

The young warrior rubbed his eyes for a moment.

“How is it the youngest sage anyone can recall wants to go sneaking through a forest potentially filled with creatures that can kill him? If you die, do you understand what kind of blow that would be to our camp? To everyone’s morale?”

“I do,” Francis replied. “Which is why I’m fortunate to have one of the best fighters as my guide. Now, are you going to come or are you going to stay?”

“Fine, let’s get you geared a little better, and then we’ll head out--but so help me, if you die I’m going on the record I said this was a bad idea.”

If only he knew…

Francis smiled and let Kels lead him toward a large tent set near the back of the newly formed rows of barracks.

***

“You two shouldn’t be here,” whispered the scout they had come up on. “About two hundred yards farther in, we have reports of some creatures ambushing anyone they encounter.”

“How many?” Francis asked.

“How many what? Animals? We didn’t stop to count. In these woods, with how dark it is, they see far better than we can and drop out of trees on us. One of our best was lost to an ambush like that. We took out the four that attacked us, but it cost us dearly.”

“And the traps?” Kels asked, his frown visible even in the shadows.

“They rarely work. If someone asked me, we’d be far better off setting the entire place on fire. We’ve already given up half a mile from the first venture in, and every hour it feels like they push us back even more.”

Francis said nothing, kneeling behind the shrubs the scout had set up to help conceal his presence near a tree. It was a good blind that hid the scout from three sides but still allowed Francis and Kels to spot him from behind as they approached.

If that magical reaction happens again, they need to be ready to set the forest on fire. Most likely, the forest on the other side of the battlefield is probably experiencing the same thing. I guess I would need to tell the king to set the trees on fire before the battle. I’m not sure what that would do to the creature that sets up in the forest and tries to make people flee.

Every thought he considered made Francis feel flustered. Having learned the hard way that just saying something different had resulted in not getting a good helm, Francis knew every loop could change greatly, especially if he tried new things.

“I don’t like that look on your face,” Kels whispered. “What are you thinking?”

“That he’s right,” Francis said. “We should burn this place to the ground on both sides. The problem is, I don’t think we can get it lit. It’s too wet, so it would take forever for the flames to spread. What’s your name he asked the scout?”

“Levi, sir,” the man replied.

“Ok. So, Levi, if I wanted to try and see one of the creatures in this forest, which way would I most likely encounter one?”

“Sir, please don’t do that. Trust me, it’s suicide.”

“And yet I feel the gods telling me I must,” Francis lied.

Levi glanced at Kels, who sighed and shrugged.

“That way, sir. But –”

“Kels, stay here. I’ll be right back.”

“Screw that,” the warrior replied. “There’s no way I’m letting you go in there alone.”

“I’ve scouted before, and I’ve also hunted game,” Francis replied. “Besides, I have leather armor. You’re the one in chain and will make far more noise than I will.”

“You’re just going to go look? Not fight?”

“Please, we both know how much I suck at swordplay,” Francis said. “I just need to see something.”

A few seconds passed before Kels grunted.

“Which way?” Francis asked.

Levi’s finger shook slightly as he pointed ahead of them to the right.

“Thanks, now stay put. I’ll be back before you know it.”

Without giving them another chance to protest, Francis stayed low and crept through the darkness, moving from shadow to shadow as his eyes scanned every area he could see.

The hair on the back of his neck almost stood as he moved deeper in, knowing that he was the prey in these woods.

A sound from above caught his attention--before he could react, pain erupted for a moment along his neck.

***

The sound of the morning bell jarred Francis from his bed.

Well that was faster than I expected.

"It's earlier than usual," Michael grunted as he sat up. "What gives?"

“Just Phillip being a jackass. Come on, let’s go see what the day has in store for us,” Francis replied.

***

"Left!" Francis shouted.

His blade cleaved another tiger-kin’s arm off. His brother, Gregory, and Henry finally stopped floundering as he continued to cut his way through the monsters that charged them.

Francis threw his almost-ruined shield at the animal’s face and drove the tip of his blade into its chest, ending its life.

[ Swordsmanship Skill Increased - 31 Proficient]

He smiled, yanking his weapon free and sidestepping a swipe from a wolf-kin. Francis brought his blade upward and hacked off a few inches of its snout.

Every second was chaos as the King and the lizard-kin in the woods tried to sway the army through words and power.

Flee! Run away!

Once again, Francis’ brother and friends stood there, blank eyes as the beasts pushed forward until Baxter lent his aid again.

"DO NOT FLEE! STAND STRONG!"

After finishing off the wolf-kin, Francis pulled a shield free of a dead soldier's body at his feet, then moved to intercept another monster that came at the stunned army.

“Keep fighting! Focus, Michael!” Francis shouted.

Part of him felt stupid for having chosen to fight in the main army this loop. Instead of warning the King or anyone else about what was going to happen, Francis instead chose to try and get stronger beside Michael. Their conversation the last time had made Francis want to be here, trying to push against an unending wall of beastkins.

Francis wasn’t sure if he could convince Baxter and the mages to start burning the forest before the battle. During the entire trip here, he had considered the possibilities of that single action. Burning down the trees meant using mana and spells, which would limit the army’s ability to fight. Causing the forests to burn would impact how the beastkins might respond. All that led to Francis not being able to even guess how the actual battle might go.

He had even considered trying to get the mages to start the fire at night. Francis knew if the armies clashed in the dark, the beastkin would probably come out on top due to the limited vision of humans.

Even now with the sun's light, they couldn’t stand against the onslaught.

A cry came, and Francis spun, distracted by his thoughts, seeing a wolf-kin biting down on Henry’s shoulder.

Gregory hadn’t fully recovered from the lizard-kins effect, his eyes staring blankly ahead. Like so many other troops, Gregory’s inability to resist the fear effect caused him not to protect Henry.

Claws raked across Francis’ new shield, and he swept the sword low, catching the tiger-kin’s knee.

As it stumbled slightly, Francis pivoted and thrust as Kels had shown him, the tip puncturing a lung.

“Francis!” Michael’s cry caused him to disengage, not getting a chance to end the beast he had been fighting.

A glance showed his brother being pushed back by a wolf-kin.

Letting out a shout, Francis got its attention, providing his brother a slight reprieve as it focused on him.

More bodies began to litter the area, and soon, another line of warriors arrived.

Francis could see it in their eyes, fear and yet also hope, seeing him and his brother standing, the corpses of the monsters they feared surrounding them.

He lifted a sword, letting out a war cry, trying to inspire them before death claimed them all.

***

The sound of the morning bell jarred Francis from his bed.

"It's earlier than usual," Michael grunted as he sat up. "What gives?"

“Ugg… not what I expected at all,” Francis groaned.

“When does Phillip ever do what we hope or expect?”

Ignoring his brother, Francis sat up and tried to think about what had happened.

A spell… something from behind. 

Sighing, he pulled his boots on and stomped a few times, trying to ignore the fact that one of the leather strands that barely held it together had finally broken.

It’s going to be one of those days.

Hustling down to join the other teens, who were all unaware of what would befall them, Francis checked his stats.


[ Status ]

Francis Lancaster

Age 17

Strength: 16

Endurance: 20

Agility: 16

Wisdom: 14

Perception: 14

Magic: 10

Skills

Swordsmanship (Common) – 32 Proficient

Shield Use (Common) - 19 Novice

Tracking (Uncommon) - 11 Basic

Stealth (Uncommon) - 11 Novice

Traps (Uncommon) - 3 Basic

Rock Throwing (Common) - 7 Basic

Mental Resist (Uncommon) - 24 Novice 

Blood of the Undying ( Unknown )- 100+ Sage

Fast Learner (Epic) - 1 Basic (Locked)

Mace (Common) - 6 Novice

Horseback Riding (Common)- 8 Basic

Horseback Handling (Uncommon) - 6 Basic

He had gotten stronger and faster, choosing to really push himself in the previous loop. Francis’s sword and shield skills had also improved, echoing the statement Kels had made about battles being one of the greatest teachers of all.

Impressed with his stats, Francis was in auto mode, listening to the same speech about the race and what would be given to the one who won. Francis surprised Phillip and everyone else with how fast he had made it to town.

A single thought kept playing itself over and over in his head.

Kels said that when one fights for real, the chance to improve is there. Could it be better to just keep throwing myself at them like that for a while?

Each of the animals he faced was a formidable foe, though one-on-one, he could hold his own and emerge victorious. They expected soft targets, running in fear, and those who underestimated him always found out he wasn’t an easy target.

A fire was growing inside him, so Francis decided to take a moment to see how far he could improve himself before returning to the camp and pretending to be a sage again.

Well I am a sage… but… I guess I’ll just have to do this the hard way.

***

“We have to move!” Francis shouted. Twice now, he had to pull his brother along, moving a little closer to the forest. He wasn’t sure where the spell would strike, as he hadn’t seen it coming, but he had already gained another point in swordsmanship from their nonstop fighting.

The eighth line reached them, men shouting as he yelled; their voices were drowned out by a massive explosion back where Francis had been last loop to the right.

Men of different sizes and shapes joined him, swords and shields colliding with claws and furry bodies. Carnage littered the battlefield, and the call for them to flee started coming less often.

Francis wasn’t sure if someone had found the creature, or if it had run out of mana or whatever those beasts use to cast magic.

A spell came at them, and as he prepared for it to flatten him, Francis watched a magical shield appear above them and send a wave of magical flames raining down off the edges.

Glancing around him, he realized they had pushed forward some--and then he groaned as the realization of what was about to happen next set in. His line had been holding its own, winning against the flood of wolf-kin and tiger-kins.

Francis saw a group of warriors appear, each of them in chain armor, swords striking down beastkins far easier than he or other men had.

Are those advanced warriors? If they are then--

His thoughts were cut off as pain bloomed in his chest.

Glancing down, he saw a dagger lodged in it.

A few yards away was a tiger-kin, slightly different than the ones he had been cutting down. This one was a bit more… curvaceous, and it had multiple belts wrapped around its chest and waist, each one filled with daggers.

Pain came again and again as more blades impaled his body, striking his leg, shoulder, and stomach.

A roar sounded, and glancing up, Francis saw an open set of teeth coming at his face from the side.

“NO!” Michael shouted.

The sound of a shield bashing into the teeth filled his ears as his brother came to his aid.

Francis tried to say something, tried to lift his arm and stab at the stunned creature, but a final dagger came, causing the world to turn white as it impaled his eye.

***

Once again, the sound of the morning bell jarred Francis from his bed.

As with most times, his brother spoke first.

"It's earlier than usual," Michael grunted as he sat up. "What gives?"

“Maybe Phillip wants to give us money and let us have fun in town?”

“Yeah, and maybe I’ll find a woman who likes being with the eighth son because of all the potential I have.”

“It could happen,” Francis replied, laughing a little.

As he prepared for what he knew was coming, Francis found himself smiling. This time was different--unlike all the other times when he wasn’t sure what he would do or how things would work out.

This time, he had a new goal to focus on.

A tiger-kin needed to die.
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                Gritting his teeth, Francis blocked the dagger aimed at his head and dodged left, only getting a slight cut in his thigh in return.

This was the sixth time he had faced this enemy, and only now was he beginning to learn what she was capable of.

He had determined the beast was a she because none of the other tiger-kins had breasts and he saw how the others around her reacted as he got close.

She danced and weaved around the line of beastkin; each animal she hid behind took a swipe at Francis when he drew close.

There was chaos everywhere as men and beasts fought, yet Francis knew she was aiming only at him. Occasionally, she threw a dagger to injure or kill another warrior who got close to her. Twice, she had killed a man, allowing the beastkin the warrior had been fighting to focus on Francis.

With every blade she threw, Francis’ smile grew. He was counting. Each dagger she sent flying meant she would soon be out of them.

Finally, both belts around her waist were empty.

She’d used thirty-six so far—if he was right, she only had eight more.

He slashed at a wolf-kin near him, cutting its hamstring and helping the warrior fighting it.

“Slow down!” Michael called out.

He hated that his brother was being left behind, but a part of Francis knew this was the greatest chance he had to get stronger.

Each death had brought improvement, and the last time he had fought this beast, he had almost reached her.

Another blade was thrown at him, and Francis blocked it, barely seeing a set of claws that came for him as he committed his shield to the incoming dagger.

His blade arced forward, slicing through the bone and cutting off the outstretched fingers as the tiger-kin that had attacked pulled back an injured hand.

Pain came in his lower leg—when he looked down, he saw that right above his knee was a dagger, the metal tip striking his bone.

Grunting, Francis pushed through, feeling his muscles tear and cut against the sharp edge. He didn’t want to give up this fight.

Death… It’s going to come one way or another, but I’m going to get her! I

His mind went through this fight every day until it began. So many times, Michael had asked what he was thinking about.

Each time, he had told the truth.

The battle.

The battle between him and a bitch of a tiger-kin.

Checking over the lip of his shield, he saw her reaching for another dagger and quickly bent down, yanking the weapon free, ignoring the blood that poured out.

Somehow, over the noise of the battle, he could hear what sounded like laughter coming from the beast.

A mouth full of sharp teeth looked to be smiling as she whipped her hand forward.

He reacted, yet no sound came, since no blade struck his shield—he cursed, realizing she had faked a throw.

Two blades struck his shinbones, the pain overwhelming.

Bright light tried to fill his vision, yet Francis fought against it. There was no time to black out or not be aware of what was around him.

Michael!

The image of his brother lying dead that first time filled his mind, and he pushed through it.

[ New Skill Gained ]

[ Pain Resistance ( Uncommon ) - 1 Novice ]


As the notification appeared, the sensation that had threatened to blind him just a second ago seemed almost to vanish. Gone were the bright lights, and Francis reacted just in time as the beastkin whose hand he’d severed tried to bite down on his face.

Francis’ blade came upward, tip driving into the open maw and piercing through its throat, severing the spinal cord in its neck.

Somewhere, a roar came, and the battle shifted around him.

Beasts moved away slightly, no more coming toward him. The one he had been facing for so long stopped running away, coming at him with two daggers far longer than her previous ones.

Unsure where she had pulled them from, Francis tried to block and parry the strike, finally understanding what Kels had been talking about for so long; the shield was great, yet it limited his vision. He had to choose between hiding behind it and losing sight of his opponent when something came at his head, or not blocking an attack.

He swung his sword downward, expecting a low cut, only to find a blade piercing his right shoulder.

As pain radiated from the new wound, Francis’ sword arm went limp. The beast grabbed his shield and forced it down.

Saliva dripped off her teeth, which were coming at his face.

Dropping to the ground, Francis tried a move he had only seen once. He pushed with all the strength in his left arm, bracing the shield against the beastkin. Francis used the momentum to roll onto his back. Once there, he shoved his injured leg into the tiger-kin’s stomach and pushed upward as he went backward.

A yelp of some sort came as she flew over him, her one dagger still lodged in his shoulder.

He tried to roll over and stand, but his body wouldn’t respond.

It was like his limbs ignored what he wanted, and Francis’ vision was starting to blur.

Blood loss?

Before Francis could consider any other things that might be causing his body not to respond, a clawed hand gripped his throat. An angry tiger-kin face appeared above his head from behind.

She squeezed, forcing her deadly nails into his skin and began to pull.

As she did, a growl drowned out the sound of his flesh ripping.

***

The sound of the morning bell jarred Francis from his bed.

“It’s earlier than usual,” he muttered, beating his brother to the punch.

“Hey, I was thinking the same thing,” Michael said. “Never a dull moment for us, is there?”

Grunting, Francis shook his head and sat up.

Blood loss? Poison? Something made moving harder. Just when I thought I had her, she–

“Hey, why do you look like you just sucked on a lemon?”

Glancing at his brother, he saw Michael staring at him. “Oh, just wondering what kind of pain we’re in for today. I’ll bet you a silver we’ll probably run more than usual.”

His brother raised a single eyebrow. “A silver? What are we, nobles? I mean, we are, but not rich nobles. Besides, how are we really going to measure if we run more than usual? You’re not going to do something stupid that makes us all run, are you?”

“No,” Francis said with a grin. “I’m not going to do anything like that. Still, what do you have to lose if we bet? If by the end of the day it’s obvious we’ve run a whole lot more, you owe me a silver. If not, I owe you one.”

Michael laughed as he began putting on his boots. “Sure… I’ll just add it to the list of things you owe me for keeping you alive all these years.”

As his brother moved toward the door, Francis wanted to see what his new skill offered.

[ Pain Resistance ( Uncommon ) - This skill mitigates the sensation of pain its user experiences. Strong enough levels of Resistance can allow the user to push to avoid passing out or succumbing to pain that would immobilize most individuals. The skill does not stop injuries. It only aids in moving as if they were not present. ]

Not succumbing to pain… this should be fun.

***

Sweat threatened to blind him as he moved sideways.

He could hear men shouting, yet none of it mattered.

Across from him was the tiger-kin--it felt like the whole army was waiting for this moment to end.

She feinted right, yet Francis didn’t take the bait. He had learned of her tricks and stayed in the slightly lowered position he needed to be in to be safe.

Bodies littered the ground around them, each having to maneuver around the obstacles.

This was the seventeenth time he faced her.

Right now, a slight cut on her arm was the first time he had landed a strike.

What Francis now knew to be her poison did little—five deaths prior, he had acquired a rare skill: Poison Resistance. It had done wonders, and each fight had caused its ranks to slowly increase. Now, the cuts did little beyond burn and barely hinder his movements.

He knew how she would attack if what he remembered from the last time happened.

Seeing the body near his feet out of the corner of his eye, Francis lifted his foot, preparing to step over the almost-detached arm of a fallen man.

As she had before, the tiger-kin dashed forward, both daggers coming at him.

Francis flung his shield at her, her two eyes going wide as it did.

He pulled out a dagger from behind his back with his left hand and charged the beast in return.

There was no doubt that his ability to use two weapons would not be able to match hers—he’d learned that two deaths ago —but part of him wondered how to train the skill. Regardless of however many deaths it took, this bitch would eventually die.

The blood flowing from where his blade had scored a hit proved he could eventually win.

She blocked the shield with her left arm, the right one moving to stop his sword. As she did, he sliced with all the talent of an unskilled knife fighter. The move was sloppy, but it got Francis in close.

Even as she twisted, pressure came as the blade found skin and cut, the pain of her weapon cutting, ignored. Her left hand came down, driving the blade into his shoulder and yanking him toward her open mouth.

Francis didn’t fight it. He let her pull him close. She had killed him twice like this.

As her teeth pierced his skin, puncturing his jugular and preparing to rip off a chunk of flesh, Francis made his move.

The tiger-kin’s body jerked as his dagger plunged into the fur beneath her jaw.

As she tore the flesh from his neck, he sliced open her throat.

Blood gushed everywhere. Both of them stood where they were, eyes locked upon the other as she grabbed her throat.

[ Pain Resistance Skill Increased - 7 Novice ]

Every part of him hurt, yet Francis didn’t wait another second.

He had dreamed of this moment.

His sword moved forward, and she wasn’t able to dodge his attack.

It pierced her chest, sliding between bones and struck true.

One clawed hand held her throat, the other moved to grab the sword in her chest as both of them fell to their knees, darkness finally taking over.

***

The sound of the morning bell jarred Francis from his bed, causing him to shout as he woke up. “Hell yeah!”

“What is wrong with you?!” Michael exclaimed, bolting out from under his sheets.

Francis didn’t care that he had probably been louder than the damn bell Phillip rang every morning.

“I…” His words failed—a sense of pride like never before was overwhelming him. Every day of his life, he had been nothing, yet in this moment, Francis felt like he had done the impossible. He hadn’t been sure if there would be a limited number of deaths, but his Undying Skill never changed. So, Francis decided to go all out, and by doing so, he was able to succeed. Sure, he knew that the only reason any of this had happened was because of some random fate of the gods, but he had earned this.

Every time Francis died, it came from enduring an immense amount of pain. Still, he had pressed forward, not giving up when any sane person would have.

Across the dimly lit room, his brother stared at him in confusion.

“I… had a dream and… well, I won,” Francis said.

“That must have been one hell of a dream,” Michael replied, cracking his neck before grabbing his boots. “I mean, was she at least pretty?”

Groaning, Francis gave his brother the middle finger before grabbing his boots. “No… if she had been, I would have known it was a dream and woken up long ago.”

Both of them started laughing as they got dressed. They often joked about the odds of either of them being with a beautiful woman. He knew it was basically an impossibility for someone of their birth position. A memory tugged at Francis’ mind, but he couldn’t recall it. Somewhere it tugged in his chest.

“Do you remember a pretty girl once thinking you were worth dating?” Francis asked.

“Uh, yeah… lots of them,” Michael replied. “Is there a specific one?”

Francis frowned. He knew there had been something… a memory of some kind… but he couldn’t remember it. All he could sense was that another memory had been stolen. So he just shrugged.

His brother frowned at that response. “What?”

“We both know none of them were that pretty,” Francis stated.

“What?! You’re telling me that the baker's daughter in our hometown, Luetta, wasn’t pretty? Her eyes were like sapphires, and that smile was redder than any cherry that ever topped a desert. And we both know she had the biggest buns and…”

Francis felt a memory that was missing start to form. He could almost smell the baked goods, see Luetta and Michael. The more his brother spoke, images bloomed in his mind until suddenly Francis remembered the baker’s wife catching Michael and Luetta doing things behind the cooling shack. As the memory returned, Francis felt other memories at the edges of his mind.

“But as I was saying, maybe you could send her my way,” Michael said, standing up. “All I keep having are nightmares about Phillip sending me out to battle with a stitch of clothing. I mean, I know I’ve got two swords, but only one of them was made for fighting.”

Groaning, Francis shook his head and pointed at the door. “Let’s get out there. Something tells me it’s going to be a good day.”

***

Panting, Francis pulled his sword from the tiger-kin’s chest, kicking her body to the side.

Shouts came from all the men around him, and he spun, spotting movement out of the corner of his eye.

A wolf-kin and tiger-kin were both charging him--whatever lack of interference that had been given for that fight was gone.

Unfortunately for them, neither had a clue he wasn’t the same warrior who had started this battle thirty-eight deaths ago.

He had been bloodied, poisoned, lost an arm, and had his throat ripped out more times than he wanted to remember. And through that, Francis had grown far stronger and gained more skilled in each of those moments.

[ Swordsmanship Skill Increased - 41 Advanced ]

[ Active Skill Acquired ]

[ Power Strike ( Rare ) - 1 Novice ]

The notifications were proof of how Francis had won. Everything had shifted now that his Swordsmanship skill had reached level 41 and he acquired the Power Strike skill.

Every swing of his weapon hit harder and struck truer just because of the skill rank, but it was more than that. His body had put on muscle, filling out from each of these fights as his strength grew. The shirt he had owned back at the training grounds barely fit his physique. Combined with his new, increased understanding of swordplay, the skill doubled the amount of power he struck with. Francis’ first use of it had hacked the beastkin’s arm off.

Everything he had ever heard about those who achieved such ranks was true. He was different because most deaths brought him back stronger, faster, and better skilled.

To these beasts before him, they were about to find out just how truly different he was.

            

    
        Chapter 34

    
    
    
    
                The sound of the morning bell barely woke Francis.

"It's earlier than usual," Michael grunted as he sat up. "What gives?"

Having said nothing, Francis felt a boot land against his chest a few seconds later.

“You awake?” his brother asked. “Either be dead or get up. I don’t want to get in trouble because you’re slacking.”

“Don’t worry,” Francis said. “I’ll be ready in a minute.” Tossing his brother's boot back at him, he sat and looked at the information he wanted to see.


[ Status ]

Francis Lancaster

Age 17

Strength: 20

Endurance: 23

Agility: 22

Wisdom: 15

Perception: 18

Magic: 10

Skills

Swordsmanship (Common) - 41 Advanced

Shield Use (Common) - 34 Proficient

Tracking (Uncommon) - 11 Novice

Stealth (Uncommon) - 11 Novice

Traps (Uncommon) - 3 Basic

Rock Throwing (Common) - 5 Basic

Mental Resist ( Uncommon ) - 24 Proficient 

Blood of the Undying ( Unknown )- 100+ Sage

Fast Learner (Epic) - 1 Basic (Locked)

Mace (Common)- 6 Novice

Horseback Riding (Common)- 8 Basic

Horseback Handling (Uncommon) - 6 Basic 

Pain Resistance (Uncommon) - 11 Novice

Poison Resistance (Rare) - 7 Basic

Power Strike (Rare) - 1 Basic


He couldn’t stop grinning, slowly sitting on the edge of his bed.

[ Power Strike ( Rare ) - This skill is an activatable ability. It can be used in any form of melee or thrown ranged attack. The damage and power behind the attack is increased by up to 2x the normal output. Utilizing the ability drains a portion of the user's stamina and the cooldown is based upon the skill rank as well as the user's physical ability. As the rank increases, the damage bonus also increases. Skill does not protect the item used or the physical body from injury when attacking. ]

Unlike the last thirty-plus deaths, he wasn’t sure what he wanted to do now. Part of him wanted to see if he could fight past the next wall of troops that had crushed him.

One of those rhino-kins had shown up just as the advanced troops had arrived. Francis found out he was once again just a weak warrior, crushed by a single strike from the beast. The hulking beastkin’s appearance surprised him-- he couldn’t recall any of them showing up that early.

Did it come because of me? Can I really change the battle that much by what I did? And I got an advanced skill! On my own! If I continue this pace, how far can I progress? Could I become an Elite fighter? I mean… what’s to stop me from becoming a Master classed fighter?

Unsure how it all worked, Francis wanted to see if he could find a better path to save the camp, doing something other than just fighting.

Most of the time, Michael had died. This last time, his brother had gotten to witness him killing that tiger-kin. Of course, less than a minute later, both of them were dead.

So, the struggle came again to ensure his brother’s safety while also somehow saving the army.

“Seriously! Get dressed! Phillip is going to beat your ass for being late.”

Michael’s words tickled his fancy, and Francis nodded in agreement. He grabbed his boots and slowly started to put them on.

Each move was deliberately slow. He knew exactly how long they were given before bad things happened. So, ensuring he took more time than needed and then some, Francis went out to where the other teens lined up, seeing a red-faced Phillip waiting to unleash upon him.

“Who the hell do you think you are?! Are you seriously strutting out here like you are some rooster in a hen house?!”

Francis couldn’t help but chuckle, which made Phillip's eyes almost bulge from anger.

“Sword and shield! NOW!” his trainer shouted.

Every teen moved quickly out of the way as Francis strolled over to where the practice equipment was and grabbed the equipment he knew was of terrible quality.

The weight was off on both weapon and shield. It surprised him that the trainees had even been able to learn to fight with such horrible things to practice with.

Moving at the same slow pace, he noticed that Phillip wasn’t using a practice sword—the man’s personal one was in his hands.

“Planning on injuring me before we head out to join the battle?” Francis asked.

“How… how can you…” Phillip started to stutter, a little bit of the anger vanishing. It only lasted a moment before the rage returned. “I can end your life if I want and no one will say a word! You’re nothing but a piece of crap waiting to be shoveled into a ditch!”

“Maybe,” Francis replied, shrugging. “Or perhaps I’ll surprise you and land a few strikes. Don’t worry, though, I’ll try not to hurt you in the process.”

Phillip roared with laughter, waving his weapon a few times while motioning with his hand at him. “Get over here, Francis. I’m going to make you bleed.”

Part of him wanted to keep egging on the man who had made his life hell over the last several months. Another part was torn, knowing this training had provided at least a foundation that had led to this moment. He wouldn’t be the warrior he was without all the beatings Phillip had given him.

“Tell ya what,” Francis said. “If I land three strikes before you kill me, we call it even?”

His question made the teens behind him chuckle--the only one that didn’t was Michael.

“I’m not sure what balls you grew while sleeping last night, but if you manage to land a single strike against me, I’ll let you live and give you five silver. How does–”

Francis didn’t wait. He had been slowly getting closer as the man had spoken, so the ten yards between them was gone in a heartbeat.

Phillip moved at a speed Francis had never witnessed before, yet he had anticipated that the man had that physical ability. There was no doubt that Phillip had to be close to advanced sword rank and have higher-than-average physical stats.

Francis’ wooden sword slid against the edge of the metal blade, as his shield moved toward his trainer’s face.

A hand stopped the piece of wood, barely diverting the strike, yet Francis didn’t slow down his attack.

He felt like he had a chance for the first time in his life to pay back the man who had given him so much crap.

Phillip took several steps back, deflecting the strikes with his sword and using his hand to stop any shield attacks.

The sound of metal and wood striking against each other echoed off the two walls that formed a section of the training grounds.

Time wasn’t on Francis’s side — his wooden sword started to lose chunks as the metal blade parried his attacks.

Phillip was actually smiling, and the trainer stopped retreating, now holding his ground. “Your skill! When did–”

Francis pressed the moment, tossing his shield as he had before many times when training with Kels, knowing that Phillip would see it and react accordingly. Throwing one’s shield at an untrained enemy might work, but he knew his trainer was skilled. Swinging low at his opponent’s knees, Francis prayed his gambit worked.

The instructor’s sword parried his wooden blade while Phillip caught the shield almost too easily.

[ Power Strike ]

Francis wasn’t left-handed, but his punch was swift and powerful, far beyond what Phillip or anyone else present would expect.

It moved past the older man’s guard and struck his shoulder, sending Phillip flying backwards to roll on the ground twice.

His hand ached, and Francis was pretty sure he had broken something in it.

Still, he moved toward the down man and slapped his trainer’s leg with the shortened piece of wood.

Coughs and groans came from Phillip--no one else nearby made a sound.

“How? You… that–”

“It doesn’t matter,” Francis said, tossing his sword away. “We made a deal, and you now know you can’t back out. When we get to the army camp, you’ll have to report what I’ve done.”

He could see anger in Phillip’s eyes, but there was also what he guessed might be fear.

“I swear to you, Francis Lancaster, I’m going to –”

“Do nothing,” Francis replied. “I’m done. I’m not running away, I’ll just meet you and the rest of them in town.”

Without waiting, he started jogging toward town, finding himself in the mood to whistle a little bit.

***

Tearing a piece of bread from the small loaf he had, Francis weathered the constant questions from his brother since they had closed the door to their room in town.

“What in the gods was that?!” Michael exclaimed. “How? You… you thrashed Phillip. He was so mad, I thought he was going to kill us or order your death. But… he didn’t. I–”

Francis held up his hand, cutting off his brother, who was sitting on the bed across from him.

“Listen, you won’t believe me, but I must tell you something. Know I never… well, I only seldom lie to you, and this is one of those times I swear on my love for you that I’m telling you the truth.”

Michael sat there, chewing on his lip for a moment, eyes scrunched up as he said nothing for a few seconds. “You’ve only used that term when it’s truly necessary, and if you’re using it now… What is it you need to tell me?”

Taking a deep breath, Francis let it out slowly. “It’s going to take a bit. So you might as well get comfortable.”

***

It had been a full minute since he had shared everything with his brother. Twice through the story, Michael had interrupted him, but had finally stopped. Francis saw his brother trying to work through everything he had just told him.

“So… forty plus deaths?” Michael asked.

“Yeah. I mean, I really don’t like keeping count. But it’s around there.”

“And each time it's the same thing in our room? But you get to keep whatever gains you have? Why? How? Why you?”

“Fate wanted to take pity?” Francis replied. “I think it’s the blood or parasite or whatever that mixed with me that first time. If it’s not fate, then obviously it’s because I’m the better-looking brother.”

Michael shot Francis the middle finger and scowled.

“I’m serious!”

“As am I,” Francis replied. “I don’t have any idea why it happened, but I do know that the only thing I care about is keeping you alive. Somehow, that will only happen if we can win this fight. Even if we ran off, it wouldn’t matter. Eventually, someone would find us, kill you, and then I’d have to die and redo all this again.”

“So… what are you going to do now?”

“I don’t know,” Francis admitted. “I mean, I could keep trying to fight and see how strong I can grow, but right now I can’t stand up to the rhino-kins, even one at a time.”

“Rhino-kins,” Michael whispered. “I can’t believe we’re going to face animal-like people.”

“Oh, just the way they look is bad. Fighting them is way worse. Fighting them isn’t like practicing with Phillip or the other trainees. There are details I haven’t mentioned, but just know we’re way beyond anything we’ve ever considered.”

“And people like our sister don’t even help?”

“Have they ever helped us in our lives?”

A grunt was Michael’s first reply. “Well, if they don’t kill you upon entering camp, I’m going to guess you’ll try and repeat one of the previous attempts?”

“We both know power has privilege, and I have that in multiple ways. Even if they did kill me, it wouldn’t matter. I’d just restart and have to figure out what to do next.”

Michael sat there a moment and stared up at the ceiling. “So… these two women. Bella and Lucy, was it?”

Laughing, Francis nodded. “Don’t worry, I’ll make sure they take care of you.”

“Two women… at the same time… maybe that’s why the gods gave you this gift.”

Rolling his eyes, Francis stood up. “Stay here, I’ll be back.”

“You sure?” Michael asked.

“Trust me, I need to do this.”

***

The glare that Phillip gave Francis left no doubt about how the older man felt about him.

Four empty cups on the table were another warning sign that the trainer might not be in the best state to discuss with either.

What’s the worst that happens? I mean… besides being tortured to death… but even then, maybe I’d gain a few more points in Pain Resistance.

“You really expect me to invite you to sit down with me after what you did?” Phillip asked, glowering at him.

“If you were in my boots,” Francis replied, “are you telling me you wouldn’t have done the same to the man who made your life a living hell?”

Phillip snarled and then spat on the ground. “You’re nothing, just a piece of trash, destined to die for our kingdom.”

“And yet the gods gave me the ability to do what I did,” Francis stated. “You can ignore the questions of why or how, but I’m here to make a deal with you. Trust me, you’re going to want to hear me out.”

Francis pulled out one of the silver coins Phillip had given to Michael to deliver.

He whistled, flashed the coin at the man behind the bar, and held up four fingers, getting a nod in return.

Blowing a raspberry, Phillip shook his head and wiped his lips with his arm.

“You must have had some sense knocked into you. At least you know to buy a man a few drinks if you’re going to rub in what you did.”

“I’m not here to talk about what I did,” Francis replied. “I’m here to tell you someone is trying to either get you in trouble or kill you.”

The man across the table from him froze, eyebrows becoming one as they locked eyes.

“When we get to camp, someone is going to withhold hazardous information from you. They are going to forget to mention that none of your troops should touch the bodies of what we’re going to face in the tent, they show them off to all the recruits.”

Phillip's jaw fell, and Francis held up a hand.

“Someone there is trying to make you look worse, or maybe even have you killed. I’m going to guess it has something to do with the scar you carry, and the inability to just kill you off a different way.”

He watched as his trainer reached up and absently touched the scar for a second, scowling.

“How? How can you know that?” Phillip asked.

“How did I do what I did today?” Francis replied. He leaned over the table and a little quieter, said, ”The gods have given me this ability and knowledge. When I get to camp, I will seek out the captain, and she will see me. Let that and my brother’s removal from your men be a sign that I’m right. If you want my help after that, send a note to me, and I’ll tell them I want to meet with you.”

“This… that’s nonsense! You’re a–”

Piece of crap? Ninth son? Yes, I am all of those. And yet today I proved to you that none of that matters. Now tell me, Phillip. Do you want me to try and help you, and perhaps get revenge for the mark you now carry?”

When four drinks appeared a few seconds later, both of them looked up at the young woman; she smiled, seemingly able to sense the mood at the table. “I’m just going to leave those here,” she stated before walking away.

Laughing, Francis nodded and picked up one; he motioned the cup at Phillip and smiled.

“I look forward to the next few days,” Francis said before draining the cup completely.

            

    
        Chapter 35

    
    
    
    
                “Tell me, Francis Lancaster, how did you come by that phrase?” Vella asked. The captain’s brown eyes were narrowed as she waited for an answer after the tent had been cleared.

“I’m going to tell you something. You won’t believe me, though, it will require you to summon Nehemiah.”

“That wrinkly ball of skin? Why would I want to summon him?”

“Because I have a skill of the Sage rank and because you and your father, General Stenson, will want to hear how badly the battle tomorrow will go.”

Her head jerked so hard that Francis wasn’t sure if she hurt herself with the motion.

“You claim to be a Sage?”

“How else could I have known the passphrase that would guarantee me a private audience with you?” Francis asked. “I could talk about how you wanted to be a fighter like your father but he made you take the path you're on. We could also discuss how you and he joke about your mother. Or–”

She held up her hand and shook her head. “Those things are not well-known. Only a few who are close would speak of them, and they would not reveal them even under torture. I will summon Nehemiah as you have requested and we shall see if what you say is true.”

Smiling, Francis moved away from the tent flap. “Go ahead and ask for your father as well. I’ll try to remember not to mention his sword before him unless I want to find myself in an awkward position.”

Vella shook her head and frowned, pulling her bottom lip in slightly as she stopped mid-step. “You’re serious, aren’t you?”

For the first time he could remember, he saw a small amount of humanity show. It was not like the first time Nehemiah had revealed he was a sage. Her voice and face appeared to prove that a few of the walls she kept erected seemed to have come down.

“I am, and believe me when I say we’re in a fight far worse than any of you realize.”

***

Stenson and Nehemiah both appeared frustrated by Francis’ attempt to prevent them from leaving the tent.

“Listen and please stop with the nonsense for a moment,” Francis said, glaring at both men. “Nehemiah, you will report to King Baxter in a moment about my presence. You will also summon your son, Kels, and tell him I need to train with him. Make sure he brings the rings and Dawn so that she can keep me from dying under his training.

“General Stenson –” Francis started to continue.

“How? How can you know these things? Sage skill or not, it’s impossible,” Nehemiah said. “I know of no skill like what you claim. I cannot determine what it is, as your skill is higher than mine, but you are talking about knowing things that haven’t happened yet!”

“I am,” Francis replied. “Now look at those two next to you. Each of them realizes that what I’m about to share has immense value. Both care about the lives of everyone in this camp, including an old man who likes to sleep naked.”

Stenson had a chuckle escape as Nehemiah’s face flushed red.

Francis shook his head and pointed at the table, where the battlefield model was displayed.

“Before anyone else comes into this tent or goes out, I need to show you three things, and I need you to understand a few truths.”

“But the King–” Nehemiah began.

“Can wait,” Vella stated. “Use that old brain of yours, you fool, and see what is standing before us. Perhaps for the first time in so long, we might end this battle and you can finally go back home to your easy life.”

A grunt came from Nehemiah as he turned and stomped toward the table.

“You speak with authority not common in one your age,” Stenson said, moving to stand beside Francis. “Not many men can command the power and presence you do in a room like this.”

“I had a good teacher. Moving on, let’s discuss a few things.”

Over the next fifteen minutes, Francis went into detail about everything that could and would happen that he knew of. Questions came constantly, thought he refused to answer any until he was finished.

“In the end, all I can tell you is what the gods have revealed to me. Either you don’t change tactics and face an army you cannot beat fighting hand to hand, or you mix things up a little bit and remove magic from the equation for both sides. Whatever path is taken, you’ll have to adjust, but know that beyond that moment, I am aware of nothing else.”

Nehemiah opened his mouth and closed it, his jaw muscles flexing repeatedly.

“So this still doesn’t guarantee us any kind of win,” Vella muttered.

“Saving all of those men is a win,” her father replied. “While it’s not a victory that ends the war, it gives us a moment to consider alternative plans.”

“But without magic, we’ll have to fight hand to hand,” Vella said. “And if what Francis says is true, you’ll die facing whatever monster is on the other side.”

“At least your mother will be happy.”

She groaned, giving him the middle finger.

“And what am I supposed to do?” Nehemiah asked. “I mean, I can speak to the King and he will test what I say is true. He will know you have a sage skill. Beyond that, why keep me here?”

“Because if I had let you go, you’d have already acquired a summons for me before I told you everything I just shared,” Francis replied. “Keeping you here allowed these two to hear everything I know, and we can discuss some alternatives before I’m whisked away. Every second is important, so I do not want to be paraded before the crowd that joins him and his wife in the tent. Convince him to forgo that moment entirely. If he needs, I will appear; he can then test what I say is true while he is on his throne, and then he and those who are responsible for the mages and any other useful combat aspect need to return to this tent and not leave until we have a plan.”

“He’s wise,” Stenson said, giving Nehemiah a soft pat on his shoulder. “You have a different kind of power in that tent that I don’t.”

“Bah, you’re the General!”

“And those in that tent hold more sway than I do because of their magical power. Francis is correct. Play the role the gods have given you. I’ll do what I’m best at: keeping this kingdom still standing.”

Snorting, Nehemiah nodded. “Am I free to go?”

Francis motioned that he was and returned to the model battlefield.

“What is it like?” Vella asked.

“What?”

“The ability to see the future.”

“It’s not like you think,” Francis replied. “It’s painful and hurts. The weight of what is… impossible to measure. Even if I had access to the enchantments the camp has, helping me rest or not grow tired, it still weighs on me. Every moment I have to wonder what is going to happen that I don’t know, and what the outcome is. It’s like trying to direct a stream, and the water always runs over any dam I build.”

Both of them nodded slowly.

“So which path do you think we should take?” the general asked.

Francis sighed and shrugged, unable to give a good answer to Stenson.

Francis had six more hours than usual this loop because he came directly here upon arriving at the camp, not waiting for bedtime. Phillip had vouched for him after speaking with various guards, since Dirk wasn’t around. One time, he would keep his promise to his trainer and try to find out who was out to get the man. As much as he disliked how Phillip had treated him, there was a method to that torture.

“You prefer going into melee because you don’t have to worry about magic, but with an impossible field of anti-magic area, you lose in the forest,” Francis said. “Whatever happens, you must burn at least a hundred yards in the middle of those trees.

“The beasts are at home there, and they will slaughter any scouts who venture in. They slowly make their way through the trees, which means they are able to attack us from two sides whenever they wish. Without the enchantments in the camp, you’ll have exhausted men and women. That’s why you’ll ensure everyone remembers how to operate without magic.”

“The old days,” Stenson muttered.

“Those days cost you an arm,” Vella said.

“No, it was my stupidity. One I prefer not to repeat, especially with this knowledge.”

Francis found himself smiling as he listened to the two of them chat. As before, he wondered how having a parent who actually talked and listened would feel.

“Can I change the subject a moment?” Francis asked.

Both of them looked at him and nodded in agreement.

“Let’s talk combat skills. The wolf-kin and tiger-kin are easily defeated one-on-one by someone with a thirty or higher in a weapon skill. The rhino-kin can easily cut down someone at forty-one. Beyond that, I’m not sure where they stack up.”

“And you know those specific numbers… how?” Vella asked.

“I’m a sage. Isn’t that good enough?”

The captain shrugged. “I guess it will have to be.”

Francis smiled and shook his head. “Now, how many of your warriors have active weapon skills? Say like Power Strike?”

Clearing his throat, Stenson frowned, and his eyes narrowed slightly.

“Those numbers aren’t openly discussed, but more than half of our elite soldiers have it. A single active weapon skill can change a fight between two matched foes or even one slightly lower. Why do you ask?”

“How rare would you say it is for a warrior to acquire it?”

Scratching his chin, Stenson stared off to the side for a moment. “They are hard to come by outside of real combat. There isn’t a surefire way to learn them. Those who have it have spent a lot of time in fights. I can think of maybe one woman who acquired that skill during training, and she was gifted, different from the rest. It is why the skills are rare.”

“Forgive me for what I ask next, but is that what you use with your sword when the red slash comes out?”

Stenson’s calm demeanor disappeared—the man’s nostrils flared as he took a single step, though he was stopped by his daughter, who had her hand on his shoulder.

“Father.”

“You… ask a question that only a fool would ask,” he said slowly, glaring at Francis. “I did not consider you a fool, yet here you stand, asking like one.”

“There is a reason I have asked,” Francis said as he moved to the edge of the tent and grabbed a wooden chair, then set it in the middle of the space between them.

Forming a fist, he punched downward at the two-inch-thick plank.

[ Power Strike ]

The chair shattered beneath his strike. Upon looking up at the general, Francis saw both eyes were as wide as a cup.

“You… have the skill?!” he exclaimed.

“How? You’re a mage class, aren’t you?” Vella asked.

Shaking his head and chuckling, Francis smiled. “No. I prefer having a sword in my hand. I’m only a forty-one in swordsmanship, thought, and I’m hoping to eke a few more points from sparing with Kels. Perhaps one day I’ll be able to lift the sword in the training area like the general can.”

Both coughed at his last statement.

“So, General, I’m no fool. I’m asking because someday I want to know how to achieve such a thing.”

A multitude of expressions flashed across Stenson’s visage for a few seconds… and then he sighed.

“Mine is a legendary skill. I used to have the Power Strike skill you had, but it evolved. My arm…” He paused, his hand briefly touching the stump of his shoulder. “I lost my arm because I used my skill in a fight. Instead of researching my opponent like I should have, I naively got in a fight because I let my temper get the best of me. I was a fool and believed I could overpower anyone and learned the harsh lesson that I could not.

“Youth makes you sometimes do stupid things,” Stenson continued. “My opponent was smarter than I gave him credit. No one knew he had that defensive ability. But he knew of my skill and waited until I used it to end the fight. My left arm was blown clean off, and I almost died from the blood loss.”

“And the one you were fighting?” Francis asked.

“He died. I killed him with the sword in my right hand. I lost more than just my arm from that fight. I also acquired this…” Stenson stopped talking and began unbuttoning his coat. Once he had removed the jack, the older man slowly pulled up his shirt.

Francis tried not to react, but he couldn’t help it, holding his hand to his mouth.

Scars that looked fresh covered the older man’s entire torso, stopping just a few inches from his neck. Had he not known better, Francis would have wondered if they’d start bleeding at any moment.

“The temperamental man I was is gone. Before you stands a better warrior. One who is grateful for your wisdom about what is to come. Knowing anything about an enemy that I must fight gives me hope that I might be able to find a way to overcome, no matter how great the odds are against me.”

“So what would it take to evolve Power Strike into what you have?” Francis asked.

The general sighed, slowly tucking in his shirt.

“You will have to bathe yourself in blood, throw yourself into endless conflict, and strike down more lives than you want to count. Eventually, if the gods shine upon you, you might acquire it. The fact that you already have Power Strike at such a young age… Perhaps the gods might be kind enough to grant it to you some day. But first, we must win this next battle.”
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                He didn’t flinch as Baxter stared at him.

“You seem confident, Sage skill or not,” the king stated.

“Tell me, my King,” Francis said. “Should I cower and hide like those in the towers that fail to come to the aid of their own people? Should I treat you as the mages have treated you? Should I tell the gods they have chosen poorly in giving me a tool to aid you and your men? I will not. You have prayed for help in the coming battle. Here I stand. Your throne sits silent, and there is no glow in those gems to tell you I am lying. If you desire to save the lives of your warriors, we need to act. It is on you to decide the path we take.”

A low grunt came as Baxter glanced at his wife, who nodded once.

“You… are right,” the king replied. “Nehemiah had more of a spine than I can remember in a long time when he came to announce your presence. Perhaps it is more than just the knowledge a Sage has entered our camp. Very well. I shall summon those you have suggested, and we shall meet in a different tent.”

“And my brother?”

“He has already been sent for. Are you certain you need nothing else?”

“Beyond a little food and drink, I am fine,” Francis replied. “Time is of the essence, and I need to train with Kels in a little while.”

“How can your training with him be more important than working with us in the tent on a battle plan?” Baxter asked, frowning again.

Francis knew he was walking on a tight rope, trying to speak so that no reaction came from the throne or the queen.

“You have a General and his daughter, both with minds for this, and they have prepared for this moment. There are advisors who possess extensive knowledge of spells, tactics, and other battle-related matters. Right now, you choose the path and we walk it. My only goal is to become stronger. Nothing else matters.”

He almost let out a sigh of relief as both gems stayed dull.

“Very well, Sage Francis,” Baxter replied. “We shall see you in a moment.”

***

As Francis entered the training tent, Kels started to laugh.

“There is the man with a pair big enough to cause a commotion in the whole camp!”

The knight’s blue eyes sparkled as the muscular man moved toward Francis, holding out his hand. “It is an honor to meet you, Sage Francis!”

“Just Francis, or I’ll be certain to always say Knight Kels every time I address you.”

Groaning, his trainer shook his head and smiled.

“Fair enough, Francis. As you requested, here is Healer Dawn.”

“Dawn is fine,” she said, giving Francis a nod. “Tell me, why did you request me specifically to be here for this?”

“I could lie and say that I know how much you enjoy healing warriors who try to injure each other for the slightest gain in skills, but I know that isn’t true. The truth is, I know you’re one of the best healers in this camp. You would normally be in the tent with the others working on a battle plan, but you won’t be near the army when they engage. That means I get my pick, so I chose you.”

She frowned and looked at Kels, who shrugged.

“I’m not sure if I should be flattered or scared that you somehow know so much about me. You do realize what you’re about to endure, don’t you?”

Grinning like a fool, Francis nodded. “I am well aware. Trust me, this pain isn’t that bad at all.”

***

Kels stood there, mouth open, as Francis slipped the last ring on.

“How? Even I can’t do that as easily as you did. The pain is always… awful.”

[ Pain Resistance Increased - 12]

“Mind over matter,” Francis replied. “Besides, I’m certain you’ll inflict far worse upon me.”

Laughing, the knight nodded and pointed at the weapons waiting for them.

Taking his shirt off, Francis moved sideways, always keeping his eyes on his trainer, who went to retrieve a weapon.

“It seems you are experienced,” Kels said. “For a moment, I thought I might get a free hit or two in.”

“One quickly learns that lesson if they’re smart,” Francis replied. “You okay if I forgo the shield?”

The knight pretended to swoon, laughing the entire time. “Did you hear that, Dawn? A warrior who doesn’t pick up a shield!”

Francis smiled and set his feet, anticipation rising-- he knew he was still outclassed. Yet inside, he knew there was a good chance he might get another point or two in the next few hours, which would make everything he would endure worth it.

***

“STOP! Both of you!”

Francis dropped his sword, panting, as Kels held his forearm, stopping the blood that came from a small cut Francis had made.

“A skill! Excellent!” Kels exclaimed. “Who knew you were up for cheating?”

Dawn came forward, light enveloping the knight as she undid the minor damage Francis had done.

“Cheating?” Francis replied. “So says the warrior I know would attack any man or woman who doesn’t always keep their eyes on him. No, you didn’t expect me to have anything like that, and that mistake cost you.” Francis knew his tone was harsh, but the knight just grunted and nodded. “Knight Kels… I need you to train me so close to the point of death that Dawn here will never forgive you. We both know that unless I go all out, I won’t see any improvement at all. That means you can’t hold back. Even if this floor we stand on becomes covered with my blood, I will not back down.”

A smile appeared on the knight’s lips, and he nodded at Dawn, who groaned.

“He’s serious, you heard him. Don’t blame me for what happens next,” Kels said.

“I can’t bring him back from the dead, Kels. If you kill him, Baxter will kill you.”

The knight nodded and rotated his wrist, touching the spot she had just healed. “I won’t. You know I’m better than that.”

“Or so I thought,” she replied, walking out of the circle. “Yet he cut you, which I know you’re going to pay him back for tenfold.”

Laughter came from the Kels as he bent down and picked up his sword. “You sure you’re ready for this, Francis?”

Taking a deep breath, Francis set his feet and nodded. “Show me how good I need to become.”

***

Francis parried, shifting his weight and punching at Kels as the knight pressed the attack. His opponent moved with a grace and flow that he wanted one day to have.

Unlike the rhino-kin, which had simply pulverized him in a single hit, Francis was getting bled out by a thousand cuts.

Kels pressed him from every side, never letting him stand in the same place for more than a few seconds. The only break he got was when Dawn shouted out for them to stop, rushed forward, and healed him before he passed out. After that, he’d get right back to it.

The hours had been nothing short of constant agony, but the gains had been far more than he had expected.

His sword skill had now reached 47, and his Pain Resistance had just increased to 16 several minutes ago.

Every attack he made was parried, and when he found the strength to launch a Power Strike, Kels didn’t miss a beat — he deflected the powerful blow, negating the force behind it.

Francis had managed to land a few cuts and the occasional punch against the knight, yet almost all the blood that covered the tan floor was his.

“STOP!”

Dawn’s voice rang out, just as Kels’s sword slipped past Francis’ defenses, the tip puncturing his chest and finding his lung.

It didn’t take but a few seconds before blood was in his mouth. As the warrior pulled the sword free, allowing Dawn to work, Francis could feel the last bit of his energy starting to fade away.

“No more! He’s done,” Dawn said.

“Aye, he is,” Kels replied, pulling out a cloth and wiping his blade down. “Still… I’m impressed. For someone so young….”

Francis felt a bit of pride and was about to puff out his chest—but the pain of what the healer was trying to mend almost made him buckle. Every strand of muscle rejoined each other and only his level of Pain Resistance kept him from blacking out.

“Tell me, Francis, how did you manage this?” the knight asked. “I know the gods touch you, but…”

Shaking his head slightly, Francis frowned. “Kels, all that I can say is every bit of skill I have comes from being willing to die.”

“Oh, I can see your death wish,” Kels said.” What I really can’t believe is how you shrug off injuries that other men would fall from. I see the look in your eyes when my blade cuts or punctures you. I know that you feel the pain, and yet you push through it. Whatever willpower you have is unique. Most warriors I know would have quit long ago.”

“Would you quit?” Francis asked.

Kels moved his head from side to side, and Francis saw Dawn studying the knight.

“I have endured more pain than most, and yet I know in these few hours I would be at my limits to endure what I did to you. Honor would want me to say that I wouldn’t give up and stop but all the blood splattered on the floor makes me question that. If this were a real fight and my life were on the line, I would give everything, even to the point of death. Yet for training?”

The knight shuddered. “Those rings you wear… I know how painful they are to simply put them on. Yet you equipped them with less effort than anyone I have ever witnessed. Whatever you are, I am grateful to the gods for giving you to us. Have you visited the shrine to Egbus in the camp? Surely the god of war and battle must have blessed you personally.”

“Bah, that’s foolishness,” Dawn protested. “To have the skill that he does, only Thonia could grant that kind of wisdom and knowledge.”

Francis tried not to frown, but the truth was, he didn’t give a damn about any of the gods. None had ever answered his prayers or done anything for him, and even now, he wasn’t sure if they took active roles in the world. He still didn’t believe that one of them had orchestrated his acquisition of this ability.

If they cared, surely they would assist in battles like this… What kind of god stays silent and does nothing?

“I haven’t, but perhaps I might another time,” he said. “Right now, all I can think about is a small bit of food, a quick bath, and sleep. Tomorrow is going to be a long day.”

Kels nodded and gently patted him on the shoulder.

“Sage Francis, may we find another time to attempt this? Trust me when I say I take great pleasure in knowing you enjoy getting cut almost as much as I enjoy being the one doing it.”

“Fools,” Dawn muttered.

***

“Forgive me, Sage Francis,” a servant said. “But there is someone here to see you who will not go away.”

With a sigh, Francis nodded, sinking lower into the steaming tub of water, doing his best to stay awake and not pass out from exhaustion.

The young servant left and then the flap opened, Vella striding in. “Sage Francis.”

He was glad the water was warm, as he was certain his cheeks were probably red, caught off guard by her sudden presence and his vulnerable state.

“Captain Vella… should I ask what was so important I had to stay in a tub and risk becoming as wrinkly as Nehemiah?”

She chuckled and studied him. “Perhaps I wanted to catch you off guard as you did me earlier today, but to be honest, I have a question. Something came to me as we were about to end this long night of planning.”

“The others are all still in there?” he asked, sitting up and sending water over the edge.

“They are,” Vella replied. “Each of us has taken what you have said and not held back, offering advice and tactics I haven’t seen… ever. And then it hit me. The answer seemed simple, but no one else had thought about it and you never mentioned it, so I wasn’t sure if it would change anything.”

“And that is…”

“The other army only fights when we fight, so do we have to attack tomorrow? Can we put it off for a day or even a week?”

He felt his eyes widen and realized that the simplest thing had evaded him all this time. While he didn’t know how long they could put off attacking, each day would give them a chance to prepare further. Francis was pretty certain that it would change everything he knew already, yet he didn’t care. Each opportunity was a chance to see if something else worked.

Laughing, he shook his head and stood up.

“That’s brilliant! Vella, you’re a–”

He paused, seeing her eyes and the direction of her gaze and faced the hardest decision of his life.

To slink back into the water, or stand proud before a woman who towered above him.
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                Having dried off and dressed as quickly as possible, Francis found himself gathered with King Baxter and his advisors.

“Sage, do you have an answer to Captain Vella’s question?” Baxter asked.

He nodded.

“While I do not yet have an answer from the gods, the ability to delay the attack would provide us more time to burn down a larger section of the forest. Are you certain the other army will not attack if we do that?”

“They have only lined up when we form an offensive attack against them for the last few months,” Stenson said. “We first received reports from our nearest towns about the sudden appearance of strange creatures, and the scouts we sent informed us of a growing army. At about the same time, we received a message from the other three kingdoms stating that they, too, had an unusual army invading their lands.

“At first, we thought one of the other Kingdoms might be invading. That hadn’t happened in over six hundred years, but we quickly realized that this army wasn’t from the nearby countries at all. We’re still unsure where it comes from but most believe they are not from our world.”

Spits and curses came from a few of the advisors, and Francis nodded.

“As we all know, there are other gods, and if they have the ability to invade our world, we pray that ours would assist us in driving them back,” Baxter said, shifting slightly atop his chair. “No answers have come from any of the priests or priestesses, and until you arrived, we were beginning to wonder if our deities had abandoned us altogether.”

“My King, they would never–” a man Francis had never seen before started.

Baxter held up a hand and cut off the man.

“Still, as Stenson has said,” Baxter continued, “they have not initiated a battle in a while. There has been discussion that they are suffering just as we are. Perhaps we could delay our attack by about a week.”

“So we’re betting on how long they might be willing to wait?” Francis asked. “And there is no knowledge about how much rest they need between casting spells?”

“It’s impossible for us to answer,” Priscilla stated. “Occasionally, they have used different spells. Yet you say they have one we haven’t seen yet. That makes it even harder for us to decide on the best course of action. While at first I found it hard to believe you could see the future, the description of the combination of spells and how the anti-magic field works isn’t something…”

“A ninth son would know?” Francis finished.

Chuckles came from a few as she grimaced.

“Yes… so that was just another reason for me to believe you,” Priscilla said. “With everything you described, down to the smallest detail, you have to speak the truth. Because of that, the discussion we have had is… different than most of the others that have taken place. Even more so, the fact that Vella’s simple question creates a situation you don’t know the outcome of makes taking a risk like this slightly better.”

He wanted to lie and say that some grand scheme would reveal itself and allow them to win, but Francis knew they would probably get crushed again by some random or unknown variable.

Each moment seemed impossible to overcome. They did something, the other side reacted, and it led to a defeat. But getting a week to train and perhaps learn more about those in the camp would help him the next time he died.

Maybe the enemy will tip their hand in some way.

“General Stenson told me that it is better to know as much information about an enemy you face,” Francis said. “Right now, you all know that they are far more prepared than you imagined. We hope for now that they slip up or show something they don’t want us to know. Perhaps the gods will reveal to me what happens next in the coming week.”

She nodded and gave him a slight bend of her neck; the first time she had done that of her own accord.

“So it’s settled, then?” Vella asked. “We wait to attack?”

“It appears so,” Baxter replied, rising from his chair. “Make sure the commanders know we aren’t attacking tomorrow. Have them keep the men ready in case the enemy does make a move. For the next seven days, I want extra guards and wards around the battlefield. I also want every inch of that forest we can burn away, turned to ash.”

“It will be done,” Stenson said.

“Dismissed.”

Francis started to move, though he stopped when he saw Baxter walking toward him.

“Wait. After everyone is gone, you and I need to chat.”

It didn’t take but a minute for those present to leave.

When the last one was gone, Baxter motioned to the chair he had been sitting on while retrieving another.

“Please join me for a moment,” the king said. “I need to ask some questions, and I hate to admit it, but I am exhausted.”

Francis sat and noticed that the fire that usually burned in Baxter’s eyes was dim, almost out. The king’s face seemed slack, and thankfully, the chair he plopped into didn’t break under his immense stature.

“Every day, I do everything that I can, yet none of it seems to work. So many lives have been sacrificed, men like yourself. I… I told myself it was for the good of the kingdom. What else could we expect those of your birth order to offer? And yet… you, Sage Francis, sit here before me, the ninth son of a noble, offering me hope for the first time in so long.”

“Just call me Francis… It’s only fair, since I don’t want to say king every time I speak your name. Besides, I’d like to think you and I might find a way to converse as just men--not a king or the ninth son.”

Baxter smiled and then chuckled, slapping his massive palm on his knee.

“A conversation where I don’t have to worry about offending someone? How will I ever know what to say?” Baxter asked, smiling.

“That’s the thing about a conversation like this,” Francis said. “You can talk about your wife, children, how terrible your food is, or how much you wish to go hunting. If I’m being honest, the only person I’ve ever really had real conversations with is Michael. The last few years… all I had was him to talk to.”

Pain flared in his chest, not from the physical kind, but the truth that in all this world, with everything he could demand at this moment and knowing that the kingdom would give it, all he cared about was his brother.

A small smile, a real one, stayed on Baxter’s lips as he nodded slowly. “I can see the pain of the truth you just spoke written across your face. I… I know that most of what you feel and have endured is because of my family and the system we have in place. Unlike your family, the King does not allow any more children to be born after three boys. Some never allow more than two sons if the test they faced to become king was difficult enough. In the royal family, each son creates a moment of stress and potential problems as the desire for the throne grows.”

“The rumors?” Francis asked. “About how each son of the king tries to kill the other?

Baxter frowned.

“No rumors. I killed my brother. He tried to take what was mine by birth. We never had conversations like you talk about with your brother. Early on, I learned that he would be a rival and was taught that one day I would most likely have to take his life. When that day came, I didn’t hesitate.”

Francis never imagined he would feel sorry for the man who ruled the kingdom and had all of this power, but in that moment, he did.

Both sat there silently for a moment, and then Baxter let out a forced laugh.

“You know, in the kingdom of Tules, they do not care about birth order. In that harsh land, they see every life born there as a treasure. If nine sons were born to a man, each of these lives would be celebrated.”

“Why is that?” Francis asked.

“Because in that place there is no room for the weak. Only those who are strong survive. Anyone can become something if they work towards it. They don’t believe in bloodlines nor in the limited power of one's seed like we do. Even their gods are different. More… basic? Primal? I am glad they rarely invade our land like they once did. The barbarians there are some of the fiercest warriors I have ever seen. If they had the magic power like we or the Kingdom of Shenzen do, they would have destroyed every kingdom long ago.”

Francis sat there, learning more truth about the other nations in this one moment than he had in his entire life. With no real schooling or education, no one he ever met spoke about the other kingdoms beyond a curse. Even then, that was limited by older individuals.

“Just how powerful are the mages of Shenzen?” Francis asked.

Baxter laughed and put his hands together, pulling them apart about a foot.

“If our mages are considered this strong, then their mages are this powerful.”

Francis stared at the space between those massive hands, 50% farther apart than they had been a moment before.

“Oh, what I wouldn’t give for a handful of their mages, real ones, to stand beside us. With them, we could wipe the enemy off this land in a moment.”

“But… If our mages are decently powerful, and if theirs are that strong, why haven’t they defeated the enemy they face?”

Baxter tapped his temple.

“You’re a smart one, Francis. In contrast to their mages, their warriors are weak. They are agile, preferring a hit-and-run type of fight. Those tactics don’t kill the creatures they face. Their magical power helps to overcome some of that, but if they face an enemy that isn’t affected by magic, they are basically useless.”

Francis sat there for a few moments, considering what he had just heard.

So if they haven’t defeated their enemy yet, and their magic is that strong… He just mentioned that there are enemies that aren’t affected by magic. So that means…

“Are you saying the enemy Shenzen faces is immune to their style of fighting?” Francis asked.

“Yes, I am saying that it appears each enemy the four kingdoms face seems to be tailored to fight that one. We’re more balanced, similar to the Kingdom of Baour. The reports we have shared detail how the north struggles against a foe with powerful magic and a frontline that can withstand the abuse of its warriors.

“Likewise, to the west, they are plagued by an enemy that resists their magic, able to negate whatever spells they use and thus make their warriors worthless. We face… a combination of both. Those minotaur-like ones that charge first die easily to magic, but if we use spells to kill them, we find ourselves weaker against what comes next. The wolf-kin and tiger-kin are not powerful warriors, but their numbers chew through our men. That is why we have… men like you in the early waves.

“What lies beyond,” Baxter continued, “are painful conflicts. However, the knowledge you have shared today helps us to understand that we are facing an enemy that seems designed to face us.”

“How?” Francis asked. “I mean… how can every kingdom be faced with an enemy not from here and yet knows exactly how to–”

Francis stopped talking, his mind working on what suddenly made sense.

If the lizard I killed could do what I am doing, repeating loops each death, are they able to replay each battle over and over? But if that was the case, how could we ever win? Would they not simply see the changes that occur because of what I do? Or is that…

“Francis? What is it?”

He shook his head and blinked, seeing the King leaning forward, eyes narrowed.

“I’m just wondering something, and the question I have seems… hard to describe.”

“Just say it. After all, aren’t we just two men talking?”

Laughing, Francis shrugged.

“We are but… you, Pricilla, even Stenson has said that the enemy reacts and responds to your actions. It’s like they somehow knew what was going to happen sometimes. Right?”

“Correct,” Baxter said, drawing out the word.

“What if… their gods somehow can do what our gods did for me? What if… they can see a little bit of the future?”

Slowly, Baxter’s red eyes widened, and the thought Francis had spoken seemed to hit home.

“If that is the case… then how can we ever win?”

“Let’s see what the gods reveal in the coming week,” Francis replied, trying to find some way not to cause the King any more panic. “Whatever happens, let’s trust that I’m here because our gods knew I needed to be.”

The man’s face relaxed just a little and then he clenched his jaw, nodding.

“Yes. You are right. Tomorrow, I shall visit the shrines and offer a gift for their kindness. Tell me, Francis, will you join me?”

Francis’ stomach started to form a knot, but he knew there was no way he could say no.

“I would be honored.”

“Good!” Baxter exclaimed. “Now let us turn in. There is much to do, and I must tell my wife everything!”

As the King departed, leaving Francis alone in the tent, he glanced at the table where the battlefield model sat.

Many new pieces were scattered across it, indicating areas that would be changed in the coming days.

Yet he couldn’t help but wonder… how screwed were they if his fear was correct?

            

    
        Chapter 38

    
    
    
    
                Standing outside a shrine to the gods Francis didn’t really worship felt weird.

Well… maybe it’s not that I don’t believe in them--it's more of why the heck should I even think about them? What have they ever done for me?

Struggling with that thought, he almost jumped straight up when Baxter put a hand on his shoulder.

“Are you excited?” the king asked. “I remember the first time I ever met a priestess. I mean, I’d met a few when I was a child, but the first one I remember was when I was seven. She had this aura that radiated from her. Since then… none of those moments with any of the priest or priestess have been like that.”

“Why is that?” Francis asked.

“I was older and my position had changed, so the power they held over me was different. Back then, I was just a prince, caught up in the knowledge that the priestess spoke to the goddess Meilora. There were stories of her healing power and those she had saved. All for the right donation, of course.”

“Is it always based around that? How much money one donates?”

Nodding slowly, Baxter held up a small pouch. “Seems like a foolish system, doesn’t it? What use could gods have for our money? How many Reevotort gold crowns are required to earn the favor of a god? What do they even do with them?”

Francis waited for an answer to the questions Baxter had asked. It took a few seconds for him to realize that none were coming. So, he set himself and motioned toward the tent opening, where two people stood, covered from head to toe in a red robe and each holding a spear.

“I’m ready.”

“Good!” Baxter exclaimed. “I have things to do, and I’m certain the priestess Eldorin Sybil does not want to be kept waiting.”

As Francis and Baxter walked closer, the pair of guards bowed slightly, and then each pulled a section of the tent apart, providing an entrance inside.

Immediately, the scent of perfume and smoking wood tickled his nose; Francis peered inside, wondering what he would find.

A little bit of the sense of awe was lost. There were no grand gold statues, powerful paintings, or anything else that he’d imagined a place dedicated to the four gods would have.

Instead, there was only one large rug, which had a strange pattern running through it. Red lines connected and diverged, each one coming to rest under a square beneath one of the four stone statues. It contrasted sharply with the black part of the rest of the rug.

Blue light radiated from lanterns hanging from the edge of the tent.

Standing before the statues was a woman, maybe five feet tall at the very most. Her black hair shimmered in the light, and her white robe had red lines running around her sleeves.

“King Baxter! I am honored by your visit!” she said. “Is this the Sage?”

“Priestess Eldorin Sybil, it is I who am honored, and yes, this is Sage Francis.”

He felt a hand press against his back and realized he had stopped moving when the King gave him a nudge to move forward.

The older woman’s face flashed a warm smile. Although she had a few wrinkles, she was attractive and natural-looking. Her brown eyes studied him with each step he took.

“Priestess,” Francis said, bowing his head.

A slight chuckle came, and she held out both of her hands.

Gazing at them and then at her, Francis hesitated.

“I promise I won’t bite,” Eldorin teased.

Taking the last step between them, he put his hand in hers and felt the calluses, surprised to find a woman of her status with such rough hands.

A trickle of something flowed through their connection, and the Priestess closed her eyes.

Suddenly her hands gripped his, like a vise or some trap--they held on, and both of her eyes flung open, a snarl appearing upon her face.

The worst part of her new visage was the silver glow in her eyes.

“WHO IS THIS? WHAT IS THIS TAINT I SENSE?!”

Gone was the soft and gentle voice of the woman he had met a moment ago. Now, it was like thunder, booming through the tent.

Her grip grew tighter with every heartbeat, and he glanced at Baxter, who was frowning. No matter how much Francis struggled, he was unable to free himself from the short woman.

“I… I’m Francis Lancaster. Just a humble man.”

“LIES! YOU BEAR THE TAINT OF THE FALSE GODS! I SENSE–”

Francis felt two sharp pokes in his back. The pain traveled through his chest..

He was lifted off his feet, feeling the pain of his ribs and lungs bending and tearing. Francis glanced down and saw two points sticking out of his chest.

Blood ran down the metal, ruining the new outfit he wore. Each drop that fell upon the rug made the red lines seem to glow. His mind struggled to comprehend what was happening.

They stabbed me? From behind? Why…

A notification appeared when both hands were crushed, distracting his thoughts.

[ Pain Resistance Increased - 17 ]

A hand appeared around his throat, and Francis found himself staring into the eyes of Eldorin or whatever god had imbued her.

“YOU ARE AN ABOMINATION! DIE!”

***

The sound of the morning bell rang out.

"It's earlier than usual," Michael grunted as he sat up. "What gives?"

Francis didn’t reply; instead, his hand reached up and touched his throat.

It ached. He couldn’t remember ever hurting like this after coming back from a death, and yet he could still feel the fingers and thumb that had crushed his neck like a piece of paper.

“Hey, wake up,” Michaled called out. “We don’t want to be late.”

“I… I know. Sorry.” Francis sat up and saw his brother frowning as he looked over.

“You okay?” Michael asked. “You said sorry. And in that tone? You never talk like that.”

“It’s… a bad dream. Something I’d rather not talk about.”

His brother shrugged and grabbed a boot. “Well, get dressed, we don’t want to be late.”

Francis let his body take over while his mind tried to figure out what had taken place. He grabbed his boots and began getting dressed.

Taint? Was the priestess talking about whatever that creature was that tried to take me over? Is that what she meant?”

“Hey, moron, let’s go!” Michael called out.

***

“You sure you’re okay?” Michael asked. “This is the best meal we’ve had in forever, yet you’ve barely eaten anything.”

Francis nodded, his fork moving around the meat on his plate as he sat there, still lost in his thoughts.

“Yeah… just thinking about what is going to happen soon.”

“Really? I mean, you came in dead last. You and I both know you shouldn’t have been last.”

Francis nodded and set his fork down. “I’m just glad David made it.”

Michael snorted and shook his head.

“That guy didn’t look happy about you basically herding him into town. Do you think he was going to try and run off?”

“Maybe. I just know he needed a little encouragement to keep going.” Francis pushed his plate away and stood. “I’m going for a walk. Don’t wait up.”

“You sure? I can come,” Michael said.

Waving his hand, Francis bid his brother to stay. “Don’t worry, just a lot of things on my mind.”

It felt weird as he walked through the town, listening to the sounds of the people going about their lives, all seemingly oblivious to what was just a few days away. They laughed, told jokes, transported goods, argued, and lived like there would be no change to their way of life at all.

He knew that if the army failed, everyone here would most likely die--or wish they were dead. Francis didn’t want to imagine what those beasts might do to anyone they caught outside of that battle.

Soon, he found himself at the gate. Two guards stood there, watching him.

It was the road they had come in on.

“You’re not thinking of doing anything stupid, boy, are you?” one of the guards asked.

Glancing at the older man who had taken a step toward him, hand on his sword, Francis shook his head.

“Please. Leaving this town at night and going into those woods would be dumber than trying to make a break for it.”

The guard grunted and moved his hand off his weapon with a nod.

“Seems you aren’t stupid after all,” the older man replied. “You’re the third one from your group who came here tonight. The other two had a different look in their eyes than you do, though. Had we not been here, I’m certain they would have run.”

Part of him wanted to ask what those boys looked like, but it didn’t matter. They would be dead in a few days. He couldn’t save them all, just like he couldn’t save Michael or stop this strange series of events.

“Is there a place… where people fight? For money?” Francis asked.

Both guards glanced at each other and then burst into laughter.

“You’re thinking of trying to earn some coin?” the other guard asked. “We know what kind of warriors come from Phillip’s training, and you’re not up to the level those fights require. Or are you trying to get hurt so bad that you think they’ll keep you from the front lines?”

Francis frowned, shaking his head at the older guard who had spoken again. “I’m looking for money. I need more coins if I want to try and buy some better equipment. And trust me, I ain’t going to lose.”

Each man chuckled, though the older man shrugged and motioned off toward one of the streets behind him. “Go three blocks that way. You’ll see a shop with a hideous painting of a sailor out front. Go left. Another two blocks will take you to a warehouse area. In about another… hour, there should be a few men there who will be willing to fight for money. Just don’t blame me when you come back barely able to move.”

Francis nodded and turned, unsure what he wanted to do but knowing he needed to relieve some of the frustration that filled him. If he could make a little coin, perhaps get a better weapon and some armor, maybe he could find a new way to get stronger.

***

The smell of piss, sweat, and bad alcohol filled the air; inside, over forty men and fifteen women shouted and yelled.

Francis had found the warehouse and believed he would have to prove himself in some way to fight, but they had gladly welcomed him in. No one seemed to care that he was young and foolish enough to venture here.

A long time ago, he and Michael had stumbled upon one of these places in a town. After that, they’d learned that most larger towns had something like this. Neither of them had any desire to fight after witnessing the state the loser had left in, but Francis knew he wouldn’t be the loser tonight.

“What are the odds?” Francis asked.

The woman wrapping his hands with a few thin strips of cloth chuckled. He could smell the alcohol on her breath and wondered if she had showered in the last several days.

“On you? Five to one. They’re being nice with those odds, as there isn’t a soul in here willing to bet on you versus L.”

“L? Like the letter or?” Francis asked.

“Just L, boy. You can see him from here. This ain't his first fight, and he hasn’t lost more than a few times ever. Maybe he’ll take it easy on you and end it quickly, or maybe he won’t. Just know you’re lucky you didn’t get someone far worse. If they had put you up against Cutter…”

She stopped talking, shaking her head and spat.

“Okay. Well, I want to bet one silver on myself.”

She looked up at him and frowned. “You’re serious?”

“I am. What’s your name?”

The dirty-blond-haired woman scoffed and then sighed. “Lourana. Do you really want to waste all that money? If you lose–”

“When I win, it’s five silver.”

With all the grace of a drunk, the woman snorted and spat out a glob of mucus. “And that kind of thinking is why you’ll go home with nothing, boy. This ain’t no game.”

“Still, I want to bet on myself.”

Tying the last piece of cloth, she stood up and cursed under her breath. “Give me a minute. I’ll get the one who handles that.”

Francis watched her walk away and talk with a pudgy, older man, who laughed.

He waddled over and shook his head. “Lourana says you want to bet on yourself. One silver?”

“Yup.”

“Show me.”

Digging the coin from his pocket, Francis saw the man’s lips curl upward. A moment later, he pulled out a pad of paper, scribbled on it, and handed it to Francis.

“Pay now. Collect if you win.”

Francis handed the coin over and took the paper, folded it up, and put it in his pocket.

“You can tell them I’m ready whenever,” Francis said.

Laughing, the round man moved back to where he had been, and soon someone started banging on a metal bell.

            

    
        Chapter 39

    
    
    
    
                L looked to be about thirty, maybe younger, but the scars on his upper body and face were a testament to the hard life the man lived.

He had shaved his head; the shadow of growth that set in was intentional and not due to a lack of ability to grow.

L was only a few inches taller than Francis. He wasn’t large like Vella, but moved with a natural grace.

I should be faster and stronger than he is. The problem is fighting hand-to-hand. If he has that skill.

The time to think was gone as L stopped circling and came forward.

Shouts continued to come, the crowd eager for one of them to move.

All Francis had done was set himself, using the knowledge he had from sword fighting to get into a position where his balance was good and he could move without issue.

The small arena they were in was only twenty feet or so, wooden crates shoved about to make a crude ring. Around it was a mob of people, all calling for blood.

L sent a quick jab with his left. As soon as the jab ended, the fighter immediately attacked with a right hook.

The speed was impressive, though Francis managed to block both with his hands, shifting his feet and staying low.

Another salvo came, this time four punches in rapid succession. Francis let one land, feeling the impact against his stomach.

It hurt, but not in a way that mattered. His Pain Resistance made it almost negligible, and the truth was that compared to Francis’ physical fitness, L was outclassed. Only a punch to his jaw or privates would affect Francis enough to matter.

He fought the urge to smile, letting more strikes through, while also throwing a few of his own.

Each time L connected with a punch, the crowd roared.

L kept sending body shots, and Francis blocked or dodged what he could. He did his best to determine the timing so that it appeared the fight was close. He had seen someone do what he was attempting to do before in another town.

He wanted to sell the fight so that when he won, everyone would believe it was luck.

I need to not overpower him. Afterwards, I’ll need to look like an idiot and ask for a second fight immediately. Maybe I can get a slightly better opponent and then quit after winning again.

Pain was a welcome friend. It reminded him that he was alive and that he could feel.

The pain from where the priestess had grabbed him was finally gone. Now, he just felt frustrated. So much had seemed like it would go right in that last loop until that final moment.

Then came the knowledge that he was tainted.

Is this you… Or whatever you were?

No voice replied -- ever since the very first death, there had been nothing. His mind still felt empty in spots. He knew there were things he should remember about his past but couldn’t.

Taint or not, Francis would save his brother and, in turn, as many of these idiots calling for him to be knocked out in this warehouse.

Dozens of punches came, and he allowed more of them through.

Finally, the sound of a bell rang out and L stepped back, breathing heavily and studying him.

“To your seat! We have a second round,” the pudgy man called out.

Francis pretended to take deep breaths, wincing as he moved to where his stool, which looked ready to fall apart, waited.

Plopping down onto it, he sighed.

“Well, at least you didn’t get knocked out immediately,” Lourana said as she held up a wooden cup. “Maybe L likes you and wants to play. Regardless, the crowd and bookies are liking it.”

Francis could see many people clamoring around the fat man who had taken his bet. “I guess I should be grateful?”

She laughed and shook her head. “You would have made a decent payout had you not bet on yourself. Sure, you’ll get a few extra coins from the bets just for fighting, but giving up a silver… Eh, that’s what being young will make you do. No common sense.”

Taking a mouthful of the liquid, he immediately spat it out, gagging. “What is that?”

“A fighter's drink. Bad alcohol and water. Helps dull the pain.”

Shaking his head, Francis stood and started touching the areas on his stomach and ribs where L had used him as a training tool.

“I’m ready,” Francis grunted.

Another minute passed, and finally, what he had been hoping for came.

[ New Skill - Brawling (Common) - 1]

Smiling, Francis immediately felt himself understanding how to punch better. Part of him had expected it to come sooner, though he never truly understood how all this worked. He and Michael had spent summers working in fields, yet hadn’t acquired farming skills.

His strikes hit truer, and after another minute, Francis was rewarded again.

[ Brawling - 2 ]

L was breathing hard; it was obvious the man wasn't used to a fight going on this long. He couldn’t keep his hands held as high, and his body was covered in sweat. No longer did his strikes have the same force.

“Looks like you’re going to lose,” Francis stated over the din. “Guess you’ll lose to a nobody.”

A little bit of rage filled those brown eyes, and L came forward, swinging wildly at Francis’ head, trying to end the fight before running out of energy.

Stepping to the side, Francis read the strikes like they were the thrust or swing of a sword.

With his left hand, Francis pushed down one of L’s punches and delivered a blow to the man’s jaw.

His opponent stumbled two steps and then fell face-first into the sawdust at their feet, his deep breaths sucking the chips into his mouth and nose, causing the man to choke.

A second or two of silence came as Francis stumbled, doing his part to sell the lucky side of all that before the crowd groaned – a total of three people cheered.

The fat man came waddling out, shaking his head as he moved to where Francis stood, breathing heavily and wiping his face.

“I won!” Francis exclaimed, holding his side.

“You did… You did, boy,” the fat man replied.

“And my silver?”

Grunting, the man spat and then fished in his pocket.

He held out his hand with three silver coins.

“I was told five to one odds,” Francis said, pointing at the coin. “My ticket.”

“Doesn’t mean anything,” the man hissed. “You should take these and be happy I don’t have you beaten and sent back to your trainer.”

Grabbing the silver coins, Francis felt the fury and rage that was growing threaten to take over.

“You’re welcome to try. I’ll make sure he knows I bet and you stole. I’ll make sure this whole god damn town knows, and then–”

The fat man leveled a thick finger at him. “Words like that will get your throat slit! This isn’t some game, boy!”

“I’m not playing a game, ” Francis replied, moving closer so that his sweaty skin touched the extended finger. “Tell you what. Give me another fight. Right now. Whoever you want. Tell me the odds, and I’ll bet on myself again. Don’t, and I’ll shout how you stole and be out that door and to my people before you can do anything.”

Francis glanced around, the noise of the room having dimmed, and he saw the crowd watching both of them. The fat man’s face turned red, and he spat on the ground before speaking in a low growl.

“Fine! Sit there, and I’ll be here in a few minutes, your next opponent, and to take your bet. But when they carry you out in a cart, don’t complain to the gods.”

Two more silver coins appeared in the fat man’s hand and were tossed at him, striking Francis’s chest and falling to the floor.

“WE HAVE ANOTHER FIGHT!” the pudgy man shouted. “This young boy has asked for another right now!”

Everyone stood there momentarily after the fat man announced his plans, then laughed; some cheered, while most made fun of his decision.

Picking the coins up, Francis pocketed them all, moving to the chair where he had been directed, and Lourana was waiting.

“You’re a fool. A bloody fool!” she exclaimed as he sat down. “I warned you! You know who they’re going to bring!”

“Cutter?”

“Yes! Do you have any idea what that man will do to you? The last one ended up with a broken leg, arm, and jaw!”

“All I care about are the odds. Once you find out, let me know.”

She stared at him, mouth open and apparently flabbergasted at his lack of concern for her warning. “Men! This is why I never got married! Fools, the lot of you!”

As she moved off, he started wiping the sweat off his face. He wasn’t tired—sore but not tired. Even better was the knowledge that he had gained two points in brawling.

Maybe doing this every time I die would be worth it. Of course, I have to choose between letting David run away and knowing he will be hunted or getting extra silver for winning the race that I can bet with.

Lost in those thoughts, he heard the sound of a bell much sooner than he’d expected.

***

Francis stood up on his stool as the bookie came to where he was and held up his hands.

“Ten to one odds! I must be better than I imagined!” Francis exclaimed.

Laughter came as he motioned to himself.

“I am going to wager five silver on myself!” Francis hollered out so everyone could hear. “If I win, drinks are on me!”

The crowd stood there, stunned.

He wasn’t sure if they were surprised he was going to bet five silvers, had five silvers, or had offered to be generous with his future winnings.

Either way, soon they all shouted and yelled.

“What was that?!” the bookie asked.

Francis smiled as he climbed down and held out the five silver coins. “A guarantee that if I win, I get paid all fifty.”

The fat man spat and growled, handing him a piece of paper that he stuck with the other that had never been collected. “Cutter is going to break you.”

The growl the pudgy man made as he stomped away didn’t bother Francis in the least.

He had faced worse before—and even if he lost, there would be a day that he won. When he did, he’d make sure to get revenge on this man who seemed to enjoy taking advantage of others.

***

Francis spat, sending another glob of blood to join the rest absorbed by the sawdust.

Cutter smiled and cracked his knuckles again.

“You’re tougher than most, but I’m still going to make you suffer.”

Francis didn’t respond, as talking hurt. Two ribs were broken, possibly a third.

Why this man was here and not fighting on the front lines was a mystery. He easily matched Vella in height and had about fifty pounds of extra muscle. Worse was the size of his hands. In all his life, Francis couldn’t remember seeing hands this large—each time he got hit by one, it felt like someone had taken a hammer to him.

L had been nothing compared to Cutter.

Even worse was the fact that the man had some activatable ability of sorts. Occasionally, three swings came faster than all the rest in rapid succession. The only good news was that Cutter had only used it once.

Francis wanted to take a breath and get more air, but each movement ached, and the truth of how bad this fight was reflected by the two points he had gained in pain resistance in the first round alone.

There had been no time to fight back. Cutter had simply beaten him from every angle, choosing to occasionally punch his face simply as a way to open up his midsection.

The man’s long arms made it difficult to get close, and the one time Francis thought he had succeeded, two quick uppercuts came, each sending him flying backward.

Now, punches struck his arms and shoulders. Cutter wasn’t trying to knock him out. This was a lesson in pain.

Blows continued hammering him with massive fists that never slowed down, no matter how many times the large man swung.

Even with his rank in Pain Resistance, it hurt.

Getting pierced, cut, or bitten was completely different than having one's body pummeled to death.

When the third round started, Francis struggled to stay standing.

Francis’s pain resistance had climbed from a 16 to an 18 in the last two minutes, a testament to the extent of his suffering. His vision was so blurry from all the blows to his head.

Another strike came, shattering his shoulder, causing his left arm to hang free, and leaving him completely open for what came next.

“It’s nothing personal,” Cutter said, grinning the entire time. “I just enjoy getting paid to hurt people.”

Three fists came in rapid succession, striking Francis’ face. The world quickly became dark.

            

    
        Chapter 40

    
    
    
    
                The sound of the morning bell rang out.

“Argggg,” Francis groaned.

“I know… It’s earlier than usual, right?”

He sat up on his bed, frustrated about the last two deaths. Right now, Francis was pissed. That death had been preventable, but his pride and frustration had gotten the better of him. Like an idiot, Francis had gone after something he shouldn’t have, and now he couldn't shake the desire for revenge.

“Let’s get dressed, we’ve got a long day ahead of us,” Francis growled.

***

“It’s nothing personal,” Cutter said, grinning the entire time. “I just enjoy getting paid to hurt people.”

***

The sound of the morning bell rang out.

“Fuck,” Francis cursed.

“I know, he’s an asshole,” Michael groaned. “Wonder what pain he’s going to put us through today.”

Seven deaths to the same person… what kind of monster is this man?

Francis sat up, grabbing his boots as he ran through the events of the previous fight.

Whenever he thought he knew what Cutter would do, the man would adapt and change his technique. It was becoming obvious that the fighter had to have at least a proficient level of brawling patterns and one activatable skill. The man’s combos never stayed the same, and unlike with L, he couldn’t get a read on the brawler.

Two loops earlier, Francis had tried repeating everything exactly. Even when he stood in the same spot, tried to move the same way, the pattern of attacks had been different by one punch.

Even worse was that one punch had struck his face, starting the chain of pain that didn’t let up until he was beaten to death.

“You’re quiet, what are you thinking?” Michael asked, slipping a boot on.

“Just wondering how the day will end,” Francis replied. “In the end, I guess we’ll find out the hard way.”

“Never a dull moment,” Michael said. “Now let’s go, I don’t want to be late.”

***

Francis spat a glob of blood onto the floor as Lourana offered him a drink.

He had turned it down every other fight, wanting to keep his mind as focused as possible, but he needed a little escape right now.

The concoction tasted awful, yet as the combination slid down his throat, he could sense a warmth in his gut that wasn’t just from being punched nonstop.

“You’re an idiot, but at least this should help,” she said. “Take a dive, fall to the floor. Maybe Cutter won’t sit on top of you and beat you to death.”

“He won't stop,” Francis replied. “I pissed off that fat-ass, Dexter. He isn’t going to let me walk out of here alive.”

“Do you blame him? Saying what you did? He can’t afford to lose!”

Francis knew she was right. He had learned that the fat man who acted as a bookie, the announcer, and apparently the owner of this little joint was called Dexter. The smug grin on the pudgy man’s face was something Francis desperately wanted to pummel until it was gone.

Grunting, Francis ignored the pain that came from simply breathing, hoping the nasty liquid would kick in before it was forced from his gut via massive fists. “No… but don’t worry, I’ll make him pay eventually.”

She looked at him, casting a sideways glance before grabbing the stool and cup, placing them on a wooden crate, and scooting through the small gap for her. “Keep believing that.”

The sound of the bell being rung echoed in the warehouse, and those gathered all started to shout and cheer.

Cutter stopped leaning against the crates on his side and stretched his thick neck. At no point had the man ever stopped smiling.

He is enjoying this way too much. What kind of sick mind does it require to like hurting people?

“You really get off giving people a beating, don’t you?” Francis asked.

Cutter laughed, and that smile grew, showing teeth that could use a good brushing.

“You’re finally starting to figure that out?” Cutter replied. “Maybe I haven’t hit you hard enough. Now stop stalling and show me something for once.”

A quick, shallow breath was all Francis could take. He moved, trying to focus on his footwork and punching.

Francis attacked repeatedly, trying to land a single clean hit, but Cutter never moved from his spot, using his large hands to block Francis’ punches or simply allowing his massive forearm to absorb them.

Francis wanted to use Power Strike, but he knew he would only get one chance before giving that secret away. The first time Francis had used Power Strike had turned into his quickest death. Once Cutter saw he had an ability, the large man had pummeled him nonstop, no longer toying with him.

“You’re better than I thought,” the brawler said, unleashing a combo attack in return.

Assuming his defensive stance, Francis endured the barrage, wondering what kind of pain this death would bring.

Seconds stretched on as the assault continued, his body aching--and then suddenly it almost seemed to vanish.

[ New Skill - Strong Bones (Rare) - 1 ]

Each punch felt like the power behind it had lessened. Between his confusion and the change in pain, Francis let his guard drop, immediately receiving multiple fists to his face.

Falling, Francis shook his head, blinking through the lights and fog, knowing he needed to stand up quickly before Cutter mounted him and used his face like a blacksmith’s anvil.

“Still got some legs left?” Cutter asked as Francis tried to stand.

Grunting, he ignored the brawler's taunt and spit. “I’m not that easy.”

Cutter roared with laughter, and once Francis had gotten set, the large man came again, howling with excitement as he beat Francis to death.

***

Another death had Francis back in the tavern in town, sipping a drink before he headed to the warehouse. He’d won the race, taking the extra silver even though it didn’t really matter. He knew that he was going to die again, but the truth was right before him. Francis stared at the gains he had made.


[ Status ]

Francis Lancaster

Age 17

Strength: 22

Endurance: 25

Agility: 24

Wisdom: 15

Perception: 19

Magic: 10

Skills

Swordsmanship (Common) - 47 Advanced

Shield Use (Common) - 34 Proficient

Tracking (Uncommon) - 11 Novice

Stealth (Uncommon) - 11 Novice

Traps (Uncommon) - 3 Basic

Rock Throwing (Common) - 7 Basic

Mental Resist (Uncommon) - 24 Novice 

Blood of the Undying ( Unknown )- 100+ Sage

Fast Learner (Epic) - 1 Basic (Locked)

Mace (Common) - 6 Basic

Horseback Riding (Common)- 8 Basic

Horseback Handling (Uncommon) - 6 Basic 

Pain Resistance (Uncommon) - 18 Novice

Poison Resistance (Rare) - 8 Basic

Power Strike (Rare) - 2 Basic

Brawling (Uncommon) - 13 Novice

Strong Bones (Rare) - 1 Basic


Francis couldn’t believe the skills or stats that he now possessed. His body was no longer the same as it had been the day they’d first set off for battle. He could run farther and faster than ever before. Each swing of his fist or weapon hit with enough force to strike down any normal person.

[ Strong Bones ( Rare ) - Your bones have evolved, becoming thicker and resistant to breaking. It will take more force than usual to break or shatter a bone. Injuries to your bones will also heal faster at a 25% faster rate. Movement is unaffected by this, and its resistance to breaks grows, as well as healing improves as the skill increases. ]

The most surprising thing was that he was nearing a proficient rank in one of his stats. All he knew about those ranks was rumors: how one's body changed and became much harder to kill. That had seemed impossible to believe — until he witnessed Stenson fighting with a single arm and destroying beasts that easily crushed a normal soldier.

Even better was the new skill he had picked up. Somehow, his bones felt thicker, but they didn’t slow his movement at all.

It had taken more punches than he’d expected from Cutter to beat him to death that time, and the pain of the broken bones he had already acquired seemed to lessen as well.

Just how rare are all these skills? I mean… Is there any way for a normal person to acquire them?

Some of the frustration and anger he had been holding in dissipated as he considered how tonight might go.

Even if I get my ass beat again, I’m going to at least make that musclebound fool worker harder to make it happen.

***

“FINISH HIM!” Dexter shouted.

Francis couldn’t help but smile—Cutter was actually sweating. Gone was the smirk that he‘d always worn. Now those lips were pulled tight as the large man punched him over and over.

Round three was underway; Francis didn’t feel as beat up as all the other times.

Sure, everything still hurt, but now only one rib was broken, even though he had sustained far more blows to his torso.

Even better was that his punches seemed to hit harder.

When Cutter had let Francis’ first punch connect, it had staggered the man briefly. Of course, Cutter made sure to return the favor.

Yet the crowd roared--even they could sense that this fight wasn’t what any had expected.

Two more jabs came, and Francis held up his arms, blocking the shots to his face.

Movement came from the outer edge of his arm, now held lower and not so tight that he couldn’t see the punch coming for him.

Ducking from the hook, he charged the large man, taking his one chance he had been waiting to test out.

[ Power Strike ]

His right fist struck with a force that surprised even him. A grunt came from Cutter, and Francis was almost certain he heard a crack from where he had hit.

Dodging to his right, Francis struck again, moving out of the way of the hand reaching for his head before connecting a left to the same spot as before.

This time, Cutter disengaged, putting distance between them as he winced.

Rage filled the man’s eyes as Cutter glared at Francis, jaw tight.

“I’m going to tear you apart,” the large man growled.

Francis didn’t reply to the threat; he simply set himself as the brawler charged. The man’s fists moved without any regard for the injury he had endured.

They traded blows, both men slugging the other with everything they had.

Francis did all he could to block the shots to his face, weaving in between the barrage of punches. He landed a shot in the same spot before moving back to safety.

He couldn’t avoid every strike that came, but for the first time in almost ten deaths, he was giving as good as he had been receiving.

[ Brawling Skill Increased - 18 ]

When he smiled at that notification, Cutter's expression looked shocked. He wasn’t sure if the man was scared or just surprised that he could smile amidst a beating like this.

Francis spat a glob of blood and mucus at the brawler's face.

No rules, no restrictions. Just the knowledge that death would come for one of them and Francis didn’t care if it was him. No matter what, the day was drawing closer when he would be the winner.

***

The sound of the morning bell rang out.

He ignored his brother’s usual comments, staring instead at a message he had never expected to see.

[ Endurance has reached 26 - Proficient Level Acquired ]

[ Body Transformation in Progress ]

[ Transformation Complete ]

The details were sketchy, but he remembered receiving the notification during the fight.

Pain had filled his entire being--all he could recall was that with his body not working how Francis wanted, he had given Cutter a punching bag to play with. The man had beaten him to death again.

“Hey, I’m talking to you. Get up and get dressed!” Michael shouted.

Francis glanced at his brother off to his side and smiled. “Yeah, sorry. Just something on my mind.”

“What? You’re actually starting to have thoughts for once? Someone fetch a healer; you must be sick.”

Laughing, he gave his brother a playful middle finger and realized that for the first time in his life, Francis felt amazing. There was no pain, no soreness, just energy waiting to be tapped. His mind raced as he considered what this would mean in regard to so many things.

Part of him wanted to rush out and challenge Phillip again. Another part wanted to go into town and beat Cutter to death, yet somewhere in the back of his mind was one other thought.

I’m so close to hitting a 26 in Agility. Can Cutter even kill me now with his bare fists?

If he could eke out that last point somehow for agility in a few more deaths, he could probably earn a few extra points in Strong Bones as well. All he knew was that if he could reach that next stage of development, things would be different.

I might be able to take Kels in a fight…

After having that thought, Francis shook his head and laughed.

“What’s so funny?”

“Just thinking about picking a fight with someone and seeing if I can finally win.”

“Phillip?” Michael asked.

“Maybe.”

“Please don’t be that stupid… I’m not ready to listen to you complain all night about how hurt you are. Last time was bad enough.”

Ignoring his brother, Francis got dressed.

If what he was hoping for came true, he knew he had the mental fortitude to die a few more times.

            

    
        Chapter 41

    
    
    
    
                Francis jumped out of bed the moment the bell sounded.

“What the hell?” Michael called out.

“Bells are ringing earlier than usual,” Francis said. “Time to get up.”

“Yeah… I mean, of course, but… I half expected I’d have to drag your butt out of bed like every other day.”

Smiling at his brother in the dimly lit room, Francis shrugged.

The notification he had waited for was before him; even though he’d had to stand there and let Cutter beat him senseless for almost a full round, not even trying to dodge or block, he’d done it. He was ready for today.

[ Agility has reached 26 - Proficient Level Acquired ]

[ Body Transformation in Progress ]

[ Transformation Complete ]

He was also two points away from raising his strength to the next level, but Francis didn’t think it would be possible to do that from these fights anymore. Besides, he was done letting himself get his butt handed to him every night. This time, things would be different.

***

“I’m sorry, you want to duel me?” Phillip asked. “Have you lost your mind, Lancaster? Get running before I consider you a deserter!”

Francis shook his head, watching those who had taken off start to disappear from sight.

“I can't, sir. We need to do this, and I didn’t want to ask in front of the others.”

“Because you didn’t want them to see you get beaten again? Seriously, I don’t have time for this crap. Now get running or else.”

“Or else you’ll fight me?” Francis said, grinning.

The frown and glare coming from his trainer lessened slightly, and then Phillip shook his head.

“What has happened to you, Lancaster? Did you grow a pair? I can see you’re holding yourself differently, and you look… bigger.”

“I’ll tell you what. We can duel. If I manage to land a few hits on you with a practice sword, you’ll listen to what I say later tonight. If not, you can keep my three silver, and I’ll take my beating without complaints.”

“Three? You’re going to be last. That spot only gets two.”

“No. I’ll still beat a good number of them, even with their head start,” Francis said.

Phillip grunted and started to say something, but then he stopped. He pulled his metal sword from its scabbard and pointed it at Francis.

“I’m going to use this. Know that if you die, this is on your head and not mine.”

All Francis did was nod his head once and then move toward the area with barrels of weapons. He didn’t take a shield, choosing to use just a sword.

As he approached, he pulled the shirt that barely fit him off, watching as the man who trained him blinked a few times.

“Your… physique… what the?”

“We don’t have time to gawk at how great I look,” Francis declared. “I just need to prove a point. Trust me, tonight is going to be worth it.”

Phillip grunted and set his feet, holding his sword ready.

“Two hits and it’ll be your victory. Hell, let’s say just one! Strike me once and I–”

Francis didn’t wait.

He found himself moving far faster than he had originally expected. His first strike came at the wrong angle, as his feet were out of position.

Shit!

He hadn’t considered that it might take some time to figure out how his body moved, but the attack and speed caught Phillip off guard, regardless.

Whatever training and skill the man possessed, Phillip raised his sword in time, parrying the attack, but found himself pushed back a step.

“Francis, what–”

But he didn’t wait, not wanting to spend time talking. His plan required a few things--one of them was for Phillip to be at the fight tonight.

Francis’ sword moved, still not as he’d hoped, but each swing and thrust was faster and stronger than Phillip seemed to be able to deal with.

The older man was pushed back as Francis started to figure out how his body moved. Once he’d finally grasped it a few seconds later, the fight’s end was in sight.

Francis swung his sword, his left hand coming forward and grabbing Phillip’s wrist when they were close.

A single tug came from his trainer, who could not break his grip. Francis used his sword to slap the man’s leg three times quickly.

He didn’t waste a second, pushing away from his trainer and holding himself ready.

“What in the hell!” Philip shouted, eyes wide and jaw moving repeatedly. “You… how?!”

“I don’t have time. The gods spoke. I need to get ready for the battle in a few days. They say I need you to help, and tonight I’ll need you by my side.”

“Wait! Slow this wagon train down! Gods? By your side? What in the kingdom are you talking about?”

Sighing, Francis tossed his wooden sword at the wall with the barrels.

“I’ll tell you more later tonight. Get on your horse, ride to town. I’ll meet you there,” Francis shouted as he started running. “Just know that I need your help, and I promise it will be worth your time!”

Francis couldn’t help but laugh as he flew down the dirt road.

Trees seemed almost to blur as his legs moved. His stride was much more powerful, and he didn’t feel out of breath.

About a quarter of a mile into his run, he realized that if he ran like this, passing all the other boys, it would be difficult to explain and might impact the fight tonight in ways he didn’t want.

Grunting, he turned into the woods, ignoring the branches and thorns he ran through as he worked out his upcoming plan.

***

“I’m telling you,” Francis said, “that all I can say is the gods spoke; they changed me, and you need to listen and do as you are told.”

Phillip still glared at Francis from across the small wooden table, five empty cups set off to the side and a sixth in the man’s hand.

“And I’m telling you it doesn’t make sense! You’re a nobody! A piece of crap to be shoveled into a ditch.”

Other inn patrons shifted from the outburst and turned away when Phillip glared at them.

“Would you have preferred I challenged you and won when the other trainees were present? No. I tried to ensure you saved face because I can look past the fact that you’re a jerk. I’m the man I am because of how hard you pushed. So thank you.”

A frown appeared, and Phillip cocked his head to one side for a moment.

“Did you just… thank me? For all the times I beat your ass?”

“I did. Now, if you’re willing to prove you have brains and enjoy free money, perhaps you’ll listen and do what I suggest.”

***

Francis did his best to observe the discussion taking place just a few yards away from him.

“So how much can I bet?” Phillip asked.

“Only ten copper,” Dexter replied. The pudgy man looked nervous as his shoulders were hunched over more than usual. “I mean, it’s got to be the easiest money you’ll ever earn and probably a little bit of fun too, watching the kid get beat.”

“No, I mean how much can I bet on Francis?” Phillip asked.

The overweight man froze for a moment, stunned, and shook his head.

“I’m sorry, you do realize he’s fighting in a place against grown men who do this all the time.”

“Call it luck or something else, but I’d rather risk a silver or two on a five-to-one wager than to pick up a few copper from the odds on that L guy. I’d probably even bet up to five, but I doubt you could cover a loss like that.”

It took a little effort for Francis not to laugh when Dexter stepped back, his eyes shifting between his trainer and him.

“You… want… to bet five silver on him?”

“Sure, but can you even cover a bet like that?” Phillip asked, his voice slightly louder than before.

The noise in the warehouse quieted some as people turned to watch the discussion between the two men.

“Are you insulting me?” Dexter growled. “In my establishment?”

“No, I’m just not the kind of man to make a wager knowing that if I somehow won, I wouldn’t get paid.”

“I can cover it!” Dexter yelled, his voice rising above the din of the crowd.

“Good, then I’ll place five silver coins on the boy,” Phillip announced, holding out the coins in his hand.

Murmurs grew as the gathered people watched Dexter react. He saw them all staring, and then nodded. “Fine, here’s your ticket!”

His trainer nodded to the fat man. Phillip slipped the paper into his pouch and moved to stand near the middle of the arena.

“Did he really just bet five silver on you?” Lourana asked. “Five silver!”

“I guess, but that seems foolish,” Francis replied. “I mean, this is my first time I’ve ever fought in a place like this. How bad could something like this be?”

“Bad… real bad. You do realize that L is a grown man, right? He’s done this multiple times and rarely loses. You should just be glad that you’re not fighting Cutter. That one… he enjoys hurting people.”

Francis shrugged and glanced down at the cloth wrapped around his hand.

“Thanks for doing this. I’m ready whenever that L guy is.”

She shook her head and moved to where Dexter was, a red glow almost coming off his bald head as he handed out betting scripts.

“ONE MINUTE!” Dexter yelled, cupping his hands around his mouth. “THEN WE'LL WATCH L BEAT THIS PUNK TO A PULP!”

***

“I believe that is twenty-five silver,” Phillip said. “Though I’m surprised, I’d assumed you’d have matched him with someone better.”

Dexter’s whole body shook, and the crowd gave the two men a safe buffer area as they waited to see what happened next.

“He barely won! If he hadn’t landed that lucky strike –”

“Yet he did,” Phillip chuckled. “Seems that kid is luckier than I believed. Shame… I can’t tell you how many times I’ve beaten his arse. Oh well. Too bad you don’t have anyone else for him to fight. I’d love to see him get his butt handed to him.”

“You’d let him go again? Even in that condition?”

“Hey, he’s doing this of his own free will. If something happens to him, that’s not on me or you. All my job requires is ensuring they’re trained and show up on the battlefield. If they do something stupid, no one bats an eye when I turn that report in.”

“Well, I have another fighter… if he was willing… but this one… he likes to hurt people.”

Phillip laughed, smiling a little as he leaned in closer. “I’d gladly put some silver on your man giving Francis a beating he’ll never forget.”

“Give me ten or fifteen minutes,” Dexter said. “I’ll have a fight ready.”

As the fat man turned to leave, Phillip grabbed his shoulder.

“That’s good and all, but my twenty-five silver first.”

A grimace appeared as the fat man turned and nodded. “That’s right. I almost forgot.”

Nodding his head, Francis’ trainer held out his hand; three pouches were placed in it. Then another one came from the inside pocket of Dexter’s jacket.

“That’s all twenty-five?” Phillip asked.

“And two more!” Dexter said, pulling two silver coins from his pocket and setting them on top of the pouches. “Now, if you’ll give me a moment, I’ll get us a treat to really enjoy.”

The warehouse owner moved to a crate with a few boxes stacked like stairs and climbed on top.

“Listen up! We’ve got another fight coming, provided our lucky recruit wants to try and earn a little bit more coin!”

Cheers came as everyone turned to look at Francis. “What the hell, why not?” he replied with a foolish grin.

Everyone roared with excitement, and Dexter’s face looked as though it might split in half from the size of his smile. “Then stick around, everyone, because he’s about to fight for his life! Cutter will be his opponent.”

Cheers came from everyone as they all started to laugh.

The entire time, Francis just continued to grin like a fool.

            

    
        Chapter 42

    
    
    
    
                “What seems to be the problem?” Phillip asked.

“This boy has obviously stolen some money!” Dexter said. “He wants to bet ten silver on himself! Where could a piece of trash like him get ten silver?”

Francis shook his head and sighed. “Michael and a few of the other boys owed me, plus I got five silver for coming in first. None of it’s stolen. You can send for the others if you want.”

“He’s betting ten silver?” Phillip muttered. “Damn, the balls on him. Well, I’m betting ten silver he gets his ass beat. So what’s the problem?”

“The problem is…” Dexter stopped talking, looking around at the people watching.

“You don’t expect him to win, do you?” Phillip asked.

“Of course not!” Dexter exclaimed.

“But if I did win, you would pay me… right?” Francis asked.

The fat man’s lips danced like lovers, smacking into each other yet unable to speak for a moment. “Pay? Why would… I mean, yes, yes, I could cover it.”

“Then what’s the problem?” Phillip asked. “Take his money and give it to me, and keep the rest when he loses.”

The bald man let out a low growl as he motioned for the two of them to come closer. “You two think you can fleece me? Do you realize that this boy is going to die?”

“Are you accusing me of doing something wrong?” Phillip asked, his hand gripping Dexter’s shoulder. “Trust me. I’ve just bet ten silver up on watching him get his arse handed to him by Cutter. As far as that first fight, that’s on you. Francis won the race here out of all my trainees. I knew he could beat your first man. He’s stubborn and bull-headed, and he doesn’t quit. That L wasn’t strong enough to put him down.

“Now that Cutter fellow over there,” Phillip continued, “he’s got hands bigger than any I’ve ever seen. If you’re telling me I’m pulling something, why would I bet that much coin and willingly let him enter this fight?”

Francis stood there, watching both men as they glared at each other.

“Fine, it’s his funeral!” Dexter grunted. “I’ll take both your bets, but don’t call the guards when you have to cart him out of here.”

“Oh, I won’t even write his parents a note,” Phillip said. “Trust me.”

Without another word, Dexter moved off, shouting at those around him to place their bets.

“You sure about this?” Phillip whispered. “That man–”

“Is going to die,” Francis growled.

His tone made the older man step back and look at him. “You know what, I’m still way ahead either way. Whatever happens, Lancaster, it appears you’re more than I ever thought you could be.”

***

“The boss is paying me a little more to make you suffer,” Cutter said as they drew near. “What would you like me to break first?”

Unable to help himself, Francis started laughing. After a sigh and composing himself, he shook his head. “I’m going to kill you, cutter,” he replied. “I owe you… Trust me.”

A confused look came from the brawler, who then charged. The only difference was that this time the punches Cutter threw weren’t nearly as fast--Francis could see the movements coming.

He ducked and dodged, weaving from the strikes, using his arms and hands to block and deflect the punches.

Like a charging bull, Cutter kept coming, though he started to look frustrated as a single punch hadn’t yet landed where he wanted it to.

“I thought they said you were good,” Francis taunted.

Roaring, the man spat and then clenched his teeth.

A salvo of punches came, and then Francis knew Cutter had just used his ability when three quick punches came faster than all the rest.

Francis could only block the first, unable to dodge the second, and then he darted backward to help absorb the impact of the third.

The single strike to his body did nothing, and Cutter’s eyes blinked rapidly, trying to figure out what had just transpired.

“It’s my turn,” Francis said, going on the offensive.

Every fight before this one had been roughly the same. Anytime Cutter had used his ability, there would be at least two minutes before the large man could use it again. With the speed Francis now possessed and how slow his opponent was, there was only a chance of getting hit during that man’s offensive ability. With his improved rank in endurance, his body barely registered any pain. Combined with Pain Resistance and Strong Bones, it was like getting hit by someone much smaller and weaker than him.

Cutter grunted as Francis started to unleash punching combinations. He jabbed, then crossed, and sent a hook. Each punch made Cutter retreat. As soon as that combo ended, Francis mixed it up again, never attacking in the same pattern. His fists began to connect where he wanted and for the first time in so many deaths, Francis held the upper hand.

No matter how the large man moved or tried to block, Francis was able to stay close and punish the brawler's core, ignoring the man’s face and head.

Juking to the left and then dancing right, he threw off Cutter’s attempt to react, put himself next to the left side, and swung with his right hand.

[ Power Strike ]

A howl of pain came from those lips that had smiled at him for all these loops.

Even better was how Cutter fell to a knee, grabbing at the spot on his lower back where Francis had just struck.

Multiple times, the brawler had kidney punched him over and over, laughing as Francis endured the pain of it all.

Yet his opponent didn’t have the defensive skills Francis had and struggled to recover. The attack had the whole crowd silent.

With a smile, Francis finally began to unload punches on Cutter’s face, a barrage of attacks against the defenseless man. In moments, his opponent began to sway.

Francis sensed it. The fight was his — he wouldn’t give Dexter a chance to save this man from the punishment he deserved.

The change in his body and the reserves he now had provided a new opportunity. When Francis first acquired the Power Strike skill, he could use it only about once an hour. He had tested the ability in the woods, breaking old logs, laughing, and scaring off any animal in range. Francis had learned he could now do two in rapid succession.

Setting his feet, he swung, fist coming upward, homing in on Cutter’s chin as if pulled by a thread.

[ Power Strike ]

The impact sent the man upward, taking him off the ground; he flew up and crashed onto his back in the sawdust.

Silence was the only response from the crowd as Francis moved to stand over the behemoth of a man, who was struggling to breathe, jaw shattered, teeth missing.

“No more,” Francis whispered as he swung downward, fist connecting to the brawler’s throat.

There came a crunch with the crushed windpipe.

Staggering backward, he gazed upon the crowd, waiting for what he hoped would come.

Like a dam had been broken, shouts and cheers burst forth, washing over him.

“FRANCIS! FRANCIS!”

Smiling, he waved his fist in the air and then turned, spotting a fat man who had gone as white as snow.

***

“I… I can’t! I can’t pay that much!” Dexter protested.

Phillip started to pull his sword out, and Francis cracked his knuckles.

“You took my money,” Phillip said. “You took his. He won; I lost. Pay the boy, or I’ll let him go a few rounds on you before I turn you into the guard. I’m sure they’d enjoy having some fun too.”

Dexter’s hand touched his cheek, and a bruise was forming, courtesy of Francis.

“We’ll… need to go to my office! I can get some coins and jewelry there! You can sell those and probably get more than I owe!”

Phillip growled and motioned with his head.

“Go. Don’t try anything stupid or you’ll wish you had never been born.”

The office was a collection of clutter. Dirty dishes and the stench of cheap ale and sweat permeated the entire place. A single desk sat near a wall, and Dexter pointed at it.

“In there, I have a safe,” Dexter said, pointing across the room.

“Do it,” Phillip grunted as he kicked some trash.

“This place is filthy,” Francis muttered. “How can someone live like this? I mean… I’ve seen worse, lived worse, but he has–”

Francis didn’t think, reacting to something instinctively. He shoved Phillip, arm outstretched, and felt a bolt striking the bone in his arm, sliding off the side and partially exiting his forearm.

He stumbled, falling into a cabinet with an open drawer, knocking off the collection of trash and papers on top.

Spinning, he saw Dexter’s hands fumbling with a second bolt, trying to load the tiny crossbow he had used a moment prior.

“You little piece…!” Phillip roared, charging across the tiny room and driving his sword through the fat man’s chest.

A horrible cry of pain came as Dexter dropped the weapon he held, grabbing the blade that now pinned him against the wooden wall.

“I… didn’t have… a choice… They’ll kill me… for paying,” The fat man gasped.

Francis moved to where Phillip stood.

“And you’re dead for not,” his trainer said. Phillip pulled the sword free and drove it downward into the fat man’s heart, ending his life immediately.

With Dexter gone, the rush of everything started to wear off, and Francis felt a burning sensation flood his arm. Glancing at the bolt, Francis saw that it had some sort of yellow liquid coating part of the shaft.

“Crap! You’re poisoned!” Phillip shouted.

“I’ll be fine,” he replied, grimacing as he pulled the bolt all the way through.

“What are you–” Phillip started.

“We need to search the office,” Francis said between clenched teeth, “We have to see if there’s anything in here at all.”

[ Poison Resistance Increased – 9 Basic ]

“Are… are you sure? You look like you’ll need a healer soon, especially since that was poisoned.

Tearing a piece of his shirt off, Francis wrapped the wound and shook his head.

“No, I’ll be fine. Trust me. Surely, there must be something of value in this room. You start here, I’ll check over there.”

Moving back to the cabinet he had crashed into, Francis started pulling things out, yanking out paper and even the wooden drawers, trying to see if there was something Dexter thought was worth killing them for.

***

“Three gold, seventy-two silver, and at least two hundred copper,” Phillip said quietly as they stared at the coins stacked up on the wooden desk. “The fat bastard could have easily paid.”

“How do you want to handle this?” Francis asked. “I mean, splitting the money.”

His trainer turned and chuckled. “You won a hundred silver. That, and I’m certain you saved my life when you shoved me. I don’t think I’d have survived the bolt to the chest.”

“But at the same time, I wouldn’t have gotten paid without you,” Francis replied. “Seventy-thirty?”

Smiling, Phillip nodded. “I’d be good with that.”

***

“What in the hell happened to you?!” Michael shouted.

Francis held his arm up, pushing his brother back into their room.

“Give him a moment,” Phillip said. “He’ll be fine.”

“You sorry son of a –"

“He didn’t do anything,” Francis said. “Now stop being an arse and move out of the way. I’ll tell you in a minute.”

The older man smiled and chuckled. “He always did try to mother you like a hen. You’re a lucky one, Lancaster. Find me tomorrow, we need to finish that talk.”

Francis shook the hand extended to him and then shut the door after Phillip left.

“What the hell was that?!” his brother asked.

Sighing, Francis moved to his bed and flopped down. The wound had healed, and he had also acquired two points of poison resistance from whatever had been on the bolt.

Even better, Francis now had a pouch full of money and a shopping list prepared for the next day.

“You need to sit,” he told Michael. “Trust me. What I’m going to say is going to sound impossible and you’ll–”

“Impossible is watching Phillip shake your hand and look like he actually enjoyed talking with you. What could you say beyond you two being lovers that might surprise me?”

Laughing, he pointed at his brother’s bed.

“Just sit. All I need you to remember is that no matter how crazy what I tell you sounds, everything I’ve done is for you.”

“Uh… well, that sounds even worse. Did you promise me to Phillip? Is that why he seems happy for once?”

Throwing the tiny pillow from his bed at his brother, Francis couldn’t help but wonder how many more times he might have to endure moments like this—all because he wanted to keep the moron across from him alive.

            

    
        Chapter 43

    
    
    
    
                Francis smiled as his brother stared at the pile of coins he’d spilled onto the bed.

“A gold coin…” Michael’s voice was so low that Francis had barely heard it. “We… we could run.”

“But we wouldn’t make it far without trouble. Besides, I told you that it doesn’t matter. This war has to be won—if it’s not, I’m certain all the kingdoms will fall and you’ll die. None of this matters if you’re not alive.”

His brother sat there, head shaking slightly, unable to take his eyes off the gold and silver coins. The amount of money was more than either of them had ever imagined possessing in their lifetime.

“Now sit,” Francis said. “I need to tell you everything.”

***

Michael had sat there quietly, his eyes glancing between the coins and Francis. During the sharing of the last set of deaths and having to fight to earn this money, his brother’s face had changed. The shock seemed to be wearing off as Michael blinked a little more often than usual.

“And that brings us to here,” Francis said. “I’ll see about buying some better armor, maybe even a sword if I can.”

“So… what, you’re going to spend all this on equipment?” Michael asked. “If you’re going to die, why bother? Surely we could have some fun with this!”

“I thought about it,” Francis said. “The problem is at some point you’ll die and I’ll have to–”

“Who the hell cares if I die?” Michael interrupted. “Just keep going without me!”

Francis found himself speechless, gazing intently at his brother.

“What?”

“If I die, who cares!” his brother exclaimed. “I mean, I know you do, but if you die again, I’ll be back. You already said it; you need to find out what works and keep getting stronger. How does throwing yourself into battle against the beasts prove anything beyond your own strength? Even if you manage to reach those rhinos things then what? Do you really expect to survive against them? Eventually, you’d die on the battlefield, and then you’d be back to the same day.”

“Starting over doesn’t matter,” Francis sighed. “What matters is getting stronger… did you miss that? The last ten deaths gave me another rare skill. A rare skill, Michael! You don’t understand how powerful that is. Then there are my stats.”

“Two of which are proficient…” his brother said. “I know. How many people do we know who have just one?”

“Maybe Phillip. But more importantly, no matter what happens, I need to somehow achieve the power of what I saw from that General, Stenson.”

“Seriously? ” Michael asked. “How do you hope to achieve that? He’s had a lifetime to get that strong. Some say he’s almost a hundred and fifty years old.”

“Because unlike Stenson, I don’t have to hold back,” Francis replied. “Every death is just another chance to learn. Like the general said, he wished he had information about his opponents. Unlike Stenson, I don’t have to worry about losing my arm or my life.”

Michael started rubbing his eyes, groaning slightly before nodding. “You’re right. So now what? We go shopping, arrive at the battlefield, and you tear through the enemy lines till you die?”

“Basically. Ultimately, I’m limited in what I can control. If I tell the army about the creature in the forest, I’ll never be allowed on the battlefield. If I’m not on the battlefield, I’ll eventually be unable to improve my skills just training against Kels. That also poses the problem of ending up before a high priest and being killed that way.”

“So you’re choosing how to die?” Michael asked.

Francis nodded, smiling slightly. “Isn’t that more than either of us ever believed we’d be able to do when they picked us up for this? One day, I’m going to find a way to end this. I’m not sure how, but I will.”

“Can… can you endure that kind of… torture?” Michael asked, frowning. “I… I can’t imagine what you’re dealing with. Dying all those times. Facing a tiger-kin that sticks you with daggers, letting someone beat you to death, or any of those other moments.”

“It’s tough sometimes,” Francis admitted. “But then whenever I’m brought back, you’re there. Each time, I come back next to you. That’s what drives me forward and keeps me going. Well, that and the knowledge that someday I’m going to return home and have a different kind of conversation with our father.”

“Your father,” his brother corrected.

Sighing, Francis nodded. “Each loop, I also look forward to this moment. I get to share everything with you, and it feels like… Like I can remember a little more of myself that was stolen from me by that thing killed when I died the first time. I mean, I do have to waste a lot of time doing this, so you don’t act like an idiot when I show up with new equipment.”

“Ehh, just lie and say you stole it. I won’t care.”

Francis chuckled. “That’s a lie and we both know it.”

For a moment, each of them laughed, ignoring the weight of what they had just discussed.

“So… I guess I want to know when you think you’ll stop dying to those beasts?” Michael asked.

Seeing his brother smirking, Francis rolled his eyes, knowing what Michael was most likely thinking of. “Why? So I can take a turn in the camp and let you enjoy some time with Bella and Lucy?”

“I mean, if you need a break and they’re not being taken care of, it’s the brotherly thing to do. Right?”

Laughing, Francis started to pick up the coins and put them into the pouches.

“Maybe if you behave. Now, we have four hours before we need to get up. Get some rest. Tomorrow… er, today is going to be long.”

***

Tom raised an eyebrow, glancing at Phillip and then back at Francis.

“You’re asking for a full set of armor. And those coins…”

“Are his,” Phillip replied. “You and everyone else in this town heard about what happened last night. He earned every one of them.”

The armorsmith nodded and spat on the floor.

“Dexter… he was a slimy fellow. Not sure who's going to move into his spot and manage the trade routes he did, but that doesn’t impact me. Still… I can’t say I’ve got much to offer that will be a perfect fit. Everything I normally make gets sent straight to the battlefield. Still…”

The large man turned and began digging through different crates and barrels, pulling out pieces and holding them up. Some he kept out, others he returned to where he’d gotten them. Eventually, he had a full set of chain armor and some extra pieces on the wooden counter.

“We’ll have to see what fits him the best. Should I ask if you have any idea about fighting in stuff like this?”

“You could, but it wouldn’t matter. Odds are I’ll be dead soon enough. Right?”

“Spoken like a wise fool,” Tom muttered. “I haven’t seen a single man return who's passed through here. Well, besides Phillip, everyone comes back, and he’s a grouch every time.”

His trainer laughed and shrugged. “You try dealing with twenty teen boys and turning them into men in a short period of time. It would make you grouchy, also.”

“No, thank you,“ Tom replied. “I have two boys of my own. Right now, there are more than enough problems. Still, let’s get this boy fitted.”

Francis found himself soon dressed in full chain from head to toe. The cloth undergarments he’d been given were a little tight, as Tom's other option was too baggy. None of it was as pleasant a fit as what he’d received before the fight he rode into battle with Stenson. But he also knew beggars couldn’t be choosy.

“He looks like a real warrior,” Phillip said. “Almost makes me feel like I did a good job for once.”

“Now he just needs a sword,” Tom said. “Go and talk to Zachary and tell him I sent you. He’ll give you a good deal.”

Francis tried not to complain. He had spent nearly two gold coins on these outfits and was already running low on coins.

“Don’t worry,” the armorsmith said, apparently noticing the look he had given his nearly empty coin purse. “The weapon he sells will be better than what you boys normally get. Just mention my name, you’ll be fine.”

Nodding, Francis gave a slight bow. “I’m grateful for your help. Maybe one day if I live, I’ll return this stuff to you.”

Tom laughed and waved a hand. “Boy, if you survive, sell that crap. Someone will think it’s blessed by the gods since it somehow kept you alive.”

Francis slung the large pack over his shoulder with all his new armor as he and Phillip started making their way toward the weaponsmith.

“You do realize this is going to cause a commotion when we get to camp,” Phillip said. “I’m not certain this plan of yours will work.”

“None of it will matter, because I won’t put it on until the battle starts. Once it does, I’ll be deep in the ranks and they aren’t going to try and figure out why one soldier in the early lines looks a little different.”

“That is true. Still, I hate to think about what you will face there. I’ve seen it. Are you certain you know what you’ll be getting into?”

Francis nodded and frowned. “You’ve seen the tiger and wolf-kins. At least with this armor, I’ll stand a better chance than the stuff everyone else gets.”

His trainer chuckled and slapped him on the shoulder. “Lancaster, I’m certain you’re going to send a large number of them to their deaths. Watching how you moved against me, and against that Cutter fellow, and then saving my life from that bolt—” Phillip choked up and Francis was surprised to see a tear come from the man he had hated for so long.

His trainer stayed silent for almost two blocks before speaking again. “I… hated this job sometimes. It weighs on me if I let it, knowing how many boys… teens… others like I’ve trained. I gave them just enough to provide a buffer for the real warriors. I had to force myself to become hard… to become… nasty. This--” Phillip paused, touching his scar, “--isn’t why I’m an asshole. It’s the number of teens I’ve sent off to their deaths. But you… damn you, Lancaster, you’ve given me hope.”

“You know you can call me Francis.”

The trainer shook his head, wiping another tear from his eye before clearing his throat. “Live. Find me when this is over, and I’ll call you by your first name. Until then… I can’t. Until that moment, you’ll be Lancaster or sheet stain, you pick.”

Laughing, Francis took a moment and pretended to decide, tapping his chin a few times. “I’m not sure… Both leave a bad taste in my mouth.”

***

Sweat quickly formed on his skin as they approached the burly man in his forge area.

Two teens were working a set of bellows, and another was pounding metal on another anvil.

Zachary's arms reminded him of Cutter, except these had veins that looked like rivers. It didn’t matter how many scars lined the man’s dark skin; there was no doubt in Francis’s mind that this man had probably reached the proficient rank in strength.

“A sword… and Tom sent you?” the weaponsmith said between strikes. “Why would… that bastard… send you… here?”

“Because I bought this,” Francis said, dropping his sack and opening it up.

The large man’s swing swung wide, missing the metal blade he was working on--his eyes remained fixed on the open canvas sack.

“MOTHER GOAT-HUMPING–”

“Dad!”

Zachary growled as the boy working on the blade glared at him. “Tell your mother, and I’ll beat you far worse than she’ll beat me.”

Francis wanted to laugh as the stocky boy—who was perhaps thirteen–frowned and returned to work.

The weaponsmith looked at the blade he held between tongs and sighed. “I’m going to need to fix this later… Still… Tom sent you… and Phillip.. This isn’t like you at all. I’m guessing something's different about this one?”

“He is,” Phillip replied.

Grunting, Zachary put the blade on the edge of the coals near him and snapped his fingers.

“Keep the temp just warm enough to let me fix it, but don’t you dare overheat it or let it cool down, otherwise I’ll thrash you both!”

The pair nodded and didn’t say a word, one focused on the color of the coals as the other stood by the bellow.

“Come with me. How much coin are we talking?” Zachary asked.

“I got twenty-seven silver left,” Francis replied.

Zachary coughed and pounded his chest. “Twenty-seven silver? Phillip, what are you paying these… wait… you’re him! The one who killed Cutter and Dexter?”

“I killed Dexter for trying to kill me,” Phillip said. “He did kill Cutter, however, all on his own.”

A loud whistle came as the man smiled. “Boys! We got ourselves a fighter here! This one took down Cutter!”

The two workers briefly stood still, eyes wide as they looked Francis up and down.

“You two daft? Don’t stop those bellows!” Zachary roared.

Sighing, the blacksmith motioned to Francis and Phillip.

“Come with me. Don’t worry, boy, I’ll take care of you. Now I know why Tom sent you.”
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                Zachary had taken them to a small shed behind the forge and motioned for them to stay put until he returned. Francis was in awe of the number of swords crammed into barrels. He took one out and inspected it, recognizing it as the one all the other initiate fighters had been given on the battlefield.

“I can see it in your eyes,” Phillip said. “You know those aren’t that great of a blade. How is that possible?”

“Well, they’re slightly better than the ones we trained with,” Francis replied. “I mean, these don’t have dozens of nicks and dents. It doesn’t take that keen of an eye to see they’re probably what the ones we used started off as.”

“Close, but no. Yours were even worse.”

Francis shook his head as Phillip grinned.

“Hey, don’t mess up those counts!” Zachary called out, appearing from around the shed. “I’ve got em of them labeled and marked. I don’t need to get in trouble for shorting a barrel even if the other one has an extra.”

The smith quickly moved over to where Francis had retrieved the sword and put it back.

“Sorry,” Francis said.

“It’s alright, I just don’t need the king’s quartermaster on my arse. Now tell me, how does this sword feel to you?”

Francis frowned at those words but took the weapon offered to him by the smith, wrapping his fingers around the hilt.

It was five inches longer than the ones he had trained with, but the weight was well balanced. Francis took a few steps away from the men and gave it a few swings, setting his feet and doing a few of the motions he had witnessed Kels do once.

“Uh… where did you learn that form?” Phillip asked.

Francis turned and saw that both men had narrowed their eyes and were watching him intently. “What do you mean? They’re just weapon strikes.”

Zachary rubbed his eyes with a thick finger and then glanced at Franci’s trainer.

“Did… no, you couldn’t have. Not to be mean, Phillip, but both of us know you wouldn’t even try to teach those sword forms to those trainees.”

“None taken… but I’m just as lost as you are,” Phillip replied. “Francis, we’re serious, do you even know what you are doing?”

“Uh… obviously not.”

His trainer frowned, scratching his chin for a moment. “I don’t know if the style of the name is right, but I think you were attempting to do the… a… shoot… no… It’s the blossom… or something technique. I know they’re named after the season, but only warriors who have gained a master level in swordsmanship even try to do them. Those moves are some of the most prestigious--I think there are only four in our kingdom who can do them all.”

“Three,” Zachary said. “Thirty years or so ago, Master Zegor died… or so it’s rumored. No one's seen him in several decades, so who knows? I think he was the last true master of the art. Not even the general knows them all, if the rumors are true.”

“I doubt he could manage, with that arm missing,” Phillip muttered.

“So… I’m doing something I’m not supposed to be doing?” Francis asked.

The scar on his trainer's face bunched up as he frowned. “Without all the training and knowledge of how those really work, yes. Trying to imitate them in a fight would likely result in your death. I know that people don’t practice them unless someone is training them. And getting trained like that… Well it requires one to be very skilled in swordsmanship.”

“I don’t want to change the subject,” Zachary said, “but I do have a forge to work and while I’m interested in learning more about how Francis knows those, I don’t trust my two boys to not burn the place down if they’re left alone too long.” The blacksmith turned to Francis, “So, do you like the sword?”

“Yes, sir. It’s really nice. Far better than anything I’ve ever held.”

“Says the boy doing techniques he shouldn’t know,” muttered the smith. “Tell you what, twenty-five silver and you can have it. Trust me when I say it's worth more than that, but with Tom’s recommendation and seeing what you just did, I’d feel wrong asking for more.”

“I’ll take it!” Francis exclaimed, pulling a bag of coins off his hip and holding them out.

“No buyer's remorse either,’ Zachary teased. “Just make sure to bathe it in our enemies' blood. And if you somehow survive, tell people I made it.”

“Absolutely,” he replied. “Now what about a scabbard?”

“I knew that was coming--I’ll have to get it for you later tonight. I made that for a lower noble who hasn’t come back to pick it up or pay in over a year. The scabbard is at my house as I was still doing some detail work occasionally. That’s part of why I’m selling it so cheap. You’re helping me recoup a little money for the metal and time I’ve spent.”

***

“Crap… I mean… all this stuff. You are going to make me look bad,” Michael said, staring at Francis.

Francis turned again, showing off the outfit and weapon he’d procured.

“It’s really kind of crazy. Hard to believe I’m going to have to wait till the last minute before putting this on.”

“Yeah, so now what?” Michael asked.

“We sleep, get up tomorrow, and endure a boring trip to the battlefield. After that, stay behind me once the fighting starts. I’ll do what I can to protect you but–”

“Don’t worry about me,” Michael said, stepping forward and touching Francis’ shoulder. “You’re doing the impossible. I… I still struggle to really comprehend all this, but seeing you and Phillip together… that money and now this getup? Either you’re the greatest storyteller in this land while also being the greatest conman, or you're telling the truth. I’m betting on the latter.”

***

“Francis! Go!”

His brother’s encouragement fueled Francis on as he cut through the wolf and tiger-kin before him.

Each trainee near him seemed energized by what he was doing. Somehow, it was helping them resist the fear affect the lizard kept sending from the woods.

Flee! Run away!

[ Mental Resist Check Successful ]

Another wave washed over him, doing nothing; the beasts that drew close for an easy kill found themselves dying to his blade.

With his new agility rank, these creatures' movements felt slow. Each attack they made was easier to dodge, block, or parry than it had been in previous lives.

“Shift left!” Francis shouted.

He didn’t look back, having already told Michael what to do--they left the area he knew a spell would soon hit.

Less than a minute passed before a figure he had been searching for caught his eye and a pair of daggers flew toward him.

This time he easily blocked and deflected the weapons, smiling as the tiger-kin’s eyes widened.

“Payback’s a bitch!” he roared, charging toward her while cutting down those who got in his path.

The Tigress tried to disengage, moving through the line of cat-kin and wolf-kin, yet Francis’ speed and skill made escape impossible.

He was surrounded, having left the safety of his fellow warriors, but it didn’t matter. In this small section of chaos, he was king.

Dozens of tiger-kin fell around him, his new blade cutting them far more easily than his previous weapons had.

[ Power Strike ]

Three had tried to box him in, but Francis’ blade bisected the trio as he spun.

His nearby opponents stopped their assault and took a step back, giving him time to catch the fleeing beast and cut her down from behind.

As she bled out, he yelled in triumph; the thrill of the moment made Francis feel alive.

He had died so many times. Each time he had died, it had been to get stronger--right now was proof of how much it had paid off.

He turned and moved toward the side of the battlefield where he knew the next enemy he needed to train against would be.

He was one man, moving through the horde of beasts that came at him like an avalanche.

Some managed to land blows, a few piercing the armor he wore and drawing blood, yet those injuries were easy to shrug off.

The Pain Resistance made all the injuries seem like nothing as none were life-threatening.

Every minute, he used a Power Strike to clear the clumps of opponents who pressed against him. Finally, their lines thinned out, and what he had been looking for came at him.

The massive rhino-kin charged, head down, horn in his direction.

Francis dodged and rolled to the side as the creature lumbered past him a few steps before skidding to a stop, creating a furrow in the soil.

It rose on its back feet, towering over him, and huffed.

This one had limited armor, not like the ones he’d watched Kels and Stenson fight. Only a chest piece covered the vital areas. Even though it didn’t have a weapon, Francis knew a single blow from its hands would crush him.

Instead of waiting, Francis charged, praying the improved stats would give him an edge against this behemoth.

He darted left, then shifted right, barely avoiding the swing that came at him as he brought his blade across.

[ Power Strike ]

The weapon dug into the rhino’s thick leg, creating a gash about three inches deep and caused the creature to stumble before it pivoted.

[ Skill Increase Power Strike – 3 Basic ]

It can do this!

Preparing to swing again, Francis saw the incoming strike and held up his shield, changing his stance to prepare for what came at him.

The large left hand backhanded him, shattering his shield and sending him rolling a dozen yards.

Pain radiated through his left arm—when he looked over, he saw bones sticking out of his forearm, the top section of it, hand and all, gone.

He blinked, trying to register what had happened. The pain was dull, still throbbing, but not overwhelming.

Blood squirted from the missing appendage and the rhino roared, coming toward him, its steps seeming to shake the ground on its approach.

Just before it reached him, Francis charged it, weapon moving.

[ Power Strike ]

It swung another backhand and Francis aimed the blade for the fist. When the metal and fish collided, Francis was sent backward, yet the rhino-kins' approach faltered as well.

Francis’ sword arm ached. His blade was broken, half of it sticking out of the rhino-kin’s fist.

Blood dripped from the giant gash; for a moment, both he and the rhino looked at each other, stunned at what had happened.

“Crap!” Francis cursed.

Wincing, he dashed forward, hugging the thing's left side while slamming his fist against the thick hide.

None of the punches didn’t do anything, and the beast roared, spinning far faster than Francis had anticipated. Its right arm came, connecting with his chest.

Pain radiated everywhere inside.

Only one eye seemed to work, and as he coughed into the soil, his limited vision allowed him to spot the approaching beast.

It didn’t move quickly; instead, it huffed as it came, each stride seemingly intentional as the rhino-kin bore down upon him.

There was a slight pause when it got to him.

Francis knew he would die soon even if the beast didn’t do anything else.

Yet the rhino appeared to be roaring. He could feel its breath as it bent down near his face. It snorted one more time before standing upright.

Then it lifted its foot.

***

The sound of the morning bell rang.

Grabbing his chest, Francis sat up, gasping for air.

“You okay?” Michael asked, tiredness in his voice. “It’s earlier than usual.”

Francis took a few deep breaths and nodded. “Bad dream. Felt like a horse or something was sitting on my chest.”

“Ahh, yeah, I’ve had those… I hate the ones where I feel like I’m drowning.”

After sitting up, Francis grabbed his boots and smiled. “Good news is, we’re both alive. Guess those bad dreams aren’t going to kill us after all.”

“Why should we worry about dreams when the real nightmare, Phillip, is outside waiting for us? Let’s hurry up. I don’t want to be late.”

Francis opened his mouth, ready to say something, but stopped.

His brother frowned at him for a second and returned to getting dressed.

Maybe one day I’ll be able to find out what happened to Phillip before all of this, and also learn who hates him. For now… I’ve got a rhino to go die to a few more times.
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                Francis spat, shaking his head, and then took a deep breath.

“You’re not winning as easily as you were,” he muttered, eyes locked on the rhino-kin that struggled to move its left leg.

It felt weird; 78 deaths had passed, yet Francis was slowly climbing the impossible mountain before him. Multiple loops, a single blow was all it took to end his life. He had to learn to read the beast’s movements better and avoid its attacks while trying to bleed his opponent out.

When Francis first faced this beast, he wasn’t fast enough.

Even when he reached the proficient rank in Strength over 50 deaths ago, that alone hadn’t been enough to keep him alive. Yet right now, Francis was winning because he didn’t quit. With each death, he grew stronger, learned something, and used it to get better.

Gripping the hilt of his sword tightly, Francis ignored that half of it was broken off again and motioned at the beast. It glared, its left hand missing, right arm covered in blood, gashes all over its chest and legs. Easily two dozen small cuts were on its back, which transformed its grey skin to a new color. Red: the color of death.

No other beast came near. Like when he had faced the female tiger-kin, there seemed to be some code, some honor amongst them. On top of that, the spell Francis had expected to come never came. No sheet of death rained down.

It felt like when Stenson and the beast that killed the general fought. None interfered.

The rhino came forward, limping, unable to get down on all fours.

Francis waited.

He couldn’t run. There was no way he could escape if he wanted to. That last exchange had fractured his femur. The pain wanted him to acknowledge it, but his Pain Resistance skill and mental fortitude pushed it away.

Still, he waited, the weapon fragment now more like a dagger. It could still cut, just not as deeply.

Both arms came down toward him from the rhino, which was trying to smash him once again into the ground. Francis dove forward, hearing a crack, pain calling out for his attention as his femur gave out under the pressure of his movement.

[ New Skill - Death’s Dance ( Epic ) - 1 ]

His body suddenly roared with a power he hadn’t known was possible. All the pain and hurt he felt flowed through him into his chest and then returned almost tenfold, strengthening every part of him as Francis swung.

[ Power Strike ]

The jagged piece of metal cut the beast from its stomach to its groin, carving a section of flesh over four inches deep.

A crashing sound came when the rhino-kin fell behind him.

Gone was the pain. Instead, a fire burned in his chest.

He knew he was going to die, but before he did, Francis wanted to be sure he defeated this rhino-kin.

Hobbling like a one-legged man, he jumped awkwardly onto the beast's back. He began to claw his way across it, driving his weapon deep so he could pull himself along the rough skin.

Right before Francis reached its neck, the rhino-kin rolled, and he discovered what a seed between the grinding wheels experiences.

***

The sound of the morning bell rang.

“So early,” Francis sighed.

“Way earlier than usual,” Michael replied. His brother groaned and sat up. “I guess we'd better get dressed and get out there. I don’t want to be late.”

Smiling, Francis got off his bed and stood before his brother. Without asking, he grabbed him, yanking Michael off the bed with ease, and wrapped both arms around him.

“I love you,” Francis whispered.

“What the… I… I love you, too, but when the hell did you get this strong? And stop squeezing me, you moron. You’re crushing my chest!”

Laughing, Francis ignored Michael for a second longer and then let his brother go, giving him a playful slap.

“What in the world is wrong with you? And… how… how did you do that to me?” Michael asked.

“Maybe I’ve just been holding back so you don’t feel so bad that your younger brother can kick your ass.”

“Yeah… we both know that’s a lie,” Michael replied. “Still…” His brother paused and frowned, giving Francis another glance. “I’m serious, something's different… but we don’t have time to stand here and act like idiots. I don’t want Phillip using me as a training dummy today.”

“No worries. Just wanted to let you know I love you,” Francis said, moving to grab his boots. “Now let’s get going. Today’s going to be a great day.”

“I swear you must have been hit with a stone yesterday at some point,” Michael muttered quietly. “Great day…”


[ Status ]

Francis Lancaster

Age 17

Strength: 27

Endurance: 29

Agility: 28

Wisdom: 15

Perception: 21

Magic: 10

Skills

Swordsmanship (Common) - 51 Advanced

Shield Use (Common) - 38 Proficient

Tracking (Uncommon) - 11 Novice

Stealth (Uncommon) - 11 Novice

Traps (Uncommon) - 3 Basic

Rock Throwing (Common) - 7 Basic

Mental Resist (Uncommon) - 25 Novice 

Blood of the Undying (Unknown)- 100+ Sage

Fast Learner (Epic) - 1 Basic (Locked)

Mace (Common) - 6 Basic

Horseback Riding (Common)- 8 Basic

Horseback Handling (Uncommon) - 6 Basic 

Pain Resistance (Uncommon) - 29 Proficient

Poison Resistance (Rare) - 10 Basic

Power Strike (Rare) - 7 Basic

Brawling (Uncommon) - 25 Proficient

Strong Bones (Rare) - 18 Novice

Death’s Dance (Epic) - 1 Basic


Another Epic skill… I… I can’t even imagine what this can do.

He had started believing the tales he had heard about skills and different ranks. Epic was stronger than Rare, and he knew there were supposedly Legendary and Mythic skills as well. Those were the things of stories told by bards. Masters, grandmasters, or a sage were the only ones with the chance of acquiring a skill of that rank. He remembered hearing about a noble's daughter who had supposedly acquired a legendary skill in crafting. He had considered it nothing more than a rumor—or propaganda to make a family seem better than it was. But now, he wasn’t as sure.

Not waiting to see what the skill offered, Francis pulled it up.

[ Death’s Dance ( Epic ) - This skill takes the pain and suffering of its user and converts it to bonus damage and strength. The injuries are still present, but their effects can be minimized temporarily. Duration increases as the skill increases. Can be activated when below 50% health. ]

His fingers almost fumbled the leather straps on his boot, but his agility prevented him from ruining them.

As Francis read the description of the skill he had acquired, so many thoughts flooded his mind. First, he assumed it would be leveled up the same way as all the others; he needed to spend time being hurt and in battle. That of course wouldn’t be a problem at all.

What’s the old saying? Only the metal tested in the flames and beaten upon the anvil is worthy of being forged into a weapon? I guess it’s time to be forged again.

***

His broken weapon was yanked free as he leapt off the rhino-kin’s back.

It didn’t move. It had taken a lot more deaths, but Francis had finally killed the beast. Taking a few steps, Francis tested his injured ankle but found he could still move rather well. Roars erupted around him, and he turned to see the crowd of beastkin all snarling and shouting.

One hundred and eight deaths total… how much stronger is the one Stenson–

He stopped mid-thought as the sound of something he would never forget rang out.

Perhaps half a mile away was a towering beast, and as it roared, the gathered creatures between him and it started to part.

“Oh hell!” Francis cursed.

He could see the towering orange fur shape, even from this distance. It stood out like a flame on a hill. Once again, it roared and a few seconds later, another rhino-kin near him came toward him.

This one had armor covering it everywhere except its side, leather straps holding the protection in place.

“Crap… really?”

Unsure which would be worse — death by this approaching foe or the one he had watched kill Stenson —Francis glanced around, noticing that the creatures standing near him were seemingly smiling. Frowning, he flipped his weapon around, knowing it wasn’t going to do much.

A roar came from the new challenger, and Francis yelled back, then charged as it came at him.

He wanted to say it would be legendary, that this next fight was worthy of a song echoing in a room filled with people, yet the truth was, Francis learned immediately he didn’t stand a chance.

The rhino-kins massive arm caught him as he attempted to dodge, lifting him off his feet before slamming his body into the other arm. The force of the sudden impact on both sides shattered Francis’ bones.

His body was rushed between those thick hide hands. Slowly, the rhino-kin turned around, holding him higher as it did.

All Francis could think about was what would come next. Beneath him, between those eyes that glared with hate, was a horn.

***

The sound of the morning bell called out.

He bolted out of bed, grabbing his chest, then stood bent over, panting.

“Uh… you okay?” Michael asked.

Taking a few more breaths, Francis slowly nodded. “Yeah… just… a really bad dream.”

“Ahh, the kind where you die in them?” Michael asked.

“Yeah,” Francis replied.

“Never fun. Should I ask how?”

“Impaled.”

His brother’s face contorted as he frowned. “Yeah… that doesn’t sound fun at all. Still, we need to get dressed. We both know that dream can’t be worse than upsetting Phillip..”

***

The sound of the morning bell called out.

“Craaaaaaaaap!” Francis bellowed, jerking upward from his bed.

“What’s wrong?” Michael shouted after his outburst. “I’d say you’re going to wake everyone up, but the bell already did that.”

He ignored his brother and closed his eyes.

Forty-four deaths straight and I still can’t do any damage to that thing. My damn sword won’t survive against its armor, and without a weapon, I’m just ground to dust. Even now, I’ve stalled and can't gain stats.

Francis started to put on his boots, not needing to pay attention--his body moved via muscle memory.

“So not going to tell me?” Michael asked.

“No… Today just needed to start like that,” Francis grunted.

His brother grunted and nodded. “True… Still, if you need to talk, I’m here.”

He looked at Michael and smiled. “I know. That means more than you can imagine.”

***

“I ain’t got time for this,” Zachary informed him. “I’ve got swords to make and armor to craft. The King is paying me. You aren’t.”

Francis nodded and pulled out two silver coins, holding them between his fingers.

“I just need some advice. Five minutes of your time, maybe ten tops?”

The weapon smith’s brown eyes flickered upon the two coins and then back at Francis, a slight bob of his head coming seconds later.

“Boys, watch the coals. I’ll be back in ten!” After lifting off his leather apron, Zachary motioned for Francis to follow. They arrived near the shed that had all the swords stored for the king’s army; once there, the man reached in, pulled out a water skin and took a long drink from it.

“Pay first, then ask away. Nine minutes.”

Choosing not to argue, and knowing it didn’t matter since he could simply redo the conversation, Francis dropped the coins into the smith’s outstretched hand.

I guess I should be thankful that I grew up in a house that handled ore and crafting.

“How does one get a sword that won’t break like these will against an armored foe?”

Clearing his throat, Zachary spat. “You’re one of Phillip’s boys. How… or perhaps why do you need to know that?”

“Does it matter? I’m not looking to steal anything, but I’ve paid for knowledge. The ore or metal you use in those swords behind you will only last so long, and after enough attacks, they get dinged up and eventually break. Even if you had one of better quality lying around, it won’t last forever. How does one get a sword like that?”

The massive man glanced at the coins in his palm and then sighed, tucking them in a pocket. “While part of me thinks I should be offended at what you just said—since the weapons I made are quite serviceable—the other part is intrigued that you’re right. The honest answer is, the ore I’m working with isn’t that great and the king isn’t looking for weapons that will last a lifetime. Just for the battle at hand.”

As he spoke, Zachary turned and retrieved a sword from one of the barrels.

“These have a thick edge, and while they’re a quality-made tool, that’s all they are. A tool. Anyone can pick up a shovel and dig a hole. These are made to be the same thing. Hold it, swing the blade, and apply enough power to slice through skin and sometimes even armor. The best part is, this will hurt even against someone in chain. You’re going to have a problem if you fight anyone in full armor, however, as they aren’t designed to damage something like that.”

“I know that,” Francis said, narrowing his question. “The ore. Did you get it from the Lancaster family?”

Snorting, Zachary shook his head.

“That’s very specific, but no. He wants too much for that stuff, so what I’m supposed to make would be wasting the quality of that ore. No, I get mine from the Briknore house.”

Francis immediately recognized part of the problem at hand.

“No way to get any of the good stuff? I mean… I know even if you did it would take days to create a weapon worthy of it, but humor me.”

Zachary laughed as he turned and put the sword back in the barrel.

“Even if I could, you couldn’t afford one. We’re talking a few gold coins at least.”

Trying not to grin, Francis nodded. “And let’s say I managed to get ahold of… maybe two gold coins. What then?”

He didn’t flinch when the smith put a thick finger against his chest.

“I’m not going to be part of a robbery or stealing, boy. Do I need to tell Phillip what you’re planning on doing?”

“I won’t steal and everything I do would be legit,” Francis replied. “How long would you need to make one?”

Zachary shoved him, his brown eyes widening when the young teen before him didn’t budge.

“You… screw off. Your ten minutes are up. Don’t come here again. I don’t need thieves or liars. You hear?!”

“You and I both know it’s not been ten minutes, but whatever,” Francis replied, moving away. He could feel the weaponsmith trying to bore holes in the back of his head.

I guess in my next loop, I’ll have to kill Dexter, then come here right after. 

He started whistling as he walked off, knowing another chance to find a solution to his current problem was just a death away. With one possible solution in place, Francis moved on to the next option.

            

    
        Chapter 46

    
    
    
    
                “Those are some very specific questions, Sage Francis,” Kels said. “None of which I expected if I’m honest.”

Francis shrugged and held up another sword from the training area closer to his face to inspect it. “I understand, but there are things that not even I can see, and one of them is where to find a quality sword that won’t break against enemies with thick hides or armor. The sword you and General Stenson have is not of the typical quality, if I’m correct.”

He watched Kels nod slowly out of the corner of his eye.

“Again, that is not a question or statement I can speak about. Asking about another man’s blade without having earned their trust is almost like walking up to someone and asking them what their skills are.”

Sliding the weapon he had been holding back into the rack, Francis said nothing; instead, he moved to where the sword, which weighed more than seemed possible, rested.

A chuckle came from his blond-haired trainer, but the man said nothing as Francis bent down, inspecting it for clues he hoped to find.

Everything about it looked the same as the others, but only after taking his time to study it did Francis find the slightest markings along the blade.

“I’m assuming this is enchanted, and that’s what causes it to weigh as much as it does?”

“How… you…” Sighing, the knight rubbed both eyes. “I don’t understand how you can know some things and not others, but then again, I’m not privy to what the gods share and what they don’t. You speak with authority, yet you ask questions that seem simple. Somehow, you know about my father and what is going to happen tomorrow in battle. On top of that, you demonstrate a talent for weapons far beyond what I expected and you move with a speed and strength that tells me you have surpassed the novice rank in your Strength and Agility. That alone is… beyond imagination. All these things point to you being a Chosen, and yet you want me to find you a sword that every one of our advanced troops uses. Why?”

Francis smiled as he grabbed the weapon at the end with both hands and pulled. It moved slightly, threatening to tip over the rack if he wasn’t careful. “I’m not at liberty to say,” he replied. “The gods have asked me to stay silent on some things. Not because I seek to keep things hidden, but because that is what they will. Now tell me, how hard is it for me to acquire such a thing?”

“I can have one for you in twenty minutes. My other question is why? I can see that you have something on your mind. Dare I ask what?”

“I’m not sure I can reveal that just yet,” Francis replied. “But you also need to find me some armor. I know it won’t be perfect, as it won’t be custom-made for me, but it should do. Tomorrow, I need to be ready to fight. One never knows what might happen when we change the plan.”

“Wait, are you saying you don’t know what’s coming?”

Shaking his head, Francis pointed at the entrance to the tent they were in. “If you flip a gold coin one hundred times, do you always know which side will come up?”

“No…” Kels replied slowly. “Still… how is that relevant?”

“Tomorrow, we’re going to flip a coin. Everything that I know that will happen is going to change. When the king doesn’t do what our foe expects, what will the enemy do?

Kels opened his mouth to speak, and then shut it a moment later with a sigh.

“Very well. Give me a few and I’ll return here with what you need. Anything else?”

Francis considered the crazy idea he had, knowing he was going to die but wanting to test as many different things as possible before it happened. “Yes, actually. Please have someone tell the general I need to see him. I know he’s busy, but tell him this is something new I’ve seen.”

Those blue eyes studied him, yet Francis just stood there, acting as if he didn’t have a care in the world.

Dying a few hundred times makes lying a whole lot easier.

“You, Sage Francis, are a peculiar man. I look forward to seeing how the battle shifts in our favor and getting to know you more, if the gods allow it.”

He nodded as Kels bowed slightly. Once the man left, Francis grabbed his tunic and pulled it on.

“Stupidest thing I’ve ever done…” Francis muttered, turning his attention back to the swords. “Well, perhaps not the stupidest.”

***

Stenson cleared his throat again, eyes narrowed.

“You expect me to believe that the gods want you and one of my best warriors to join the seventh line of soldiers?”

Francis nodded, smiling as Kels froze while helping him put on the armor that had been acquired.

“You know what is in the forest,” Francis said. “We both know your men will take it out. I had a vision. The gods haven’t revealed why, but as sure as I stand here today, having used the pass phrase that both you and your daughter know means something, I need him.

“He and I need to be there on the front line. I need to have the best weapon I can, and we’re going to push deep into the enemy lines in a way you can’t imagine.”

Both men frowned momentarily and glanced at each other before turning their attention back to Francis.

“General, we’ve only encountered the rhino-kin once, and you saw the carnage they caused to that group of warriors,” Kels stated. “I’d love a chance to repay them for that, but while Francis is indeed skilled, you’re not strong or talented enough to deal with them. There’s no way you’ll be able to accomplish what you say.”

“That is where you are wrong,” Francis replied. “These creatures are honor-bound in some way. You and I will fight together. All I need you to do is keep my back safe and ensure that none comes near me. We’ll move through the battlefield, picking out targets and slowly making our way through the enemy.”

“And that’s where we’ll encounter this beast that can kill the general?” Kels asked.

“Yes and no. I’m going to hunt down a female catkin who tosses daggers and then face a rhino-kin alone before fighting one in full armor.”

Stenson grunted and shook his head. “But why you? Why this… risky endeavor?”

Here goes nothing…

“Can I have a moment with just the general?” Francis asked Kels.

Kels glanced at the older man, who nodded and adjusted the piece of armor he was helping Francis with before stepping back.

“As long as you don’t challenge him to a fight, you should be fine,” the knight joked. “If you need me, I’ll be outside.”

Waiting until Kels had left, Francis turned and pointed at the chairs near them.

“Can we sit a moment? I’m going to say some things which may… surprise you.”

Stenson roared with laughter and shook his head. “Surprise me? As in, describing our entire battle plan, location of troops, and spells we have, and also using the phrase you did? Part of me is intrigued, and the other part is wondering if I need a drink to go with this.”

“Perhaps, but let’s talk,” Francis replied. “What I’m going to say, I need you to swear upon whatever is the greatest thing you can. It would cause even more problems in the kingdom if word got out, and neither of us needs nobles or others trying to use me for their own end. Just know that everything I’m about to tell you and all I have done is for the kingdom and my brother. Just as you desire for the mages and nobles to have less sway over the King, I desire to find a way to end this all before our kingdom is overrun. We are sending our troops to be crushed against a wheel that never stops grinding.”

The smile that had lit the general's face for a moment vanished and his face hardened, eyes turning dark as he grimaced.

“You speak of things that echo in my heart. Almost as if you were told just what I would need to hear. Do you likewise swear that what you are doing is truly for the kingdom?”

Francis had only ever sworn a real oath to Michael. Yet he could sense an energy of sorts between him and the general as he started to swear another one.

“I swear my life and my brothers that what I am saying is the absolute truth. There is no one else in this world I care about more than him. So, I swear on both our lives that what I am doing is to save the kingdom and him.”

It took a moment for Stenson to react, standing there like a statue, his eyes the only part of him to move as he felt the gaze reading him. “Then I shall swear upon my blade that I shall keep whatever secrets you tell me. If I break it, may it shatter and never be remade.”

“I have a few questions, so I’ll go ahead and get on with the first one. Kels was practicing some sword techniques when I arrived. Tell me, are you teaching him the sword techniques of some season style?”

The wooden arm of the chair snapped off from the general’s grip–each of them flinched at the sudden action.

“You… recognize or–”

“It’s just something I can see a little of. I’ll explain more in a moment. Tell me, are you a master of that technique?”

Stenson looked at the broken wood in his hand and sighed, letting it fall onto the dirt floor and wiping the dust on his pants.

“How do you know about… You do realize what you are asking is… known but not spoken of?”

“We’re about to head into battle, I’m about to go with the one you’re teaching them to, and all I need to know is the truth. Are you a master, and what is it called?”

Francis watched as the older man took a few deep breaths and let them out in succession, a little bit of weight on his shoulders seeming to vanish with each one.

“I am. It is called the Way of the Shifting Seasons.”

“And the one who taught you? Is he no more?”

Stenson grunted. “Your questions… are very personal. I cannot say for certain, but I doubt that he is truly gone from this world. It would take something very strong to kill him. Even in his old age, he’d trounce me like I could you.”

Of that I have no doubt.

Francis put his game face on and went for the real purpose of this moment.

“Very well. Since you answered that, I’ll tell you what I know, and then I’ll tell you what I have asked you to keep secret. This will prove to you that everything I say is true. But first, let me get you a drink. I don’t need you snapping anything else off while I speak.

***

Stenson’s eyes finally regained their normal size as the older man finally composed himself after Francis’ explanation.

“That’s… impossible! You return to the same place after each death? Every time?”

Francis nodded, feeling a great weight leave his shoulders as he took a drink from his cup for the first time since he’d started talking.

“I’ve died hundreds of times, faced countless foes,” he replied. “I’ve held nothing back and told you of the skills I’ve gained. What could I hope to acquire by telling you all this right now before I take Kels from you and go fight to my death?”

The older man’s mouth moved a few times, but no words came. He absently lifted his cup for a drink, only to find he had emptied it a while ago.

“If what you say is true, then… There are so many things I need to consider. Things you need to consider. The potential to win this war is… within your grasp.”

A light appeared in those brown eyes, and for a moment, Francis was certain he saw a bit of moisture appear around the outer edges of the weathered man's face.

“Then tell me, what do I need to do?” Francis asked. “How do I protect everyone we love?”

            

    
        Chapter 47

    
    
    
    
                “I have so many questions,” Stenson said, “but I also must admit, I’m impressed.”

“By what?”

“You, Francis. You’re a ninth son, gifted with something incredible, yet instead of using it for your own gains, you have risked your life, endured death multiple times and tried to find a way to stop… this.”

Francis shrugged as the general waved his hands all around them. “I told you: all I care about is my brother. In order for him to remain safe, the kingdom must win. We both know that if we ran, eventually he would die, and then I’d be back in the same spot as before.”

“Which is why I feel we need to consider some things,” Stenson said. “You mentioned that you barely go a week before dying. I’m still a little concerned about how many times you can really die. I’m also… concerned that you cannot get aid from the gods. Baxter would take you to the temple if you told him this and I have no doubt you’d die again or they would find some way to… fix you.”

“Which would eliminate my ability and guarantee we lose.”

“And that is why I recommend you don’t tell anyone but me and your brother,” Stenson replied. “Instead, I think we need to focus on something else. As you’ve learned, gaining skills is exceedingly difficult. With your ability to die, that Fast Learning skill, and starting over, it has occurred quicker than others can. Combined with being in real peril, you will eventually reach a skill in the elite category but after that… things become exceedingly slow.”

“And yet you’re a master. You can’t be that old, can you?” Francis asked.

Chuckling, Stenson tapped his stump. “Somehow, I have managed to avoid death, even when making foolish mistakes. But you don’t know how old I really am. Most don’t and I won’t share.”

“I’m not guessing,” Francis replied.

“Another sign you’re a smart man. Let’s just say I’ve lived well past two hundred years.”

Francis choked as he considered that knowledge.

I mean, I knew some could live that old… but to see how great he looks…

Stenson smiled, apparently noticing Francis’ shock.

“You… how are you in such good shape?” Francis asked.

“If you ever discover a way out of this loop, I have no doubt you’ll find your body will be like mine. You recover quicker, and you age more slowly. To know you’re already at a proficient Endurance… that is something most would give obscene amounts of gold for. Why, the nobles and mages spend more money than you can imagine on potions or elixirs to shore up their weak endurances, all for trying to add years to their life. I know of one who's spent over 50,000 gold so far in their life.”

He felt overwhelmed knowing that people were cheating like the rich. Francis knew his father had purchased items for his oldest three siblings, all designed to help them become stronger, but hearing that it was a normal act for the elite frustrated him.

How significant can the difference be? I mean…

“I can tell you’re confused and trying to absorb just the few things I’ve said. Don’t do that. Let’s focus on what you can do in this moment and what you can do in the… life to come. Part of me wants to send you straight to the capital. Baxter might argue against it, but if you always come to me and do what you are doing now, I could convince him it is needed.”

“What would I do there? The fighting is here, and I can’t abandon Michael.”

Sighing, Stenson shook his head. “Think big picture, Son.”

Francis winced at that word and the general held up his hand.

“Sorry, I didn’t realize how much that word would pain you. Francis, your brother is going to die. Over and over. I’m going to die. The only one who isn’t is you, and that’s all that matters.”

The older man leaned forward and pointed a finger at him. “You need to become what I would give anything for in this moment. You’re ability to learn and keep the gains between deaths means you need to maximize the potential with each life. What happens if you only get another hundred deaths and you throw them away trying to kill something you know you can't? What if instead you were able to spend weeks, months or years before you died? Even then, doing it your way… dying like that… I’m not sure I have the same willpower you have demonstrated.”

“What do you mean? The fact I’ve died just to learn skills or acquire items or–”

“All of it,” Stenson interrupted. “You ran headfirst into a battle against that catkin until you defeated it. Then you did the same with that rhino-kin. I can’t even imagine how it felt to get beaten to death by that man, Cutter.

“Regardless, in the capital, you could learn some things that will matter. There is a history of our kingdom and others that could aid you. You could learn other skills and potentially unlock new skills and abilities. I… I mean, I have a few, but you have ones I’d give so much for. Which, by all accounts, is insane. The potential you have is… beyond comprehension.”

Francis watched as the general grew increasingly excited the more he spoke.

“There would be trainers who could teach you multiple weapons and styles. You might also be able to learn about magic, though I would not recommend you focus on that right now.”

Magic? Could I learn magic?

“Is that even possible?” Francis asked.

Frowning, Stenson shook his head. “Yes… But that would be… difficult. Then again, with the ability you have, I shudder to think about what wouldn’t be possible for you. Still, if you can reach the higher end of the elite skill with a sword, I would be willing to teach you a few of the movements and techniques that I follow on the path. Just know, I’ve spent almost a hundred years practicing them and I still have improvements that can be made.”

Francis felt an overwhelming feeling inside him grow at realizing what was possible.

“You would train me? I mean… just how good is the Way of the Shifting Seasons?”

A chuckle came from the older man. “That is a question many have asked. It isn’t just a few swings or thrusts that win a battle. It’s about learning what the sword can do and how to use it effectively. It’s about balance. There are four seasons in the technique. Then there are three different styles that all flow from that season. Spring is about overwhelming one's foe with light strikes, while autumn is about brutal, heavy ones. Winter is how ones evades and perfectly counters attacks. The amount of time one must spend to learn a single season isn’t something we have right now, even with your loops. What you could gain from the academy is far greater for now.”

“So… what now? Just head out to the battle tomorrow and fight?” Francis asked.

“That is the path you have set in motion. Part of me desires to send you away right now, but the other part knows the knowledge you gain in the coming battle will be useful. I will warn you, though, Francis: do not take death too lightly. How you have managed to keep your wits and not go crazy tells me you have a strong purpose. Cling to it, but don’t let your brother be your sole anchor. Ask what it is you really could become and if you want it.”

Francis's head bobbed as he considered that question. He had only thought about it a few times before setting it aside and charging headfirst back into all these deaths.

Stenson rose and held out his hand.

“We’ve kept Kels waiting long enough. Besides, the day will start soon and you’ll need to be ready. I’ve got things to take care of as well. Still, thank you for entrusting me with this knowledge.”

“Thank you for keeping your promise,” Francis replied. “Is there a better way to do this the next time without having to bring our favorite knight into this?”

“Yes. Do what you did, summon my daughter, summon me and Nehemiah. Lay out the same information you did earlier, and then tell me ‘harvest of red leaves’. I’ll know to listen when we’re alone.”

“And that saying means?” Francis asked.

“Something you’ll learn one day. Now go. Part of me wonders if I could be doing something better by doing something else. Especially since I know you’re about to die and all of this is going to be reset.”

“What would you do with that in mind?” Francis asked.

A soft smile formed and the older man’s lips.

“I’d spend a little more time with my daughter.”

***

Francis smiled as he cut down another catkin, knowing that friends he had made from Phillip’s camp were still alive, thanks to him and Kels.

Shouts rose from the entire line; the lizard that had tried to make them flee no longer stopped after the second attempt.

I guess they got to it quicker this time when I highlighted the importance of killing it.

Bodies of beasts lay everywhere, and the knight tasked with keeping him safe cut down anything that got within range.

“Don’t make it look so easy!” Francis shouted. “We’re not trying to get taken out by a spell!”

“Seriously? I’m honestly doing almost nothing. These aren’t strong at all.”

Ignoring their occasional banter, Francis focused on the path where the female catkin would be.

She appeared, and a few seconds later he had run her down and taken off her head, then began moving in the direction of where the rhino-kin would be.

The sword he wielded sliced with ease, its edge a perfect combination of sharpness and weight. Stenson had sent it to him, replacing the one Kels had acquired for him..

Makes me wonder what they enchanted this thing with.

Hacking his way through the enemy army, Francis heard the sound of the incoming beast.

“That it?” Kels shouted.

“Yes, just stay back with the men, you’ll see!”

Francis moved through the horde. The claws of any beastkin that managed to land did no real damage, as the armor Francis had been given stopped the attacks with ease.

Finally, space appeared between the army of beasts — the rhino-kin was charging him.

Setting his feet, he prepared for the charge, having seen it a hundred times. He could almost do the next part with his eyes closed.

Maybe another time.

It ran past him intentionally, swinging its horn in his direction, yet Francis was fast enough now to dodge without giving up the needed space to stay near it.

[ Power Strike ]

Unlike all the other attacks he’d done with those other swords, this one cut like a scythe through reeds. A giant gash now ran the length of the creature's side.

The rhino-kin slid along the ground, a bellow of pain muffled by the dirt shoved into its face.

With new speed and strength, Francis spun, racing toward the fallen creature and not giving it a chance to stand.

[ Power Strike ]

Once again, his new sword met little resistance, hacking through the back leg of the rhino-kin, striking the bone, and sending a shockwave back into his arms. In surprise, he stood there, surprised at how much damage it had done.

A leathery arm came at him, and Francis barely leapt back in time, feeling the breeze from the swing that missed him by inches.

Focus!

With precision, he continued to hack at the creature, removing chunks of flesh. Finally, he delivered the finishing blow less than a minute after the fight had started.

“Impressive!” Kels shouted. “Look out!”

Dozens of cat-kin and wolf-kins came at him, yet right before they were within striking range, a roar froze the approaching beasts mid-stride.

“What is–” the knight started to say. Kels had drew near, ready to assist against the incoming beasts. He stopped beside Francis. “That thing… It’s what you talked about.”

Nodding, Francis motioned at the tiger-kin that towered over every beast.

The ones near them moved away, snarling and growling.

Unlike the other times, the rhino-kin took its time approaching. Francis could hear the thuds as the beast that had killed multiple times strode toward him. Another roar announced the large tiger-kin's acknowledgement of whatever was being said.

“Uh… you sure about this?” Kels asked.

“I need to try,” Francis said. “Just watch, don’t die, and don’t help. All I need you to do is let me know if any spells come this way.”

“Spells. You’re worried about spells and not the giant rhino-kin in full armor?”

“Correct. Now backup or I’m unsure what it may do if both of us are here.”

A slap struck his shoulder and he turned to see Kels smirk.

“So when you die? Then what do I do?”

Francis laughed and shrugged. “Whatever you want.”

            

    
        Chapter 48

    
    
    
    
                The sound of the morning bell called out.

"It's earlier than usual," Michael grunted as he sat up. "What gives?"

“Just another day in paradise,” Francis replied, sitting up and grabbing his boots. “Let’s get moving. Today’s going to be fun.”

Ignoring the grunt from his brother, Francis considered the fight just a moment ago.

Well, I know the sword can cut and do actual damage, but I’m still not strong or fast enough to last against that specific rhino-kin.

He had managed a single cut along the arm, thought it had still caught him. The rhino-kin had shrugged off his strike, seemingly unfazed by the injury.

Francis had heard Kels shout, but before the knight could save him, the beast had killed him again.

[ Status ]

Francis Lancaster

Age 17

Strength: 28

Endurance: 30

Agility: 29

Wisdom: 15

Perception: 21
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I guess I should try what Stenson said. Right now I’m dead so fast that I can’t gain skills against the creature and this might be the best path right now to get stronger.

“Your face tells me you’re thinking, which we both know is unusual,” Michael said, having finished getting his boots on. “What’s up?”

“Just wondering what it would be like to live in the capital.”

“Caereenal? Seriously? What kind of dream did you have? We both know that would never happen. Heck, we’d barely get past the gates before being scooped up again and sent off to the front line, provided we even made that far.”

Francis nodded and stood, slipping on his shirt. “Yeah. Still, a man’s got to dream, right?”

His brother snorted, shaking his head in disapproval. “Might as well dream something real. Now let’s go, I don’t want to be late.”

***

Stenson’s face had displayed shock only twice in the entire retelling of events after Francis had asked for a moment alone and said the phrase harvest of red leaves. The phrase had prompted the first expression of shock, and the explanation of the time loops had caused the second.

“So… I can’t argue with everything I’ve heard, because the only way you would know that phrase and everything you have told me is if you’re telling the truth,” the general said, slowly spinning his cup in his hand. “Though now I need to convince the King to send you and your brother to the capital. It’s doable… but I’m wondering what I was thinking that previous time.”

“Well, you had mentioned I was missing a lot of potential skills and actual training. I’m curious if I’ll find out why more nobles' children aren’t here en masse and the mages don’t come.”

The older man spat, then scowled for a moment.

“You’ll learn about that, have no doubt. The Concord of Staves tied Baxter’s father’s hands. We don’t have time to discuss it all, but know the odds of them risking their life for us are almost non-existent unless the enemy approaches Caereenal’s walls. And if they did… the city would survive for a while, but eventually would fall.”

“You mentioned me getting training and an education. Are they really going to allow that even though I’m a ninth son? I mean… I’m also older than most when they first arrive.”

“Don’t worry about that. A letter from me will handle all those problems, though it might cause several others. Your brother is the biggest issue. With no real talent, he’s basically the weakest link. Did I advise you not to worry about him and just let him… die?”

Francis frowned but nodded.

“Not going to happen. At least not this time through.”

Setting his cup on the small table near him, Stenson leaned forward.

“Listen, son.”

Unable to help his reaction, Francis winced but the general didn’t apologize.

“The capital is in bad shape. While it continues to operate and send supplies, the inner section of the city you two would be living in is the Scholars' Spire. The other sections, such as the Ringwall and the Old Quarter, are merely people crafting the items and supplies the army needs every month. Even now, the Rivergate Docks have become nothing but a haven for smugglers and refugees who have fled there, trying to escape the draft and hiding in that section of town.”

Frances’ mind swirled as so many different things came at him quickly.

“I can get your brother a place in the Barracks Row. He’ll be trained as a low-level soldier, but if he ends up in the Spires and word gets out you two are related… they will use him against you.”

“Who?” Francis asked.

“Everyone. Teachers, trainers, other students, nobles, even some of the servants,” Stenson replied. “Trust me when I say that there is a reason I prefer being a fighter. Politics isn’t my focus. I come up with battle plans and lead armies but the constant backstabbing, bribes, and other games that take place require time and energy I do not have. You, Francis, must learn this art.”

“I thought I was going to get stronger and learn skills.”

Stenson sighed and leaned back in his chair, scratching his chin for a moment.

“What good is that if you don’t understand how to work within the group that surrounds the King? Tell me, how often have those in the tent or on the platform been against you?”

Francis frowned and began to see what the older man was saying. “Too many.”

“And I’m guessing you and Priscilla have butted heads?”

“Is that a lucky guess or…?” Francis asked.

“From what you told me and described, I know for a fact that she would go against most of what I want to do. That was until you mentioned the anti-magic area created when two spells collide. She can be an ally if you know how to get her on your side, but that is only going to happen if you understand who she is and why she does what she does.”

“Can’t you just tell me?” Francis asked.

“No. We are all bound by promises, as I am to the one I made you today… and I guess the time before this. I’ll do what I can to help you get stronger and learn the ways of the kingdom. You’re strong and smart and show a willpower most don’t possess, Francis Lancaster. Now, you need to utilize those things to improve further. When you do die, come to me before attempting anything else. No matter how badly something might pull you in a direction, come find me. We can discuss the next step, depending on how much you grow.”

Having spoken, the general stood and held out his hand.

“Now come, it’s time for you and your brother to go. I have a battle plan to show the king and I must convince him you’re worth sending away.”

“Thank you,” Francis said, shaking the man’s hand. “I’m glad I took a risk and told you the truth.”

The older man laughed and shook his head.

“Part of me wishes you had done it sooner, and the other part is glad you didn’t. Knowing how strong you have become and what you have acquired proves what you’re willing to endure. Now, we need to hone you and turn you into the weapon that will cut off the head of our enemy. Good luck, Francis.”

***

“You were serious!” Michael exclaimed, even though he was trying to whisper. “You can see the future!”

“Quiet,” Francis replied, pointing at the two guards a few strides ahead who were leading the brothers through the maze of tents. “We’ll talk later. But yes, I was. And yes, I can.”

His brother’s face contorted a few times and eventually stopped as he chewed on his lip.

Francis touched the letter in his jacket with a smile-- the outfit each brother wore was worth more than either could even fathom. Stenson had given Francis a letter for each of them and clothed them; a few minutes after Francis discovered that a pouch with five gold crowns in it.

What would possess a man to give away this much money?

Considering that thought, Francis quickly realized that the general must have faith that Francis could eventually become the weapon to help defeat the beastkin army.

“We’re here, sir!” a guard announced.

The pair of guards had stopped outside a blue tent. It was odd—not just in the color but also because it was boxy, about ten feet wide, and only ten or twelve feet tall. No guards were stationed outside, and the pair motioned to the flap covering the opening.

“We just go in?” Michael asked.

Their reply was a nod. The pair of guards bowed once and then turned, leaving them standing there in the dark.

“That’s weird,” Michael muttered.

Shrugging, Francis glanced around the area and the light coming from the torches. Thousands of lights illuminated the camp, all like fireflies announcing their presence. One small torch was burning near the opening, casting its glow.

“No point in waiting, let’s see what’s inside,” Francis said.

As he pushed the flap to the side and stepped in, Francis felt his stomach tighten.

“Ahh, the young sage and his brother. Fleeing to the capital, are we?”

Priscilla had turned around as they’d entered the space, her blue eyes studying him.

“Not fleeing, just obeying the gods' commands,” Francis replied. “Still, why are we here? Aren’t we supposed to be headed to Caereenal?”

Scoffing, the woman pointed at a section of ropes that formed a rectangular shape about five feet wide and eight feet tall.

“You really don’t know anything, do you? You somehow give precise details about so many things, yet you don’t know what this is.”

“It’s a teleportation string,” Michael answered.

“Very good,” the mage replied, nodding her head at him. “Perhaps that’s why he is here. Yes, this is a teleportation string as you called it, but we call it a gate. Only those who aren’t trained in magic, or perhaps those who are common, would call it such. Still, it allows me to send a few people to the one located in Caereenal quickly. Likewise, those in the city can come here if needed.”

“But why are you here doing this?” Francis asked. “Surely there could be someone else with that power ,so you don’t have to.”

“You would like to believe that, but the answer is no, Sage Francis.”

Her tone at his title left no doubt in his mind that she wasn’t doing this of her own volition.

“Only three of us in the camp have the knowledge or power to do this. I do not need the assistance of magical items to make this work. But before I send you two, I need to ask something.”

When Francis and Michael didn’t reply, the woman frowned slightly and took a step toward them.

In the light of the tent, she seemed imposing. She was slightly taller than Francis, and her red robe looked eerie in the blue light of the tent. Pricilla moved with the knowledge that she possessed power and could kill them both with ease if she wanted.

“What is the purpose of all this?” she asked. “Why come now with this information, and then scurry off like rabbits to a city you have no clue about? There has to be a reason why Stenson somehow convinced the King that you two needed to be sent away like this. Now tell me why?”

Francis could see his brother shrink back a step, but he stood tall, then stepped toward the woman he knew was the strongest mage in the camp.

“Because the kingdom only wins the war if we go there.”

A glimmer of something yellow illuminated the pupil in her eye for a moment. Something touched him. Like cold water being dumped on him, his skin tingled and Francis had to fight back from shivering. A pressure grew for a moment in his chest and then vanished a second later.

Slowly, she nodded.

“I cannot imagine how that must be true and yet…” Priscilla sighed, turning and raising her right hand.

Light began to form around her pointer finger as she traced the shape of the rope.

Where her finger moved, the rope began to glow gold, and when the entire outline had been illuminated, a white box appeared between the ropes.

Glad the woman’s back was turned, Francis forced his mouth closed and elbowed Michael, whose mouth was open as well.

“Go, I do not want to waste the mana it takes to keep it open,” Priscilla said.

Tugging on his brother’s new jacket, Francis pulled his brother toward the portal. The pair moved on either side of the mage, yet her eyes only focused Francis.

“I pray to the gods,” she said, “that whatever reason they have for doing this happens soon. For your sake and the kingdom.”

Another sensation struck his back and Francis felt a burning pain between his shoulders as he stepped through the gate.

            

    
        Chapter 49

    
    
    
    
                He had wanted to scream as they moved through the magical gate, yet no sound escaped his throat.

One moment, they were in that tent, and the next, his boots met solid stone. It took a second for his eyes to adjust, but there, across from him, was a young boy, fourteen, if he was lucky, in a brown robe, staring wide-eyed at them.

“You… welcome! I shall announce your presence!”

“Wait!”

Even though Francis shouted, the boy exited through the wooden door and disappeared.

“Where are we?” Michael asked.

Glancing around them, Francis saw they were in a circular stone room with lanterns that illuminated the ten-foot-wide space.

“I’m guessing Caereenal.”

“No crap,” his brother replied. “I mean–”

Footsteps rang out from the hallway where the boy had taken off--both of them stopped talking, waiting to see who was coming.

The young boy, now red-faced, arrived first, having only been gone maybe twenty seconds at best.

Behind him came a bald older man, huffing while holding his green robe up to prevent himself from tripping.

“Welcome… I am… Alfred. Can I see… your papers?”

Francis nodded and stepped forward, pulling both letters out from his jacket and handing them to the man, who was out of breath.

Wiping a sleeve across his head, Alfred took the letters and examined the seals on them.

“General Stenson’s personal seal… Welcome! Come, let me take you to the Keeper of the Spires and she shall personally see what these letters say.”

He motioned for his brother to move as the older man turned and started waddling off.

The teen stared at them wide-eyed as they walked by the young him.

Francis tried not to laugh as his brother silently mouthed ‘what the hell’.

***

It took them about five minutes to walk through hallways, rooms, and doors, not once leaving whatever building they were in. Three sets of stairs eventually led them to a large room with a man sitting at a desk outside a very-expensive-looking metal door.

“Why are you here, Alfred?” the man asked, only glancing up once before looking down at the paper he was reading.

“Pardon the intrusion, Mage Loxmere,” Alfred said. “These two came through the gate and have letters with General Stenson’s seal. I thought–”

“Give them to me now,” the man snapped, holding up his hand while keeping his eyes fixed on his paper. “I shall see to them.”

The older man bowed low and then moved quickly to hand the letters to the man, stepping back almost in the same motion.

Francis studied the room, which had two open windows. Fresh air flowed in. Two bookshelves, a desk, and a single table with cups and a pitcher were all that decorated it. Beyond that, there was nothing else save stacks of paper on the large wooden desk.

When the brown-haired man brought the letters near his face, he froze for just a second before looking up, a smile that looked almost real forming.

“Ahh, these are indeed the seal of our esteemed General. Forgive me, I needed to ensure they were real. I am Kaelith Loxmere, assistant to Avelis, the master of the Scholars’ Spires. Welcome.”

Francis moved as if he belonged and approached the desk, inclining his head.

“I am Francis, and this is Michael. General Stenson said we would bring the letters to the Master of the Spires and let them alone see them.”

He watched as the man’s left eye twitched briefly before his head nodded an inch or two at best. Taking a deep breath, Kaelith let it out slowly.

“I can see if she is… available, but are you certain you wouldn’t prefer me to open them now and see what the General needs?”

“That is not my place to say,” Francis replied. “I just know the General was very specific about the instructions he gave. He and the King were discussing this decision.”

Francis wanted to laugh, watching as the assistant rose from his chair, eyes now locked on the two letters in his hand--the only thing stopping him from reading them was a seal and the words just spoken.

“Give me a moment, then. I shall see if she is available.”

Kaelith pulled a glass orb from a pocket hidden in his robe, and it turned blue.

A few seconds passed, and then the metal door with words and symbols etched on it began to open.

“Master Avelis says to please come inside and bring these to her,” the man said.

It took a little more force than Francis had expected to pull the letters from Kaelith’s fingers, but once he had them, he gave another bow and moved toward the door.

Light filled the area within, and the scent of musty paper struck his nose as he went inside. Rows and rows of books were lined on shelves that ran along the room they had entered.

Each shelf had a glowing gem that gave off a yellow light. Some areas had scrolls stacked upon each other, and across the room, through the middle row of shelves, was a white-haired woman in a black robe.

She smiled at them and motioned for them to come forward, yet Francis felt his feet wanting to stay put.

“That’s one scary woman,” Michael whispered as they made their way to her.

Francis didn’t respond to his brother’s words, though he felt the same aura coming from her. She had something similar to heat radiating from a fire, which made his body almost lock up.

Her smile never left her lips as they drew near and she held out her hand.

He put both letters in it without realizing it and stood there like a statue.

“The King and General sending me two young men and a letter for each,” she said. “Not what I was expecting at all.”

Her fingers ran over the wax seal, and Francis saw a slight shimmer before they broke. Without waiting, Avelis opened the first one and read it. She frowned after finishing it.

“Which one of you is Michael Quinnor?”

“Uh… that would be me,” Michael said. His brother bowed.

“It appears you will be moved to the barracks and receive training from a specific instructor. Tell me, why has the General asked for this?”

“I… don’t know,” Michael replied

Francis felt pressure against him, similar to the sensation he had experienced when Priscilla had been talking to him in the tent. His brother looked unable to think, and his voice seemed distant.

A tsk came from the woman’s lips and she frowned. Without waiting, she moved to the second--he saw her eyes widen as she read it.

“Francis Lancaster… I know that name. Yet it doesn’t make sense that you would be here. Three of your siblings are already here. For the King and the General to personally vouch for you… Tell me, Francis, why did they send you to the Spire?”

[ Mental Resist Successful ]

[ Mental Resist Increased – 26 Proficient ]

Like a fog blown away by a strong wind, his mind returned, and the room snapped back into clarity.

Before him was an older woman who looked much less intimidating than she had been a few moments earlier. Her black robe showed a few dust marks, and her blue eyes had a yellow light in the pupils.

“Because both of them believe I’m worthy of the training,” Francis replied.

Her eyes widened and then the woman cackled, folding the papers, the glow vanishing from her eyes.

“Impressive. You have the ability to resist, and he does not. I thought I recognized the white color of your hair, but many invest in things to make it look that color. You stand out but not so much as to make one defensive.”

The master of the Spire began to move around him and he followed her, seeing his brother starting to breathe more normally, obviously no longer under whatever spell she had used.

“I can sense… potential… power… strength. Even more, what this letter says is… impossible and dangerous.”

He said nothing, waiting as the older woman returned to the spot she had started her pacing.

She handed Michaels the letter meant for him.

“Go, take that to Kaelith. He will get you set up. For now, I must talk with Francis.”

Francis nodded at his brother, who was blinking rapidly and chewing on his lip.

“Thank you,” his brother said.

Another chuckle came as his brother seemed to stagger for a moment before regaining his stride and reaching the door, which had started swinging open. Once it had shut, Francis could feel the woman doing something again.

“A sage… here, and from a family that already has three with potential… Tell me, have the gods marked you?”

“Forgive me, ma’am, but all I can say is I am where I need to be. If we are to win the war–”

“Yes, yes, I read that… ‘make sure he is trained in everything combat-related. This one will help us win the war. Stenson is never overdramatic and the man is direct to a fault, so if he is convinced you are special and the King agrees, there must be something special about you. Still… to capture that fool like that… is impressive.”

“Why do you call him a fool?” Francis asked. The words had come forth before he realized it, and he immediately grimaced.

“Bold, are you? Well, I like that in a student, but we’ll break that from you quickly,” Avelis said, smirking. “Did Stenson warn you of what you will face being here?”

“He did.”

Frustration was beginning to rise inside him; Francis couldn’t help but feel pissed. He had been here only a few minutes and had already been assaulted by mental magic—and the man he entrusted with his secret was being labeled a fool.

“Well, that warning the general may seem to help make things easier for you, I, however, won’t. You’ll be in a section of the Spire with other nobles. One of which contains a brother of yours.”

Internally, Francis groaned, knowing that it didn’t matter which brother it was--life had just gotten much worse.

“Do you have a preference?”

Oh no… I’m not going to give that away.

“No, ma’am. Either of them is fine. Or both. Just tell me, am I allowed to defend myself if they attempt to bully me?”

Laughter echoed off the walls and shelves as the woman held her stomach momentarily.

“Oh… to be young and foolish! Yes, you can defend yourself, but you might want to consider the fact that both of them have been here for years. Your oldest brother, Aiden, I believe, will graduate at the end of this year. He is almost an advanced-level warrior, if I recall correctly. A gifted one, really. I would be cautious about incurring his anger.”

“And Derrek?”

Her smirk returned, and she shrugged. “Another fine man. Two years from graduation now--again, not a person I would want angry at me if I were in your shoes.”

She sighed and folded up the letter. “You can defend yourself, and you will get healing from any injuries suffered. Just know that all this means is they might continue to beat you every day. As long as they don’t kill or maim you, it’s just another lesson to learn here. In fact, you will find that some of the training sessions Stenson has asked you to be part of will make you wish you were dead. The physical demand is… brutal.”

“I’ll be fine,” Francis replied, holding out his hand. “Neither one of them will bother me.”

She shook her head and narrowed her eyes.

“You are different. I can tell, not just because you could resist my ability to make you speak, but because you hold yourself like you… belong here.”

“I do belong here. Trust me. I’ve earned this right through blood, sweat, and worse.”

Her head moved up and down slowly a few times before she put the letter in his hand.

“You believe that. Only time will tell if it is true. Now, do you have any questions for me? After this moment, you will most likely never encounter me again until graduation. The only other time a student gets a chance like this is after breaking a major rule or accomplishing the impossible.”

Francis wasn’t sure what to ask. He had hundreds of questions that he wanted answered, yet none of them seemed worthy of her time.

In the end, if I have to do this a thousand times to learn everything I must, none of it will matter.

“I’m good. All I need right now is a little food and perhaps a short nap. It’s been a long day.”

Chuckling, Avelis pointed toward the door.

“Then go out and wait for Kaelith. He will return shortly and take you where you belong.”

Francis nodded, ignoring the way she had said belong and bowed.

“I look forward to seeing you soon, Master Lancaster,” Avelis called out.
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                The position of the sun had surprised Francis. It was not as high as it had been when he left the army. Upon mentioning it to Kaelith, who was leading him across a large stone courtyard, the man sighed.

“You do realize that the sun and our world… no… obviously you don’t, otherwise you wouldn’t ask that question. How… how did you convince the General and the King to send you here if you don’t even know how the sun works around the kingdom and the rest of the world?”

“I’m good with a sword,” Francis replied.

“And I could kill you before that sword ever reached me,” the man shot back, not bothering to look at him as their pace increased. “Do you realize that weapons are only useful in certain situations? Magic has power that can be used in multiple ways. Sometimes I wonder why we bother training such large armies. I mean… I know why, but still.”

“And yet the Kingdom of Shenzen is struggling just as much as we are against this enemy, while having the strongest mages in all four kingdoms,” Francis replied.

Kaelith spun far quicker than Francis had anticipated and thrust a finger into his chest.

“Do not speak of that or say such lies!”

Francis didn’t want to back down, no matter how much the man’s nostrils flared or his eyes looked ready to cast flames at him.

“Forgive me, sir, I was only repeating what the General had told me.”

Kaelith's lips began to twitch as he prepared to reply, but the man clamped his mouth shut. There came a hmph as the man spun and began walking purposefully toward a street.

I guess he didn’t like that reply. Seems Stenson was right. These people really do try to get under your skin.

Without missing a beat, Francis quickly caught up and stayed just a step behind, not wanting to find himself deeper in a hole he hadn’t planned on digging.

***

“Forgive me, sir, but are you sure that is wise?” A voice from inside the office reached Francis’ ears.

Still pretending not to listen, Francis stared down the hallway at the teens and young men moving through it. Some were carrying armor and weapons, while others had backpacks that seemed ready to burst.

“Avelis herself ordered this. Now make sure this is done, Dorian or so help me, you’ll find yourself wishing you’d never been born.” Kaelith’s voice could be heard over the men in the hall.

A grunt came from the room; a second later, Kaelith exited and faced Francis.

“You are in good hands,” Kaelith said. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have other duties to attend to.”

With that, the mage strode off, leaving Francis standing there outside the office of the one who had just been told to make his life difficult.

“Lancaster, get in here!” a voice shouted from within.

Ignoring the looks that some of the others in the hall had been giving him, Francis turned and entered, amazed at how disorganized the room was.

This is almost as bad as Dexter’s room.

Papers, books, weapons, armor, and other objects were scattered everywhere. A chair and a long couch were covered in supplies, and standing behind a small desk with more paper stacked up than seemed possible was a thin man pushing up his glasses as he moved.

“I’m Master Dorian, and you will do whatever I tell you. Is that understood?”

Francis nodded, not wanting to argue but feeling he could snap the older man in half.

He’s so thin, I swear a strong breeze could knock him over.

A grunt came from his new master of pain as the older man scrutinized him.

“Where are your other clothes?” Dorian asked.

“This is all I have,” Francis replied.

“Weapons? Armor?”

“No, sir,” Francis said. “My coming here was rapid enough that I didn’t get to prepare.

Snorting, the master of the dorms groaned. “I guess that is why I have been instructed to ensure you have outfits and equipment. Why no one ever brings anything is beyond me,” Dorian muttered as he began digging through different piles. Hold this!”

A backpack was tossed at him, and Francis grabbed it without missing a beat, holding it open.

Clothes were deposited quickly. Next came leather armor, which was also stuffed inside. Six books were added to the growing pack before the gift giver stopped.

“What weapon do you use?” Dorian asked.

“I’m best with a sword and can use a shield, but don’t always. The only other weapon skill I have is a mace, but that’s not worth mentioning.”

The weathered man's face showed a slight look of surprise, and he had to push his glasses back up his nose.

“You… actually have the mace skill?”

“I do,” Francis replied.

“Interesting. Still, I’m only required to give you one weapon and it wouldn’t be worth either of our time giving you a mace. For now, take your bag to your room and I’ll ensure you have a weapon tomorrow when you show up to sparring.”

“And my room is…”

Grunting, Dorian moved past Francis and toward the door.

“Come, I’ll show you,” the man said, not waiting for Francis.

Slinging his backpack over his shoulder, Francis followed the keeper of what he knew was a dorm. He watched the older man take long strides. Each step was silent along the carpet that ran the length of the hallway.

Everyone present watched as the two of them made their way to the stairs and began to climb.

Dorian took them two at a time, not missing a beat, and Francis followed. Two more flights of stairs led him to the fourth floor; it quickly became obvious that the rooms and levels got nicer with each subsequent flight of stairs.

“Never go to the fifth floor,” Dorian said, motioning toward the left. “You do not possess the value, money, or blood that allows for one to reside up there.”

“Understood,” Francis replied, not bothering to worry about that right now.

I don’t have time for that kind of drama. I mean, I do, but I really don’t want it.

Someone had announced their presence as a few doors opened and older teens and young men stepped out, each getting a look at Francis as they walked down the hallway.

A few murmurs came, and then as Francis and Dorian neared the end of the hall, a door swung open, and the sight of an emerging person made Francis miss a step.

“You?! What the hell are you doing here?!”

Francis turned, seeing his oversized brother puffing out his chest, and the scowl that always seemed present during his childhood, still in place. Derrek’s white hair stood against his tanned skin and a pair of silver eyes was hidden between furled brows. It had been years since Francis had seen his brother, but he had put on at least forty pounds of muscle since they last spoke.

“I guess it’s good to see you too, Derrek,” Francis said, grinning.

His brother’s jaw tightened and two fists formed as they approached.

“Now would not be a good time for this,” Dorrian said as he stopped at the door across from his Derrek’s. “Francis will be staying directly across–”

“WHAT? Why is he–”

The older man’s hand rose and Francis watched as his brother was thrown back by nothing, slamming into the wall with a thud.

“Do not ever raise your voice to me, is that understood?” Gone was the tone the keeper of this place had used this entire time. Now, it had an edge; Francis knew whoever Dorian was, the man had magic capable of causing harm.

A grunt and a nod came from Derrek as he was still pressed against the dark wood walls.

“Very good. Now as I was saying, your brother will be staying across from you. I expect you to help him find his classes tomorrow. After that, he is on his own. Do you have any questions?”

His brother’s eyes bulged, but a single bob of his head was all that Derrek gave.

Immediately, Derrek’s body fell from the wall.

A key appeared in Dorian’s hand. “Do not lose this, as it costs a gold each time. Do you understand?”

“Yes sir,” Francis replied.

“I suggest you get moved in. Today you will have no classes. Feel free to explore the Spires, but do not enter any of the Magical classrooms, dorms, or leave this area. Mealtimes are listed on the paper I put inside the top book. Your schedule is also written down. The bells will ring to announce the call to wake up, lunch, and dinner. Beyond that, try not to get in trouble.”

Taking the key from the outstretched hand, Francis nodded and moved to the door, slipping it into the hole and turning it. A click sounded, and the door opened.

Retrieving his key, Francis stood in the open doorway; he was surprised to find a bed with a thick mattress, blankets, an empty desk, and a chair along with a window that had light streaming in.

This thing is bigger than the room I shared with Michael at the inn!

Lost in the moment of appreciating his new room, Francis was sent lurching forward after being pushed from behind.

“What in the gods are you doing here? ” Derrek growled.

Catching himself mid-stumble, Francis set his bag on the bed and slipped the key into his pocket, turning to see his brother approaching.

It had been six years since he had last seen Derrek, and the man had put on some serious muscle since then. Whatever he was doing to improve his body had been paying off.

“I’m talking to you!” his brother roared when no answer came immediately.

“General Stenson personally sent me–” Francis started.

“Lies! You’re nothing but a–”

Having been bullied by Derrek for most of his childhood, Francis believed he knew how Derrek felt about him. What made things worse was that each of his brothers had endured beatings whenever Derrek felt slighted. In fact, if Derrek was upset in any way, someone got the brunt of the deal.

So, like any sibling who finally grew up and was ready to show they wouldn’t take it anymore, Francis did just that.

He sent a punch at his brother’s stomach, glad that Derrek had felt the need to get close. A poor attempt at a block came, but Francis wouldn’t let that stop this moment of revenge. Having beat Cutter to death, Francis had a pretty good idea how hard he was about to hit his brother and was okay with that.

[ Power Strike ]

Derrek flew backward and rolled into the hallway, where he landed on his back for a moment. Then a hand found his stomach as he started retching on the carpet.

Laughter, followed by a single whistle, silenced them all. There were only the sounds of retching until Dorian stood over the one making a mess on the floor. “You’re going to pay for this mess, Mr. Lancaster.”

“I’m fine with that,” Francis replied.

Dorian turned his head and stared. “No, Francis. Your brother will pay for this mess. If you bleed, ensure that you do not stain my carpet. If you shit yourself, do not dirty my carpet. You can destroy your possessions and I won’t give it a second thought. However, if you track mud or any other debris on this carpet, I will hold you responsible. Do you understand?”

“Yes, sir.”

A single nod came from the man, and for a second, Francis swore a tiny smile had appeared on the older man’s face.

“Now then, Mr. Lancaster, please clean up your mess and then ensure that my instructions are carried out. Do you understand?”

Francis’ older brother gave a weak grunt, and the keeper of this building left, leaving Derrek in a pile of his vomit.

Wanting to make sure he took a moment to convey how this would go down if anyone else felt the need to be an arse, Francis moved to the door and stood over his brother.

“Next time you try to be a jerk and bully me, I’ll break your jaw. I’m not your bitch, and I often wish I wasn’t your brother, but family or not, so help me, by the gods, if you screw with me, I will make you regret it. Understand?”

His brother blinked multiple times, pain and rage filling his face, but Francis didn’t care.

Glancing at the other men in the hallway, Derrek finally nodded. Francis turned, quickly shutting the door behind him to hide the wide smile on his face.
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                The dining hall was loud and chaotic as men and the occasional group of women ate dinner.

Francis had simply followed the crowd when the bell sounded, chuckling to himself when Derrek hadn’t appeared like the rest.

God, that felt so good…

Multiple stations with a variety of food were set up. Having simply copied the rest, Francis had two plates filled with different meats, vegetables, fruits, and bread.

He found a table off away from most of the others and sat down, content to consume the food before him.

Halfway through, a figure he had assumed would show up approached. Next to it was one he would have bet money on being with it.

While Derrek was well built and carried himself with all the patience of a bull surrounded by heifers, Aiden was the pinnacle of calm grace. His stride matched his taller, lean frame. Two blue eyes were set on Francis as Derrek and Aiden approached. Other students scrambled out of the way of the pair as quickly as possible.

Choosing not to stand, Francis waited, noticing the sound in the dining hall getting quieter the closer they got.

I swear I don’t need another pecker-wagging contest…

Unlike Derrek, Aiden had barely involved himself with any of the Lancaster children. Being heir to the family, Aiden had other things to worry about. Once, Francis’ oldest brother had told him he was nothing but a bug. If anyone here understood tact, it was his oldest brother. But Francis also knew the dark side Aiden kept hidden. Multiple boys had died to his blade. While Derrek would come at you, Aiden would set you up and then cut you down, all under the protection of the law.

“Francis.”

“Aiden.”

Hearing his name from a pair of lips he was certain had said it maybe five times in his life felt funny.

“I take it the rumors are true?” Aiden asked, frowning.

“I’m not sure which one you’re referring to. But if it's the one where Derrek threw up all over himself in the hall, then yes, that one is.”

“You little–” Derrek started.

A hand stopped the charging bull, and whatever glance the two of them shared, Derrek backed down instantly, though he didn’t hide how his body shook at whatever feelings he was suppressing.

Aiden sighed and pitched the ridge of his nose. “No… that story will sully our family name. What I’m asking about is the rumor that General Stenson himself has backed you and that is why you are here.”

“It’s true,” Francis replied, smiling.

His brother’s lips tightened momentarily, those icy eyes studying him. Francis was certain that if someone dropped a silver mark, it would sound like a thunderclap with how silent the room was. His older brother leaned against the opposite side of the table.

“And why would the General do that?”

“Because some people don’t care about birth order? Perhaps he saw something in me? Or maybe it’s because I have dangerous secrets he doesn’t want to be exposed. Regardless, it’s true. Why does it matter?”

A few chuckles came from those around them, and his oldest brother gave the closest ones a look that silenced them.

“You…,” Aiden started, pausing before leaning closer, “do you have any idea what being here has done to our family name?”

“I don’t give a pile of steaming crap about our family name,” Francis replied, pushing his chair back and standing. “The family hasn’t done right by me or Michael. So, if you're here to ask me to leave or anything else, forget it. I’m not leaving until I’m ready to.”

He could feel Aiden's controlled rage as his brother stared at him, both of them locked in a battle of wills.

“That is… unfortunate. You do realize that many here suffer horrible injuries.”

“I do, which is why I told Derrek if he screws with me ever again, I’m going to break his jaw.”

Laughter erupted from one table, and even when his oldest brother glared at them, the six men at the table, all similar in age to Aiden, didn’t back down.

“We’re going to talk. Just you and me. Know that,” Aiden said.

“I’m not hiding.”

Fingers drummed against the table before his oldest brother turned and started to walk away.

“What? That’s it? I–” Derrek roared.

Aiden grabbed Derrek’s shoulder and pulled him close to whisper something that cut off whatever complaint was being raised.

Noise immediately rose in the room as the pair walked away.

About ten seconds later, a short but squat young man stood where Francis’ brother had been, tray of half-eaten food in hand.

“Can I join you?”

Sighing, Francis nodded and sat down on his chair.

“I’m Tharen. Welcome to your first day at the Spires. If I’m honest, you’ve done way better than most on their first day.”

“Thanks, I think,” Francis replied, studying the dark-haired man across from him.

He was easily about three inches shorter than Francis, but his arms were about as wide as Francis’s legs, and those shoulders had mountains growing on them.

“I can tell you’re checking me out. Everyone does,” Tharen said, flexing his arm. “What can I say, I like the physical side of things. Spend a lot of time moving heavy stuff and eating everything in sight and you can look like me in a few years.”

Francis scoffed and shook his head. “Do you really believe we have a few years? I mean, there’s a war out there and if something doesn’t change, the kingdom will fall.”

Tharen frowned and shook his head slowly. “I… I don’t think that’s true. The King will either win or retreat here. Even if the enemy reaches the capital, we’ll be fine. Ain’t nothing going to breach the Ringwall. Trust me.”

Francis set down the piece of bread he had been ready to eat and tried to absorb what he had just heard.

“You really don’t think it’s that bad? Do you have any idea how many people have died in the last year? Six months tops, and then the army will fall. If our enemies surround the capital, how will you support all the people here? What will you do for food? Clean water? I mean, what about those outside Caereenal? What happens to them?”

“The advisors and teachers say it’s not that bad. What makes you think you're right?”

“Because I was there!” Francis shouted, banging a fist on the table.

People looked in their direction, and he realized he had been louder than he’d intended.

“Listen, I’ve watched the soldiers die. I’ve seen the beasts we fight. Do you have any idea what they can do to a soldier?”

“I call bull,” Tharen replied, leaning back in his chair and giving him the stink eye. “Aint no way it's that bad--the instructors say it isn’t. You’re telling me that everyone here is lying?”

Francis was about to open his mouth and then stopped. A tingling sensation washed over him; across the giant dining room, he saw someone he hadn’t expected to see again for some time. Kaelith appeared to be frowning, eyes locked on him.

“All I can say is I’m here to get stronger,” Francis stated. “The size of one’s arms isn’t the only way to measure power.”

Blowing a raspberry, the stocky man stood and grabbed his tray. “All you Lancasters are alike. Crazy.”

Watching the man return to the table from which he had come, Francis ignored the looks and stares he received from others. No one else approached his table, and that suited him just fine.

***

“It appears we have a new student in our class,” the instructor said, nodding to Francis. “Welcome to Basic Fighting Techniques. I’m Captain Lucan, and what I say goes. Do you understand?”

Francis nodded and a few chuckles came from the other students. All of them, except Francis, were already wearing armor.

Gods, Derrek is an arse… of course he wouldn’t tell me to come dressed.

“We’re going to pair up and spar with shields.”

About a third of the fifty students gathered groaned and the Captain shrugged.

“I know… It’s not flashy but today we’re focusing on using a shield correctly. I’m going to be occasionally swapping out with your partner. Today, I want you to try and focus on getting the ability you want. Remember, it takes hours upon hours of intense concentration and fighting to unlock them and most of you, if you’re lucky, will have one by next year. Those who are truly gifted will have two by graduation.”

Two in ten years? Just how hard is it to get skills? And what’s the crap about thinking about the skill you want?

“I’ll pair you off. No trading till I say--stop switching spots, you fools.”

Some chuckles came from a few in line who were moving every other person away from each other.

As the instructor moved down the line, Francis tried to think about his acquired skills and how he’d gotten them.

I suppose I took this approach for Strong Bones… Same with Brawling. I mean, after I knew it was possible and there had to be some--

“Two!” the captain shouted, breaking his train of thought.

Blinking, Francis nodded.

“You'd best get dressed instead of standing here, Mr. Lancaster. Trust me when I say the armor helps when you get struck, and you’ll want all the help you can have.”

“Uh yes, sir!”

Unsure if the man's knowledge of his name was good or bad, Francis dropped his backpack to the ground and started pulling out the padded armor, quickly getting ready.

***

“Go!”

A loud gong sounded and twenty-five pairs of students started attacking each other in the ten-by-ten squares they had been placed in.

His opponent wasn’t charging as some did; instead, the older teen was holding his ground, shield and sword at the ready.

“Truburn! No skill comes from standing still!”

As the captain’s voice rang out over the fighting nearby, Francis’ opponent moved forward, weapon slashing in a low-to-high attack before thrusting out with his shield.

Francis parried and blocked, letting himself get pushed backwards a little to minimize the force and get a feel for his opponent. Attacks came in combinations Francis had seen Kels use a few times in his early training.

Truburn or whatever the boy's name was didn’t use his hips as much as Francis had expected, but the attacks came with fervor. Even better was how often a kick or shield strike came.

“Lancaster! Stop taking it easy on him! Do something!”

Not wanting to get on the instructor’s bad side, Francis obeyed the captain’s orders and attacked. He knew he was far stronger and faster, and without making it look too bad, he had the young man on his back, the tip of his sword to the boy's chest in a dozen or so strikes.

“I yield!”

Nodding, Francis sheathed his sword and held out a hand.

“You… don’t belong here,” Truburn said.

“What do you mean?” Francis asked.

“The Captain is right. You were toying with me. For a moment, I thought I could hit you or overpower you, and then I realized that you were not even trying. Just how good are you?”

“You going to tell me your skills and their levels first?” Francis asked.

His opponent winced. “Sorry… I got a little carried away. Names Truburn.”

“Francis.”

“Yeah… we all know. Seems all you white-haired ones are freaks of nature. I mean… did you really make your brother puke from a single punch?”

Chuckling, Francis nodded.

“What in the world are you two doing?” the captain called out. “You’re here to train, not to kiss and tell stories!”

Francis spun and found the instructor glaring at him.

“Draw your sword, Lancaster. Let me see what the General sent me.”

The Captain whistled and a gong sounded.

“Back up! We’ll use nine squares for this. You all pay attention, and someone get two healers over here now!”

Francis wanted to smile, but he knew that whatever happened, a beating was likely about to ensue. He stretched his shoulders, keeping his eyes on the instructor and moving to where the Captain now stood.

“Rules are simple. Hit me and don’t bleed too much,” Lucan said. “I’m going to test you and push you--most likely punish you as well. If you've got a skill, use it. Don’t go for my neck, head, or heart and I won’t go for yours. Got it?”

Nodding, Francis set his feet, wondering what kind of fighter the Captain was.

“Begin!” the man shouted.
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                Francis cracked his neck before the fight began. He pressed his boot against the stone beneath, glad it didn’t feel slick.

Captain Lucan looked relaxed, thumb idly rubbing the guard on his sword. His padded armor looked well-worn, yet there wasn’t a single fray or mark on it.

Francis moved first, knowing this was what his instructor was hoping for. Kels had done the same, letting Francis show what he had before the real training could begin.

His shield punched forward, an obvious feint as he tried to draw the Captain’s guard left, while his sword swung down in a low diagonal attack at the man’s thigh.  Metal rang out as Lucan angled his shield, stopping the blade completely.

Even as his attack failed, Francis moved to the side — Lucan’s sword traveled over the top, the flat of the blade coming at Francis’s head.

He wanted to shout and protest that just moments ago, the man had clearly stated he wouldn’t go for the head, but didn’t bother. Two could play at that game.

Setting his feet again, Francis slid back just a bit, using the momentum of his movement and his hips to press the attack.

No wasted energy… don’t show off…

Lessons drilled into him by Kels and moments on the battlefield.

His shield slammed into Lucan’s, and he brought his foot down at the man’s feet, watching the Captain slide backward, never losing his balance or position as Francis attacked..

Francis moved to his right, trying to get around the older man, but even with his stats, he couldn’t get a free attack on Lucan’s back or side.

The Captain’s blade thrust forward multiple times, vibrations coming through Francis’ shield; each strike grew in power, another obvious test to see what Francis could handle and deflect.

A slight noise tickled his ears as those gathered around cheered and shouted, but there was no time to focus on that. Like the fights with the beastkins, he had to keep his attention on the man who was now unleashing a combination of sword strikes.

Francis used combos, slicing down and across. His blade then turned into a sideways slice that stopped mid-swing and thrust forward. Each attack was parried or deflected as Lucan used the space they had to shift his position.

“Come at me! Stop dancing!” the older man called out.

Knowing that if he continued to play on the defensive, Lucan would easily take him down at some point, Francis obeyed the command and went on the attack.

He worked through every combination he knew, as well as some that came to him in the moment.  At the time of his choosing, Francis found the chance he’d been hoping for and took it.

[ Power Strike ]

The sound of his sword striking the Captain’s shield rang out, and he could see a smile form on the older man’s lips.  It provided just enough room for him to shove his shield into the Captain and swing again. Francis played his trump card again, having only learned in the last few loops that he had the physical strength and endurance to use it twice in a minute.

[ Power Strike ]

[ Power Strike Increased – 10 Basic ]

The drain of the skill, used in rapid succession, was overwhelming.

The older man’s sword moved to parry, but the force behind his attack forced Lucan’s blade downward. Francis’ blade struck the Captain’s thigh.

A small cut appeared on the armor, and red began to appear.

Before Francis could celebrate, Lucan’s blade moved so quickly he couldn’t track it—pain came from both thighs as the tip of the blade pierced each in succession.

“STOP!” his instructor roared.

A gong sounded, and each man stepped back, blood on their armor and a smile on both of their faces.

“Impressive!” the Captain roared. “Healers!” Lucan stepped forward, smiling. “You not only have the Power Strike ability but also can use it back-to-back. Most cannot imagine the toll it takes to do that.”

“What… what was that?” Francis asked, catching his breath, “What did you use on me?”

“Ahh, Quick Attack. It’s a valuable skill that can evade someone's defense. While it won’t do as much damage as Power Strike, sometimes you just need to make them bleed. Had I wanted to make you suffer, I would have used it in conjunction with Power Strike. That combination is one that can end lives.”

Francis felt a hand grab his arm and saw an older woman smile. “Let me heal you, and then you two can talk fighting once that is done.”

“But I’m older!” Lucan teased. “Fine… heal him. The rest of you take five minutes and consider what you saw. Think about the skills you witnessed.  When you fight, think about overpowering your enemy with a strong attack or being quick and sacrificing damage for speed. If you focus on one of those for long enough and practice, you might just acquire the needed skill!”

When the sensation was gone and the woman patted him on his arm, Francis waited for the Captain to be healed.

Think… focus. I wonder if all the skills are like that.

“So, the General sends me a student with abilities and skills who says he shouldn’t be in this class but the one after it,” Lucan said. “It makes me wonder why he has you here instead of in the battle, but I can also guess why.”

 “What do you think his reason is?” Francis asked.

“He sees potential and would rather not waste the talent. I haven’t seen him do something like this since a blond-haired and blue-eyed boy came through.”

“Knight Kels?”

Lucan chuckled and nodded. “He wasn’t a Knight then, and that title is a bit… overdramatic. We don’t actually use that term often for many reasons.  Still, know that the General sees something in you worth growing.  Now, don’t come to this class again. Talk to Dorian and tell him I want you in the intermediate version of this class.”

“Yes, sir!” Francis exclaimed.

The older man patted Francis on the shoulder before turning and yelling again.

“Two minutes and then prepare to go again!”

Standing there, Francis wondered just what the other class might bring.

Still, I did get a point in Power Strike, which is always nice.

Content with that moment, he turned to see his previous sparring partner frowning.

“Don’t worry, I won’t hit you like that,” Francis said.

***

“Where did you learn to fight?”

“How long have you been training?”

“Do you have any other skills?”

Francis did his best to smile and ignore most of the questions asked. The group of students gathered around him seemed not to care that what they asked was considered rude.

“I just go all out every time,” Francis said. “No secret except that. Every fight is a fight to the death in my mind.”

A few grunts and groans came from the ones gathered at his table, but some nodded, giving thoughtful looks to his advice.

From behind the group came a cough, and then the young men parted upon whatever figure was behind them.

Francis froze, seeing a trio of women in robes standing there, the one in front someone he hadn’t been sure would ever show up.

“Trina,” he said with a slight nod of his head. “You look well.”

She frowned and then looked at the boys standing around. “Go.”

Like animals before a predator, they took off, a few losing plates or trays, but not stopping to pick them up.

His sister moved toward him and did something with her fingers, the tips glowing for a moment as she sat across from him. “Why are you here, Francis?” she asked.

“Nice to see you too. For a moment, I thought at least one of my siblings would be happy to see me.”

Her frown deepened as her lips pressed together, and she sighed. “You do realize that Aiden has already told Father you are here.”

“I don’t give a crap. I don’t care if Father knows. This has nothing to do with him.”

She cocked her head sideways and shook it slightly. “You… always fought against the norm. So many accept it, but not you.”

“He tried to kill Michael.”

“But Michael’s not his son,” Trina stated.

“And yet Michael saved my life. That should have been enough.”

“That is the only reason why Father let him live as long as he did,” Trina replied.

He was always amazed at her lack of emotion. She could understand things from multiple perspectives, but in the end, she always went with whatever was most logical.

“How is Michael?” she asked.

“He is well. Do you really care?”

“Only because you do,” she replied.

Groaning, Francis picked up a piece of meat with his fork and pointed it at her. “So I hear you’re good with magic. Rumor is, you’ve progressed to the advanced level in something.”

She blinked a few times as he deposited the food in his mouth and chewed.

“I have grown stronger, and the family is enjoying the perks of my growth. Still, there is much for me to learn. But thank you for telling me that word of my success has spread.”

Swallowing his food, Francis pointed the empty fork at her. “You’re still the same. You can’t even smile when something would make most people grin like a fool. I don’t think you even cried the one time you got hurt.”

“I’ve been hurt many times, but no I’ve never cried. What is the point? I was healed, and the pain taught me to prepare for life and how to overcome what others quit at. It is one of the reasons I’ve come to understand the path I am on.”

“So does this mean you’re soon going to go help with the war?”

“That is not a wise choice,” Trina said. “Please stop talking about the war while you are here, or things will get… harder for you.”

“Harder? Is it worse than being across the hall from Derrek? Or having Aiden come and threaten me in public? How much worse can this get?”

“You could die if you're lucky. Worse, you could get maimed in a way you cannot be healed from.”

He sat there, stunned, watching his sister keep a blank face through the description as if she were reading off a shopping list. “You’re serious?”

“When am I not?” Trina asked.

“Like… I mean…” He paused, rubbing his forehead. “Why? Why does no one talk about the war?”

“Do you know about the Concord of Staves?”

“That’s the second time someone’s mentioned it, but no, I know nothing about it.”

“I assumed as much. You won’t receive any real knowledge about it for a few years. The lectures they give at your level are basically filtered history. Just know a charter was signed and the mages are not required to fight even when summoned by the King. Yes, there are some consequences for those actions, but none of them are worse than fighting in a battle where one might die.

“Besides,” Trina continued, “most of the sect of all mages agree to limit their obedience, thus diminishing any potential punishment lest all stop assisting.”

Her silver eyes seemed lifeless, yet they held a wealth of knowledge behind them.

A thought rose—so with nothing to lose, Francis went for it. “Pricilla Obst… Obstou…”

“Obsterano. Yes, what about her?”

“She’s bound to the king in some way, and it sometimes feels like she resents it. Does that have anything to do with the Concord thing?”

The slightest lip movement appeared, which made Francis nearly laugh, knowing that was the closest she had ever come to a smile.

“You’re smarter than I expected,” Trina stated. “Yes. She is bound by something signed in that charter. While I cannot say if she is resentful, I can imagine if I were forced to do the bidding of a King and not be allowed to pursue my own path, I too might be resentful after two hundred or more years.”

Francis coughed, clearing his throat a few times.

“She’s over two hundred years old?” Francis gasped.

“It is for this reason I cast a silence spell around us. You were always so… loud. But yes, she is. While I cannot be certain, I think I remember…” His sister closed her eyes, and he could see them moving behind her lids. Seconds passed before she opened them.

“Yes, I remember reading a book I don’t believe I was supposed to have when I was in a section of the library where most are not allowed. She was there at the charter's signing, which means she is well over three hundred years old, actually.”

“Holy shi--wow.”

“Thank you for that attempt. You haven't forgotten how much I dislike that kind of vulgar language. Derrek never stops himself, and it is a chore to endure his childish behavior.”

Francis leaned forward and smiled. “You know, out of all my siblings--not counting Michael--I probably liked you the most.”

“I know. It’s because you always knew where I stood. Besides, you told me those exact words eight years ago.”
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                “Trina said you realize you’re ruining our reputation,” Derrek growled. “Father’s on his way. You’re going to regret believing you belong here.”

Choosing to ignore the obvious attempt at provoking him, Francis followed his brother’s back, content to watch the bustling of students who moved in every direction.

The one thing he noticed more than anything was how the few women who were out were always in packs. None of them walked in groups smaller than two, and often he would see a group of five, giving glares that made everyone else get out of their way.

A few glanced at him, which made him assume that word had spread about everything happening in the Lancaster family. None had extended more than a quick glance, choosing instead to keep their resting stay out of my way, expressions plastered on their faces.

The next strange thing was the one young man he had seen wearing green robes, clearly marking him as a mage. He talked and laughed with others but did not interact with the women who wore the same kind of robes that he wore.

“Why does that guy not talk or walk with them?” Francis asked.

“What?” Garret replied.

“The mage, that guy. Why does he never speak to any of the girls?”

A grunt came from Derrek as he glanced for a second before continuing the breakneck pace they walked at. “He’s a male mage. They don’t like him because he’s gifted.”

“That doesn’t make sense. How is that different than–”

His brother spun around, coming to a halt immediately. Once again, that oversized finger pointed at him. The same scowl Francis remembered from his childhood was present on his brother’s face. “Listen, I’m not here to tell you how this place works. Only those who belong should be here, and you,” Derrek said, stopping an inch before touching his chest, “don’t.”

With that declaration made, Francis’ brother turned and took off again.

Always an arse… Just how badly could I kick his ass before I got in trouble?

Unable to help himself, Francis smiled as he continued behind his brother, ready for whatever came next.

***

I lied… These people are crazy.

The instructor, Oidrun Flistrave, laughed as he made each boy present gather around the metal orb object in the training area. It had eight long metal poles as thick as their hand protruding from it, shaped like the spokes of a wheel.

“Pain… what is pain?” Oidrun asked.

Someone started to raise their hand, and the almost-seven-foot-tall, one-eyed man cursed.

“No! I’m not looking for an answer, you moron! It’s rhetorical! Now go run four laps!”

Without hesitating, the lanky teen took off running.

“I swear this instructor is short a few bricks for a finished wall.”

A couple of the boys near him commented that as the teen started the loop each of them had already run ten times.

Clearing his throat, Oidrun glared at them again. “Pain is a teacher. It is a warning. It is a lesson. Today you shall learn it another way. Tell me, how many of you want to run through the cockabur bushes again?”

An evil grin came over the man as he waited a few seconds, not a single one moving at all. “Or what about when I force you to sit in the ice tanks? Nothing like wondering if your manhood will freeze right off!”

He roared with laughter and then slammed a hand on the metal contraption. “Well, this is another way each of you will learn about pain. Everyone one of you will grab onto the bar simultaneously, and when I activate it, you will realize that pain comes in many forms.”

He pointed a finger at one boy. “Some of you feel it from being teased because your teeth are crooked. Or perhaps you’re the son of a noble who just got killed for being an idiot,” Oidrun declared, having moved before another boy and leaned in.

No one chuckled or laughed. Every few boys, the man made his way past, he paused, finding something to comment about or bring up a shortcoming.

Finally, he reached the spot where Francis stood. The man’s grin grew.

“But this one… this one is a real winner. The ninth son! Imagine the shame and pain he has endured! Why, the rumor is his daddy is coming here to take him home and give him a beating.”

Francis looked straight ahead, not flinching as Oidrun made a pouty face.

The large man snorted when no reaction came and shook his head. “Get in a circle and grab the rail. Do not let go until you must. You’ll understand why immediately. Those who give up first will find themselves wishing they hadn’t. They will learn what real pain is when I kick their arses for being weak.”

Everyone moved as one, not fighting for any particular spot.

“Remember, when you’re in a fight and someone has stuck their weapon through your leg, shoulder, or chest, you must endure the pain and continue to fight! Today is another chance to practice that lesson. Now brace yourselves!”

Francis watched as Oidrun ducked under the rail and moved to the small metal orb. The man put his hand on it and closed his eyes.

Something seemed to be happening, and then every nerve in Francis’ body started to tingle.

Each second, the sensation increased—he saw two boys yelp at the start, letting go immediately.

“Laps! Now! I’ll deal with you later,” the instructor shouted.

Grunts and clenched teeth started to form on those around him, and Francis wondered how long these other students would last.

The sensation didn’t feel good and his muscles were constricting, getting tighter. Even his jaw felt ready to smash his teeth together, but it he were being honest, it wasn’t that bad. He had endured worse.

With each second that passed, the pain began to grow and soon only a dozen remained.

“These are real men! Now for the fun!” Oidrun exclaimed.

Francis watched as a few boys shook, looking ready to pass out, their legs forcing them to jump up and down as the surge of energy pulsed through his body.

Another let go before crashing into the stone bricks.

Closing his eyes, Francis embraced it.

His skill was mitigating most of it. Doing his best to breathe, he let his mind remember all the times he had been killed.

Every claw that had cut him.

The jaws that had bitten his neck or face.

An oversized fist or leg from a rhino-kin that flattened him.

One memory came that hurt more than the rest. A hand was wrapped around his throat. Something inside him ached and the pain he then felt was beyond anything else. The priestess had seen something inside him and killed him, yet that grip had lingered even after death.

A cry filled his ears, and it took a moment to realize it was his voice.

Wetness ran down his face.

Blinking, he saw there was a red haze to everything. On top of that, he couldn’t let go.

Notifications wanted his attention, but his mind was trying to understand why every part of him hurt.

Suddenly, he flew backward, something large and flat striking his chest.

A cry escaped his lips, not from the pain but the need for air. Warmth started to fill him and slowly his vision returned when his lungs started working again.

“What… who are you?”

The voice sounded familiar but there was an echo until a popping sound came.

“Uh… what?” Francis asked, looking up at the faces above him.

Two healers were bent down near him; next to them was Oidrun. “Why didn’t you let go, boy? How? How could you endure that?”

Wincing, Francis sat up slowly, ignoring the concerned words of the healers to take it slow.

“It wasn’t that bad until the end.”

Roaring with laughter, his newest instructor turned and motioned at the crowd of boys, who stared at Francis with expressions on their faces that were anything but normal.

“Do you hear that?” Oidrun called out. “It wasn’t that bad? The ninth son outlasted every one of you by a full minute! Most full warriors I know couldn’t do that. Even more impressive, it’s his first day!”

The giant of a man turned and held out his hand. “Get up, boy.”

Francis obeyed and was yanked to his feet, every joint in his body aching at the sudden movement, but he managed to stay standing.

“Let this be a lesson. However he did it, I do not doubt that this one has endured far more pain than any of you have. No gold spoons, no women sent to tend to your balls, nothing but hard work and rejection. Fear the one who knows pain, as they are often the ones who won’t give up until they take their final breath.”

Clapping his hands, Oidrun pointed at the starting point of the lap that ran around his small courtyard. “Everyone, ten laps. Last one to finish does ten more.”

Francis started to move and a massive hand grabbed his shoulder.

“Not you, Lancaster. You earned a break. Tell me, do you have Pain Resistance?”

“Uh… no. I guess that’s a skill?” Francis lied.

Blowing air through his lips, Oidrun grabbed him by the shoulders and pulled him close as the man bent his knees slightly. “You’re a decent liar, but I can tell. No one does what you did without that skill. I had to knock you free or you would have died. Even now, you don’t realize you look like crap. Blood from your eyes, ears, and nose has stained that pretty face of yours.”

Touching his cheeks, Francis pulled back red fingers and stared at them.

“So then, don’t tell me what rank your skill is, just confirm that I am right.”

“And why would I do that?” Francis shot back.

Chuckling, his instructor pointed around the courtyard, where a variety of obstacles, weapons, tools, and other things were set up. “Because I can help you level it and perhaps even help you acquire other skills. Word travels fast, Lancaster. I know you have Power Strike. Every instructor here knows you took down your older brother, which should be impossible. The way you fight, and the determination you have… it is the only reason we all believe General Stenson sent you and the story is not some fabrication.”

Francis wanted to scream for various reasons but reined in his temper. “Am I measured by who sent me or what I do? All I care about is getting stronger and acquiring any skill that I can.”

Oidrun glanced around at the boys running and then motioned for Francis to follow. They walked about thirty yards to a section of wood set up in a long tunnel. Thick sticks with padded caps were partially inside holes that lined each edge.

“This was what I had planned for today’s lesson on pain, but when I heard about you and found out you were coming, I might have changed it at the last minute.”

Francis couldn’t help but frown, seeing what was an obvious chute meant to run through while others slammed the poles into the person.

“Why would you do that?” Francis asked.

“One can measure a lot about a person by the company they keep, the words they say, and the things they do. You don’t talk much or spend a lot of time with others, but what you have done speaks volumes. Tell me, Francis, how much pain are you willing to endure to get stronger?”

It caught him off guard to hear the instructor call him by his first name, but his response came naturally.

“I’m willing to die for it,” Francis stated.

Oidrun slapped him on the arm, sending him sideways a little bit, and smiled. “Then you have come to the right person. I, myself, enjoy inflicting pain—not because I’m some sick and twisted person like everyone of the other students will say, but because I have been in hundreds of fights.”

As he spoke, the instructor started undoing the leather vest he wore and dropping it to the ground. Then, he did the same for his shirt before depositing it on top. “One learns to endure pain, and the proof is marked on their body.”

The large man pulled his undershirt off and stood there, naked from the waist up. Slowly he spun around, showing off what had to be fifty scars that covered every part of his bare skin.

“Pain comes from experience. Trust me, Lancaster. I have more experience than most men will ever want to acquire. I believe the General was right; you’re worthy of his seal. Now, do you have the skill?”

Francis nodded, not holding back that truth.

“Excellent,” Oidrun said, grinning from ear to ear. “Let’s see how high we can get it in the coming years.”

Francis smiled back at the man, finally checking the notifications that wanted his attention.

[ Pain Resistance Increased – 32 Proficient ]

[ Endurance Increased - 31 ]

Four points to that one skill?! And one in Endurance.

Suddenly, the idea of suffering seemed far more bearable.
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                Now he sat in the Lore and Governance class, feeling way behind, as they were already a third of the way through the book he had yet to start reading.

“So, when the citizens you are responsible for do not obey, one must decide early on the path they are going to take to bring them back in line,” Instructor Fenlow drolled on. “You might think that being heavy-handed is good and fear is a great motivator, but history shows us that approximately six hundred and twenty-seven years ago, what took place because of that leadership style?”

A few hands shot up from those sitting closer to the instructor and a red-headed boy was chosen.

“That was the Flendous Revolt, sir!”

“Correct, now as you all know, the revolt spread throughout a third of the kingdom and caused considerable loss of life to the working class and a few noble families. It is why one must ensure they care for their workers and not push them to a breaking point.”

Many of the boys murmured and nodded, some jotting down notes.

Francis couldn’t help but raise his hand.

“Ahh, Mr. Lancaster. Pray-tell, will you have some knowledge of this revolt none of us knows about?”

“No, sir. I was just wondering how the current conditions of the commoners and workers were being handled with the pressure of the war and the constant drain of their–”

“Ahh, excellent question,” Fenlow said, waving a hand and cutting him off. “As we all know the current mood of the commoner is good. Our King and the council have taken great effort to keep them excited about the success the army is having. We–”

His hand went up again and a glare came from the instructor who stood behind his lectern.

“Yes, Mr. Lancaster?”

“I’m sorry, but that’s not right. I’ve been there.”

“Yes, we have heard many times already about you spreading false things about the army. While you think you know, the council has assured us multiple times that things are well in hand and should be wrapped up in the coming year. Now then–”

Ready to growl, Francis waved his hand again, and a few students turned to see it, causing Fenlow to glare.

“Last question, but if you continue with this nonsense, I will be forced to report you to the Master and allow her to deal with your lack of obedience.”

Part of him wanted to push the issue, but Francis refrained. Instead, he asked a question he had no information about. “So who is on the council?”

Laughter came from half the classroom and Fenlow rolled his eyes.

“This is why we do not take the report of someone like you, Mr. Lancaster. You have no knowledge of the Kingdom or how rules are made and kept. If you read the book you’ve been given, you might have discovered some of that information. Instead, you’ve wasted precious time on nonsense. Do not do that again, am I clear?”

The tone carried across the room, and Francis nodded once, not bothering to reply.

One day I’m going to prove you wrong… but today you can be an ass.

Without missing a beat, his instructor returned to the topic before he asked a question, discussing things that seemed trivial, yet Francis made sure to pay attention.

Stenson… you said this is important but I swear I’d rather keep dying over and over.

***

“Hold him!” Some one shouted from his doorway.

Francis felt multiple hands grabbing at him as he tried to sit up, having heard a board in his room creak.

Still he hadn’t reacted fast enough and the group that was assaulting him had yanked him off his bed and were trying to pin him to the floor.

Even with his stats being what they were, the numbers were overwhelming as eight shapes grabbed his arms and legs.

Punches struck, hitting his face and stomach between his attempts to fight back.

Someone had managed to get a piece of leather in his mouth and held his head against the wooden floor, preventing him from calling out.

“You don’t belong here!”

“Leave this place, sheetstain!”

Other curses and phrases were called out as the beating ensued, yet Francis didn’t give up, always thrashing.

His pain resistance was helping and then a different pain blossomed in his stomach.

Something sharp pierced his skin, thrust through into his abdomen.

Another sharp prick came, and then another.

Like a wild animal, Francis fought, angry and pissed at the onslaught.

Pain continued to come as something pierced each leg, flesh tearing as he fought against it.

“Give up you idiot!”

“Hurry before he bleeds out!”

A shape he recognized from a dim light inside his room.

Derrek!

[ Deaths Dance Activated ]

Francis’ body felt alive and the power that came from his skill flowed through every part of him.

The boys holding his arms found themselves wrenched forward as Francis brought them together, smashing heads and bodies into each other.

“How the hell?” 

Freed from the grips that had kept him pinned, Francis threw a punch at the one holding a leather strap in his mouth.

A crunching sound came when Francis’ fist collided with flesh, and the force holding his head down vanished immediately.

Francis was a wild animal, trapped and fighting for his life. He wasn’t sure if they were trying to kill him or simply make him suffer before getting a healer, but he didn’t care.

Each time his fist connected with one of his assailants with a cry rang out.

“Quiet!” Derrek exclaimed.

His brother came at him, a glint of metal in the faint light.

Francis yanked both of his legs toward his chest, driving the trio holding onto them into each other and cutting off his brother’s path to attack him.

Francis bucked and kicked like a wild horse, finally freeing himself from the hands that tried to keep him pinned to the floor.

More power flowed into him, a sign that his health continued to decrease, and not sure if this loop would end here tonight, Francis was ready to die making sure he took as many of these men with him.

Every bit of brawling knowledge came into use as he used the tight space of the room and the multiple bodies trying to get him, to his advantage.

Francis bit, clawed, kicked, kneed and used every other part of his body with no regard for who got hurt or in what way.

He bit a finger off when someone was foolish enough to try and hook his cheek, a loud wail ringing out as Francis spit the chunk of flesh and bone out.

Something solid crashed against his side, but all it did was break, sending shards of wood everywhere.

Roaring like a lion, Francis grabbed two pieces, shoving one into each of the boys nearest to him. They cried out as he jabbed the wooden pieces into their bodies.

More pain came as a blade struck his left shoulder, causing his arm to struggle to respond. It had to have cut something important for Deaths Dance not to allow it to still work.

Francis twisted, his right fist coming as a haymaker toward whoever had just cut him, and a moment before it struck, he saw Derrek’s face.

[ Power Strike ]

His brother spun like a top as the empowered punch impacted the side of his head.

One moment, Derrek was on his feet, the next, he was on the ground, not moving.

The sound of footsteps and his door being thrown open could be heard above the commotion. Francis turn his attention to the door where Dorian stood. Francis could see the old man’s eyes widen as the lantern he held flooded the room with light, revealing the scene within.

“What in the… HEALERS! I NEED HEALERS! EVERYONE TO ME!” Dorian shouted.

Only one of Francis’ eyes worked, and the glance of what his body looked like showed that blood was everywhere. Slick, red patterns streaked his wooden floor. Pained moans and cries came from the teens scattered around him in his room.

Even though his body was torn, bleeding and losing blood, Francis felt alive. The power coursing through him had him panting, and he couldn’t help but want to unleash it.

“Francis! Calm down!” Dorian ordered.

The old man slowly entered the room, bending down and checking one of the teens closest to the door.

“They… attacked me,” Francis growled.

“I know… I know… Gods I should have… Is he alive? Your brother?” Dorian said, his words seeming to change as quickly as his thoughts must have been.

Looking at the body next to him, Francis could see Derrek’s chest rising and falling slightly, a faint breathing or wheezing noise from the shattered jaw and face. An ear was missing, pulverized by his fist.

Glancing at his hand, Francis saw there were bits of flesh and bone impaled in it.

“Yes,” Francis replied. “He’s still breathing.”

A sigh escaped the older man as the clamor of boots echoed through the hallway and more people appeared, gasps coming from those who peered inside.

Every second that ticked by, Francis felt unstoppable and as the sensation grew, a moment came when he realized death was at the door.

Grabbing the sheet from his bed, Francis yanked it so hard the mattress flipped over, landing on one of the boys who wasn’t moving.

Wadding it up, he pressed it against his stomach and the holes where blood, bile ,and more seeped out.

“I’m not going to make it much longer,” Francis said, coughing as blood sprayed out.

“Healers!” Dorian shouted again. The older man moved with intent but hesitated when he stood between Francis and his brother.

“I swear I’m a fool,” Dorian grunted.

He had a small pouch on his hip, and yanking a yellow vial out the man cracked the top and lifted it to Francis’ lips.

“Drink. It’s going to hurt–” the old man started.

Francis didn’t wait; he grabbed the man’s hand, forcing the liquid into his mouth, and swallowed.

“Half! Just half!” Dorian called out.

Still sucking, Francis almost ignored the request but forced himself to stop after two-thirds of the liquid was gone.

A bonfire roared within his core, and even as strong as Francis—even with Deaths Dance activated—the pain almost brought him to his knees.

Every part of his damaged flesh began to regrow, and none of the soothing or kind sensations that had been present when Dawn had healed him were present. Each second instead was like being burned alive—from the inside.

“Damn, stupid arse kids,” Dorian muttered as he bent down to tend to Derrek.

More shouts came, and soon, a trio of men in healer robes appeared. Each of them displayed the same look of shock as they entered before rushing to different teens around the room.

“I need you!” Dorian yelled.

The healer, who was about to help someone who was most likely just unconscious based on how his chest was rising and falling, came over and started working on Derrek.

“Do not let him die.” The older man growled.

No one else spoke as the trio moved quickly, stabilizing and then returning to the others. All of them stared at Francis, none getting close until Dorian spat and cursed. “Someone heal the one who got attacked! He’s still bleeding and you can see the open wounds.”

“Sorry,” one of the healers muttered, his lips pulled back in a grimace.

“No worries,” Francis replied, biting his tongue; the pain of his body healing from the potion was about to overcome his Pain Resistance skill.

Coolness flowed through Francis and the combination of the healer and whatever potion the master of this house had given him seemed to clash, creating a whirlwind of agony inside his chest. Francis roared, unable to hold back the cry of agony as he grabbed for his chest, wanting to try and tear a hole in it so the pain could escape.

“You gave him a potion!” the healer shouted.

“Because he was going to die!” the older man yelled back.

The healer grunted and closed both eyes, almost acting like he was trying to ignore Dorian’s reply.

Francis jerked as he felt the heat being washed away, like someone opening the door to a house where a warm fire raged inside, allowing it to escape.

Soon, all that remained was a tiredness when a notification appeared.

[ Deaths Dance Expired ]

All the energy that had been allowing Francis to stand dried up, and his body felt heavy.

“Whoa, take a seat,” the healer said as he helped Francis sit down on the edge of his bed.

Francis nodded and obeyed, finally able to focus on what his room had become.

Pieces of blood-covered wood lay on the floor and grown men stared at him, eyes wide and trembling.

None spoke, all of them shifting away as they gazed upon Francis. It was apparent that those who had attacked him and had no conscience had not anticipated that Francis would be able to resist their numbers as he did.

Slowly, Derrek stirred, and finally, both eyes opened. A silver glare came from his brother for a moment and then vanished. Every second Francis and Derrek stared at each other, his older brother’s eyes lost some of their light.

“Next time, kill me or I’ll kill you,” Francis growled.

“No, there won’t be a next time,” Dorian said, moving to stand between the two of them. “Francis, to my office. The rest of you, head to the Master’s tower. She will want to talk with you.”

Some of them started to protest, but Dorian’s hands produced a dagger from nowhere, and he pointed it at them.

“It’s not a request. It’s an order. Don’t obey it and I don’t give a flying fuck who your parents are. I’ll cut off…“ He stopped and noticed one of the boys who was holding his hand, the healer re-attaching a finger with magic. “I’ll cut off more than just a finger and not let them heal it. Now go.”

The sound of boots moving and the squelching sound of blood between leather and wood filled the room.

“AND DON’T WALK ON MY FUCKING CARPET!”
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                [ Pain Resistance Increased - 33 ]

[ Strength Increased - 28 ]


It was hard to frown as Frown waited for Dorian to appear. Staring at those notifications and knowing he had gained them from surviving some crazy attempt on his life or a message Derrek wanted to send, had Francis wanting to laugh.

Maybe Stenson knew this would happen… if so, that man is a monster. Sending me here… knowing this would happen… I guess I’ll have to ask him about it at one point.

Francis’ eyes studied the room, looking at the books scattered around, and he saw that one was his Law & Governance textbook. With time on his hands, he grabbed it, making sure not to get blood on it as he read and turned the pages.

***

“You… have me in an awful position,” Dorian said. “This is your fault.”

“My fault?! Pray tell how so?” Kaelith protested, the pair ignoring Francis.

“You ordered this. I obeyed,” the older man replied.

“I didn’t tell you to allow such actions and any attempts to say otherwise will result in–”

“Fuck you and your threats, Loxmere!” Dorian shouted. “You know I’ll take you down with me, so don’t try that crap with me. Now deal with him! I’ve got seven other families to talk to, and I swear if you lay this at my feet, I’ll come for you, consequences be damned.”

With those words spoken, Dorian left the room, slamming the door as he went.

The assistant to the Master of the Spires cleared his throat and frowned, leaning against the desk and glaring at Francis.

“Oh, don’t try and tell me this is my fault,” Francis said. “My brother’s an ass and you know it. Having me put across the room from means you knew this was going to happen.”

The mage’s mouth opened for a second and closed before he sighed. “Sometimes, mistakes happen. You being here… has upset the normal way of this place. For a fourth or even a fifth born son to come is very unlikely, but it has happened; yet none of your predecessors have ever done so. Your father is an… important noble as his ore continues to support the King and his activities.”

“You mean the war?” Francis asked.

Fingers drummed along the side of the desk and a pair of brown eyes glared at him. “The things you speak of are not your place. You cannot begin to fathom all that is involved in such an action. Why, I…” Kaelith paused and shook his head. “No, we’re not here to discuss politics. You will refrain from fighting. Do you understand?”

Francis laughed and wanted to throw the book he held at the man. “Refrain from fighting? I just got attacked by eight men. Eight! I’ll defend myself, but I won’t start it.”

“That is a lie,” Kaelith growled. “You start it with every word you speak about the war and every time you disgrace your family's blood. Each time you act, you cause others to hate and dislike you, wanting to remove what they already detest even more. Simply by being here, you are baiting them to fight. And then you go and show off in the areas of battle, proving to them that you belong, infuriating them even more.”

Kaelith held up his hand, stopping Francis from speaking.

“Listen, I can see why General Stenson has paid and vouched for you to be here. Know that what each of these boys has fought for every day for years of their lives, you have displayed more power in a few days upon your arrival. The upheaval is… incredible. I have to deal with instructors who want to move you into higher rank classes or simply out of their class. We’re not even a full week after your arrival and my life has been a living hell because of your presence.”

“And this is my fault, why?” Francis asked, crossing his arms.

“Because you’re a ninth son! This would be much easier had you gone with that other one, Michael. That section of the capital is designed to take one like you and not care about blood, desiring rapid growth so that they may rejoin the army. Yet you would be cast back to the front line the moment you showed your potential there. Which is why Stenson sent you to me.”

The mage sighed and rubbed both of his eyes for a moment.

“Even after all the power that I have displayed, you and most of those here can’t see past the fact that I’m the ninth son of a noble. What does that say about you and the others?”

Kaelith stared at him and nodded. “It shakes the very core of everything we believe and profess. The only saving thing is that many believe you are chosen. In our history, there was one mention of a sixth son who was chosen and did amazing things, but a ninth…”

“Okay, well, I understand that part, having lived it my whole life. So now what?” Francis asked. “What happens now?”

Smacking his lips, the mage shrugged. “I have no doubt Avelis will choose to ignore you. Summoning you only feeds into the problem you present. So you’ll go back to your classes, and I’ll honor the request of those who have asked to transfer you into a more advanced one. I will also be forced to move you into a different set of dorms.”

Kaelith stood up and moved till he was towering over him. “You will be where men like your other brother, Aiden, are. Do not encourage them to act out as unlike Derrek, if they come at you, it will be for more than just a little blood.”

“And that’s not what happened tonight?”

With a shake of his head, Kaelith scoffed.

“No. They were sending a message, a painful one, but a simple one. At no point would I have expected them to kill you. The boys who were present do not have the same position of power that your brother enjoys. They wouldn’t have gone along with murder.”

Francis sighed and made to stand up. “Then I guess we should go.”

“Not just yet, Mr. Lancaster. I have one last bit of advice before we leave.”

Staying in his seat, Francis waited.

“Stop talking about the war. Some will not care that General Stenson supports you. I am not talking about students either. They will kill you and most likely leave no trace.”

“Wh… why?” Francis asked. “What is it that makes that topic so dangerous? You and I both know what is taking place on the front lines!”

“Politics is a dangerous game, Mr. Lancaster. You don’t know the rules, the players or any of the other pieces on the board. Just know this. Stenson used you as a piece. Right now, you’re a weak one, no matter how strong you think you are. If I wanted, you could die right here and now and I could make up a story of how you attacked me in rage when I told you about needing to pay compensation for attempting to kill two of your attackers.”

“What?!” Francis exclaimed.

Kaelith held out a hand, a white glow appearing the moment he lifted it.

“And just like that, this would be done. You were angry and upset,” the mage said, bluntly. “Control that temper, Mr. Lancaster, or someone else will use that story and you won’t be there to argue against it.”

Nodding slowly, Francis didn’t press the issue anymore. The message was clear.

Stenson… you bastard… you did play me and odds are you knew I’d eventually find out or figure it out… but for what game? If you know I’ll remember this and repeat all this, what is the end goal?

“Thank you for the advice,” Francis said, wrestling with his thoughts. “I’ll try to do as you have instructed.”

Lowering his hand, the mage nodded and motioned to the door with his head. “Let’s go. I can get you into the dorms while it's still dark. Have no fear, they’re awake, but no one will mess with you. For now.

***

Francis’ new living place made the old dorms look like a cheap tavern. There were only six rooms on each floor for the students to live in. The carpet, woodwork and stones used were far nicer than the other building. Gold and silver trim were everywhere and dozens of paintings hung like ordinary things one might find in every home.

Francis had to work hard not to let his jaw go slack as he followed Kaelith up the stairs. Leading the way to the second floor was Junar Chatsk, the master of this place.

“This is highly inappropriate,” Junar whispered. “The repercussions–”

“It's on me,” Kaelith said. “Now, ensure everyone here knows that I will not tolerate any foolishness like what just took place. Doing so will carry consequences they do not want to imagine. Bloodline be damned.”

A grunt came from the middle-aged man, whom Francis was certain could probably trounce him without breaking a sweat. Junar moved with a grace that spoke of agility and balance. Yet even when relaxed, the man looked ready to react.

I guess if you live in a place with spoiled firstborns, you'd best be able to hold your own against them.

Francis soon found himself alone in the last room down the hall. He was standing in the entryway to his new place.

“Holy crap, this is insane,” Francis blurted out, his voice echoing off the walls. He was glad the two men had dropped him off and let him explore on his own.

There was a tiny kitchen area, a couch and sitting area, a room with empty shelves, and a bedroom that was larger than the sum of the other two rooms combined.

In the middle was a bed that looked like it might rival what Francis felt the King might sleep upon back at the battlefield.

Glancing at his clothes and the blood that had stained them, Francis found the bathroom and fell in love immediately.

“A tub… and soap.”

Stripping off as fast as he could, Francis moved to the tub and found two faucets.

Frowning, he turned one, finding the water cold, almost too cold. Testing the other resulted in warm water.

“Seriously? Hot water? Where has this been my whole life?”

Playing with the two faucets, he found the perfect temperature, climbed in, and sighed as he could lie back with ease, stretching his body. He still had a few inches before his feet would touch the other end.

“Now I really hate the firstborns,” Francis muttered to himself.

Laughing, he started washing the blood off himself with a bar of soap resting in a small inset section on the marble.

Not caring if he was wasting water, Francis took the greatest bath of his life.

***

“Coming!” Francis shouted.

When he reached the door, he raced to put on his pants, not caring that they were still blood-stained.

Opening it, a young boy stood there with a giant bag in his hand. “Francis Lancaster?” the boy squeaked.

“Yes.”

“Crap, sir, you’re jacked! I mean… These are for you. They’re clothes, sir. I mean obviously that’s what they’d send you. Especially since your pants look like you actually fought twenty students last night.”

“Twenty?” Francis asked, chuckling. He could only imagine the stories that were probably running wild. Deciding to have fun, he embellished a little. “It was actually thirty-two.”

Blue eyes widened, and the boy leaned closer as Francis took the package from outstretched arms.

“Really? Thirty-two? I mean… how? The stories–”

“It was only eight,” Francis said, shaking his head. ”And the room was kind of tight. That helped me to fight them a couple at a time.”

The look of joy and adoration vanished as quickly as it appeared. “Only eight? Seriously… I… I guess that’s still good, but I hoped the twenty was right,” the young boy said, his face not hiding his displeasure of learning the truth.

Shaking his head, Francis stood there, holding the package.

The boy stood there, smiling.

An awkward silence hung in the air for ten seconds.

“Anything else?” Francis asked.

Clearing his throat, the boy frowned and glanced down the hallway. “Well, it’s kind of rude for me to ask for a tip, but also kind of rude not to get one.”

“Really?” Francis asked. “People tip you? For doing your job?”

“Yeah! What kind of job would this be if I didn’t get tips for delivering this to you?”

“Uh… a job?”

‘Please… I have to deal with… I mean–” the young boy started, glancing back down the hallway.

“It’s alright,” Francis admitted. “I’d give you a tip, but I don’t have anything on me. Last night I came here with nothing but the torn and bloody clothes I wore. What’s your name?”

“Samuel, sir.”

“Tell you what, I’ll get my coins as quickly as possible and then find a way to get one to you? How does that sound?”

“Like a load of manure… I mean… that sounds fine, Sir,” Samuel sighed.

Francis laughed and couldn’t help but admire the balls on the kid.

“You must be next in line to become a fighter with the guts you have, talking like that,” Francis said. “I mean, you’re giving the guy who just fought off twenty men by himself some lip.”

“You just said it was eight and that the room was tight,” Samuel stated. “You obviously aren’t nearly as special as they say… Sir.”

Tossing the package into the room, Francis bent down and held out his hand.

“I promise to get you a tip. On my honor.”

Samuel frowned for a moment and then sighed. “I’m warning you, break it, and no one will bring you anything on time for months.”

As they shook, Francis smiled and nodded. “Don’t worry, I’ll take care of you. Now, go and tell everyone I said it was thirty-two. That way you’ll make me sound better than I am.”

Laughing, Samuel stared off for a moment at the wall. “Tell you what, give me an extra coin and I’ll do what I can to have them singing songs about you.”

“Well, how big were the men I was fighting?” Francis asked.

“Depends on how big a tip I get. Sir.”

            

    
        Chapter 56

    
    
    
    
                Francis had endured two days of ugly looks, snide remarks, and neglect. Classes were unremarkable, and Francis chose to remain quiet, simply listening to the lecturers discuss topics he had never encountered before.

His instructors seemed content that Francis had learned his place, and the books he was supposed to have read became new challenges at night.

Lunch and dinner were always the same. He sat alone.

Whatever had been said to everyone, they didn’t come to the table that was now known as Francis’. Derrek had stared him down once before turning away, his brother’s misshapen ear a sign to all that Francis had won that battle. Even when the place was packed, due to some special roasted meat and desserts, none of the students who couldn’t find an empty seat risked joining him.

That ended when Francis stood before Oidrun Flistrave and seven other people he didn’t recognize.

“Ahh, just on time! I have been waiting for this moment!” his instructor exclaimed.

Seeing the smile on the large man’s face, Francis felt a little awkward as the rest of his class wasn’t there.

“Did I miss a note that class was canceled?” Francis asked.

“Hah, if only! No, they are all off running. I had them informed that today would be the worst day of running they’ve had in a while. But don’t worry, Francis, I’ve got something special for you.”

The man turned and pointed at the group behind him.

A frown was on most of their faces but what stood out was the one man who wore mage robes.

“Before you stand, Claudius Farhnoum,” Oidrun said. “A gifted son of the Farhnoum family and versed in the ways of magic. The others are all healers, here to aid you in what is to come.”

“You realize I think this is foolish,” the dark-haired mage said. “What you promised me better come.”

“Oh, it will, just give me a moment,” Oidrun said as he grabbed Francis’s shoulder and led him a few yards away. “Now listen. How would you like to try and acquire a special skill?”

Francis nodded slowly. “Why do I feel like a wolf leading a lamb into the woods and saying everything will be okay?”

Laughing, his instructor banged that massive hand on Francis’s back. “Because it’s true! You see, Claudius is going to hurt you with magic and they are going to take turns healing you.”

“I’m sorry, what?” Francis coughed.

“He hurts you and they heal you. The goal is to see if we can’t get you magic resistance.”

“Wait… what?” Francis stuttered. “How… how did you decide this was something we should try?”

“Honestly, Mr. Lancaster, I didn’t until after your little altercation with those boys the other day. While some of the other instructors and I were discussing that and a few other things, someone mentioned how you’d be gone if a mage had decided to attack you. I might have laughed, and they glared at me but didn’t retaliate because they know I’m different.”

“Different how?” Francis asked.

The large man laughed and shrugged. “I’m crazy,” Oidrun said. “Pain is something I see as the gateway to growth. Very few are like you and I.”

Francis shook his head, certain he was dealing with a crazy man.

“So what now? Claudius will hurt me and I’ll get the skill? Like how quickly?”

“Oh, maybe four or five months if things go quickly,” his instructor replied. “These things take time.”

“Four or five months?” Francis gasped. “You’re going to have him do magical attacks on me for that long?”

“Oh no, I’ve got a few others who will help. Trust me, you’ll hate every moment of it until the day you acquire the skill.”

“And what makes you think I can?” Francis asked.

“Call it one crazy man to another,” Oidrun stated. “I see the way you move and how you act. The fact that you fought off eight, twenty, or the entire dorm from the rumors swirling around means you can endure the pain. Toss in how long you lasted on my little contraption and I think you’ll have the tolerance and mental fortitude needed for something like this.”

“And if I don’t?”

“You’ll get it soon enough,” Oidrun said. “Now, do you want to take a chance to try and acquire something that can save your life, or do you want to stick with the same routine all the others are doing? Do you want to stand out, or fade into the background?”

The decision was easy, even if the method seemed insane. Francis had come here to get stronger and acquire new skills. Even if the method seemed off, it made sense to try it, knowing that he could always repeat the process.

Sighing, Francis nodded. “Let’s get it started.”

“Excellent! Now, strip to just your underclothes and stand over there,” his instructor stated.

“I’m sorry, what?”

We don’t want to ruin your clothes, and I’m not going to waste armor on this.”

Without bothering to put up an argument, Francis started taking off his clothes, soon standing in just his underclothes at the spot marked with an X on the stone.

“Good! Now turn around so Claudius doesn’t accidentally hit your face! If it’s too bad, just let me know and I’ll get a healer to help!”

Taking a deep breath, Francis turned and held up a thumb.

Before he could lower his hand, Francis’ back felt like the skin on it was being ripped off by hundreds of fingernails. Unable to hold back, he cried out in pain.

“Healers!” Oidrun shouted.

One of the summoned healers ran up, and Francis tried not to groan as the man sent a wave of cold through his body.

“You two are crazy,” the healer muttered. “Absolutely crazy.”

Catching his breath, Francis nodded. When he was alone on the spot again, he reflected on what was about to happen.

I need to get stronger. I need to be strong enough to save Michael. Save this stupid kingdom.

Holding his thumb up, Francis clenched his jaw and butt cheeks, knowing what was about to come again.

***

“No more!” Oidrun called out as the last healer gave out after taking care of the wounds he had suffered.

Francis glanced at the stone around him. Burnt flesh, frozen muscle, a slurry of blood and gore were everywhere around the space he stood.

Claudius was panting, sweat running down his face, and his black hair was matted to his head. “I… I gained a point. Impossible,” the mage said between breaths. “Do you know how long it’s been?”

“Yes, which is why I made that wager,” Oidrun replied with a grin. “I guess you’ll be content to come the next time I ask?”

“Yes, of course, “Claudius replied. He moved to where Francis was and bent down. “For what it’s worth, that was… incredible. Even with me taking it easy, you managed to withstand what most couldn’t.”

“I doubt that,” Francis replied.

Multiple times during the thirty or forty minutes of torture, people had come to see what was causing all the screaming. None stayed more than a minute before leaving.

“No, I’m serious,” the mage said. “We’re not often allowed to practice on others because of… how bad it hurts.”

“Which is why one has to have the skill he has,” Oidrun said. “Now then, if you will excuse us, I need to get Mr. Lancaster washed off and dressed. He’s got another class in an hour, and I still have some things I want to do with him.”

Francis shook his head, seeing an evil-looking grin on his physical instructor’s lips. “More?”

“Yes,” Oidrun replied. “Now get dressed. We need to talk while we walk. The water is over there. Just jump in a few times and use a rag to wipe off the blood. And don’t bother to dry off too much. You’re just going to get dirty soon enough.”

Nodding, Francis moved toward the giant container of water that constantly drained. Everyone came here to wipe down or wash off the sweat, blood, and dirt that had been acquired via the painful lessons. As instructed, Francis just climbed in, dunking himself a few times and rubbing his body as best as he could with his hands.

The cold water made his skin tingle, but it didn’t bother him after the training he had endured.

Four more points of pain resistance… And the next tier. It feels incredible. Deaths Dance also leveled up twice.

Toweling off quickly, Francis got dressed and jogged to where Oidrun was waiting.

“You reached a new rank, didn’t you?”

“Not going to buy me a drink first?” Francis asked.

“Sorry, it’s frowned upon for instructors to drink with students,” Oidrun stated. “Only for really special occasions, but we both know you hit a new tier as you stopped crying out as much. Claudius had to cast longer than I had anticipated before I made him stop multiple times.”

That’s because my Deaths Dance ability kept activating…

“Yeah, it ranked up,” Francis said. “What I want to know is why you have scars all over and I don’t?”

His trainer grunted, still walking toward a weird, grey wooden box in the corner of the courtyard near the walls.

“Because most of my suffering was done when a healer wasn’t nearby,” Oidrun said. “I know you and the rest think those lessons on battle first aid are worthless, expecting some healer to come and take care of you, but trust me, knowing how to keep a wound clean, cauterize someone, use maggots for an injury, or just learning to sew flesh together can save your life or someone else’s. Don’t ignore it. I’m living proof.”

Francis knew Oidrun was right. Michael had gotten hurt on one of their travels and Francis had found different plants that he knew would help keep an infection away. Traveling and working as they did meant they couldn’t afford a healer to tend any injury they acquired.

“Now then, let me show you the next little thing on my list,” Oidrun said as he tapped the four-foot-tall container on top. It was at least ten feet long and six feet wide, but tiny holes were drilled into different spots. A small opening with a metal plate and lock was on the side facing the courtyard.

“In here are a few… insects that are not ones most want to play with. Their bite can be… painful, but that isn’t the real problem.” Taking a key out of the pouch on his hip, Oidrun removed the lock and then grinned. “Watch.”

He opened the plate and a screech came from inside even before he stuck his hand in the opening. The scampering of multiple things moving along the wooden box sent chills up Francis’s spine, as he immediately knew what was inside the container. Oidrun gave a single grunt, and after a few seconds, he shook his arm multiple times before quickly pulling his hand out and sliding the plate back in place. Holes were on his fingers and hand, purple liquid mixed with the red blood dripping onto the stone tiles.

“Those are skarver spiders,” Francis muttered. “You… let yourself get bitten by them? Poison Resistance?”

“Smart boy,” Oidrun replied, leaning against the box and taking a few large breaths. “These are not as strong as some others as they are older and I have workers who feed and drain their poison at regular intervals. Still, it packs a punch and if I’m honest, it sucks. Just be glad these aren’t wild ones or a newly hatched pod. Those would inject so much poison into you that your heart would stop. Now then, do you want to give this a go?”

Francis found himself blinking at the oversized man. “You just… with no healer? How many students do you do this with?”

“Bah, it’s not that bad and I only let you keep your hand in there a few seconds. At worst, you’ll be down for the day. Just don’t let more than one or two bite you before pulling your hand out.”

Even though he wasn’t concerned about the poison having the same impact as he already had the skill, Francis couldn’t believe what Oidrun was casually trying to get him to do. “How high is your poison resistance?”

A chuckle and a smile appeared on his trainer's lips. “Why, Mr. Lancaster, aren’t you going to buy me a drink first?”

Laughing, Francis shrugged and moved to where the metal plate was.

“Now, don’t be a fool and make me yank you free,” Oidrun said. “If one of these escapes because I have to babysit you, we’ll have fewer of these moments, do you hear?”

Francis nodded and slipped the metal plate up, hearing the same shrill sound from before.

Plunging his hand in, fangs quickly bit down on Francis’ finger and the side of his hand. Another bite came and then another.

[ Poison resisted ]

[ Poison resisted ]

“Pull it out!” Oidrun shouted, reaching for him.

Not wanting to upset the man, Francis did as he was told, pulling his hand free and sliding the metal plate back into place.

Five sets of fang bites were scattered along his fingers and hand, and his trainer cursed, moving to the side of the crate and fumbling with a key and a lock.

[ Poison Resistance Increased - 13 ]

“Stupid fingers,” the man muttered, the poison obviously affecting his coordination.

“I’m fine,” Francis said, shaking his hand, which was covered in red and purple liquid. “Look.”

Francis started to dance and then jumped a few times, watching the older man’s eyes widen. Oidrun was kneeling next to the wooden crate, key stuck in a lock Francis could now see as he got closer to him.

“You… how…” Oidrun choked on his words and then jumped to his feet, almost falling over as his coordination seemed off. “You have it already!”

“Perhaps,” Francis said with a grin. “Though, to admit that would mean you’re probably going to find other ways to make me suffer.”

The loudest laughter the oversized trainer Francis had ever heard echoed off the stone walls near them. “Boy, I changed my mind! You and I are going to have a drink, and we’re going to test all the things I’ve wanted to if you’ll let me!”

            

    
        Chapter 57

    
    
    
    
                No amount of Pain Resistance could help with the situation Francis now found himself in.

His father sat in a chair in the waiting room, his silver eyes glaring at him, while Avelis Crestfall sat in a chair near him, sipping something warm from a small cup.

“Ahh, I was wondering if you would arrive on time, Francis,” the Spire Master said. “Please, come have a seat.”

Steadying himself, Francis nodded and moved to the only chair in the mostly empty room.

He couldn’t help but notice that only a single rug, three chairs, and one table near her decorated the place.

I guess it’s to limit the potential of breaking things.

Sitting on the padded chair, Francis kept his back straight, meeting his father's glare.

“Now then, Lord Lancaster. I believe you wanted to speak with your son.”

“In private,” his father replied. His strong jaw lost the tightness it had a moment ago, and the older man leaned back into the blue padded chair he sat on, acting as if he was watching grass grow.

Francis wanted to spit, seeing the fine clothing with the gold and silver embroidery, but even worse was the family crest on his jacket—the gold and silver hammer and bolt of lightning—a sign of power and magic—something that had been cultivated for generations at the cost of other children.

“Ahh, yes. Unfortunately, I cannot do that as General Stenson has sponsored him. If I were certain that nothing… bad might happen to either of you, I would gladly choose to have this meeting in the other room, but we both know the reputation your son Francis now has.”

Francis wanted to blow up at the mage and curse, but he bit his tongue.

“He’s always been hard-headed and stubborn,” his father replied, a disapproving tone not hidden at all. “I appreciate your concern, but we both know he isn’t a threat to me.”

“Still, rules and all. You know how they bind us all.”

He saw a small smile on the mage's lips as she sipped on her tea after speaking.

“Very well, I won’t push the issue any further,” his father stated, standing. The motion caused Francis to stiffen slightly, yet Avelis didn’t flinch.

Adjusting his coat, the older man with his silver eyes and white hair frowned at Francis. Every bit of his white beard was trimmed to perfection, adding to the frustrated look Francis knew well.

“I have heard the stories of what you have done and what you might be. Tell me, Francis, is it true?”

“Is what true?”

Knuckled cracked as his father clenched his hand and set it on the dagger's pommel tucked in his belt. “Are you a Chosen?”

“Does it matter?” Francis replied. “ What do you care?” Francis asked, rising to his feet, yet he didn’t let his face show any emotion. He wouldn’t give the man what he wanted. “When can you honestly say you cared about me? The time you almost killed me because I didn’t let you kill Michael?!”

His voice echoed off the stone walls and his father stood there, shaking his head slightly. “You’re a fool. The fact you’re still alive means I cared. Even when you protected that bastard from another man.”

His father’s voice had become a growl and a slight hint of red flooded his cheeks.

“I let him live. I let him play with you. Your mother begged me to forgive her. The only reason she is alive for the slight she did to me on that day was because you were already inside her, or I would have killed her then!” A finger was raised and wagged in the air. “You know nothing! The disgrace we experienced every time someone saw that bastard within our house! And then you chose to align yourself with him.”

Francis tried to comprehend the words being said. These were more words than his father had ever spoken to him at one time.

“Please, where was the training my other brothers got?” Francis asked. “You say you let her live because I was inside her, but the truth was you were hoping I was a girl. Only that hope kept her alive. We both know you’ve never looked at me with concern or love. I’ve seen your facade enough to know this is all a lie!”

Francis was struggling to hold back the anger inside lest he charge his father and try to hurt him. He knew that would be suicide. The man was strong and had killed over a dozen men in duels if half the rumors were true.

The way his father looked at Francis suddenly and a smirk appeared.

Sighing, his father chuckled and shrugged. “It seems you have gotten smarter. You’re still a stubborn pain in my ass and it appears you will continue to be one for some time.”

Francis almost stepped back when the man he hated moved toward him, stopping only a few inches away. Francis was just a few inches shorter than the head of his family, yet he didn’t back down or cower like most might. Instead, he stared right back at those silver eyes.

A noise came from the side, a cup being set down on a wooden table.

“This is the only warning I will give you, Francis,” his father said, not paying attention to Avelis. “Do not touch your brother again, and do not bring any more dishonor to our family. If you do, Michael will die.”

Francis felt the wall that held back his emotions crumble. Both of his eyes widened and the smirk on his father grew.

“Yes, I know where he is. Pretending to be someone else. It might have worked had you both not come together, but I have friends in this city, and they tell me everything. Ignore my instructions and I will personally rip his heart out–”

[ Power Strike ]

The punch Francis threw was stopped by a single hand of his father, catching it before Francis had gotten close to connecting.

“Foolish boy. Sometimes I wish I had killed you when you were born.”

Pain came as bones shattered in Francis’ hand, his father squeezing so hard they pierced the layer of flesh that had encased them.

Yet he didn’t cry out. Francis ignored it. Swinging with his other hand, he watched as the man he hated more than anything caught it.

[ Power Strike ]

Francis’ head came forward, forehead slamming into a nose. It was like headbutting a wall, almost as the impact dazed Francis before his body was sent flying backward. Francis felt his head and back crash into the stone wall, the pain of it all diminishing as a notification flashed before him.

[ Deaths Dance Activated ]

He landed on his feet, coughing up blood.

“Lord Lancaster, please–” Avelis said.

“He attacked first,” his father growled. “By the rules we are bound to, I am permitted this.”

Francis blinked, trying to take in what was happening. It was like when he had fought the second rhino-kin. He had known his father was strong. Yet to feel it firsthand left no doubt about the gap between them.

Avelis sighed and nodded once.

Francis watched as his father smiled, pulling a dagger free from its sheath, wiping a single drop of blood from under his nose.

“Always the hot-headed one. Your strings were always to play. Michael made you weak.” Francis’ father spoke without emotion, each step like he was taking a stroll through a garden.

Yet his father’s eyes told the truth. He was excited for this moment. They sparked, radiated with joy. Each of them had widened and both edges of his lips were curved upward.

“After I’m done with you, just know, I’ll make sure your brother suffers far more.”

Filled with the power of his Deaths Dance, Francis knew nothing he did would bring the result he desired. He was going to die and that woman was going to sit there, pretending nothing was happening before her eyes.

Stenson… you knew… damn you old man, you knew!

Roaring Francis charged his father, ignoring the look of satisfaction as the head of the Lancaster family bent his knees and got in position.

Broken hand or not, Francis fought with every bit of skill and power he had.

Somehow, he willed it to happen again, drawing upon the power Deaths Dance gave, using the ability that he knew wasn’t available. Deaths Dance answered and the energy he needed came.

[ Power Strike ]

Still, it wasn’t any use. His father danced around him, the eight-inch blade slicing tendons, causing his arms to stop working.

A few seconds later, both of his Achilles tendons were severed, and Francis dropped face-first to the floor, crashing into the carpet.

It stank.

He could smell it.

He could taste it.

The copper of blood that filled his mouth.

“Finally, I can end the weed that has plagued our house for so long,” his father said. A hand grabbed Francis’s hair and yanked his face upward. The blade hovered a few inches from his eyes. “You were always nothing. Even now, as strong as you are, you’re nothing.”

***

The sound of the morning bell rang.

“God damn asshole!” Francis was out of bed, slamming his fists against the stone wall, and ignoring his brother's words.

All the anger and rage he had bottled up, the feelings he had held back, came out. Bones shattered, stone chipped, and Francis kept punching, ignoring the pain, welcoming it.

“Francis, stop!” Hands pulled against his shoulder and after a moment, Francis turned, seeing the look of concern on his brother’s face. “What is it? What's wrong?!”

Unable to hold back, he grabbed Michael and wrapped him in bloody arms and hands, gasping for air as he started to cry. A lifetime of pain and hurt washed through him and the truth of what he had to become and what he had to do was now absolute.

I have to get strong enough to kill him… not just strong enough to end a war but also put an end to him.

“What’s wrong?” Michael asked, his brother’s hand holding his neck.

“That asshole… our father… he… I… it doesn’t matter,” Francis tried to speak, but the pain in his chest made it impossible to form a complete sentence.

Francis leaned back, staring through tear-filled eyes at the only one he loved. A noise was coming, and soon, the door burst inward, and other teens from their group came to see what was going on.

“Are you okay? What was… your hands?” Henry asked.

Francis saw the look on everyone’s face and took a moment to assess what he had done. Both of his hands were mangled. Each was pulverized and busted.

No healing from the ones we have here is going to fix this…

“I need to go. Excuse me,” Francis said.

Michael tried to stop him, but Francis pushed past him and through the group of teens before him with ease.

“Taking the coward's way out?!” Malcomb jeered. “He’s going to kill you for–”

[ Power Strike ]

[ Power Strike ]

Even with busted hands, using the skill twice in a row was unnecessary. The bully’s face gave way against his strength and the skill, looking like a tomato someone had stepped on.

All of them cried out as Francis bent down and grabbed the ankle of the teen he had just killed and wrapped his arm around it. Dragging Malcomb’s body as best he could, unable to use his fingers, Francis strode out of where they slept and moved to where Phillip was standing.

“What the hell is going on?! Lancaster?! What do you think you’re doing?! What happened to Malcomb?”

Francis laughed, glancing at his appearance. His chest and arms were covered in blood, his hands dripping his lifeblood everywhere. He was barefoot and his feet left red prints on the dirt as soil stuck to his soles. Only his pants he always slept in, were on and a look of concern was on his trainer’s face.

“Kill me, Phillip. Kill me or I swear to you I will make you suffer like he did,” Francis said. Letting go of the ankle, he stood there, holding his arms out to the side.

“Are you crazy?” Phillip yelled.

“I’m going to count to ten and then I’m going to come at you,” Francis replied. “Look at my eyes, Phillip. You know I mean it. Strike me down or you’ll be just like Malcomb.”

“Ten… Nine…”

He never got past that number before a man he had stopped hating charged. The sword was free of its scabbard and Francis closed his eyes, lowering his arms and putting them behind his back.

The blade came, and he felt it against his neck. It banged against his spine. He winced, unable to breathe, feeling Phillip pull the weapon back as his legs started to buckle.

“How in the gods did you grow?” Phillip asked.

Opening his eyes, Francis smiled. Fear was present in his trainer's eyes as he swung the sword again, severing his spine.

***

The sound of the morning bell rang.

Francis sighed.

"It's earlier than usual," Michael said, sitting up. "What gives?"

“Just Phillip being himself,” he replied. “Now, let’s get dressed. We don’t want to be last.”
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                [ Status ]

Francis Lancaster

Age 17

Strength: 29

Endurance: 31

Agility: 29

Wisdom: 15

Perception: 21

Magic: 10

Skills

Swordsmanship (Common) - 53 Advanced

Shield Use (Common) - 39 Proficient

Tracking (Uncommon) - 11 Novice

Stealth (Uncommon) - 11 Novice

Traps (Uncommon) - 3 Basic

Rock Throwing (Common) - 7 Basic

Mental Resist (Uncommon) - 25 Novice 

Blood of the Undying (Unknown)- 100+ Sage

Fast Learner (Epic) - 1 Basic (Locked)

Mace (Common) - 6 Basic

Horseback Riding (Common)- 8 Basic

Horseback Handling (Uncommon) - 6 Basic 

Pain Resistance (Uncommon) - 33 Proficient

Poison Resistance (Rare) - 13 Basic

Power Strike (Rare) - 9 Basic

Brawling (Uncommon) - 25 Proficient

Strong Bones (Rare) - 19 Novice

Death’s Dance (Epic) - 3 Basic

 

Francis smiled as Stenson sat there, listening to him tell the story again.

“So, it appears you learned what I’m assuming I attempted to do in your previous attempt.”

“That you’re all alone and fighting not just the beasts across the battlefield but also against the advisors in the tent?” Francis replied.

Stenson nodded and sighed for a moment. “And many more enemies,” the general replied. He started to chuckle and then shook his head. He closed his eyes and tapped his chin.

“Should I ask what is funny?” Francis asked, a little confused.

“You can, and I’ll tell you but the truth is it’s only funny to me most likely.” Opening his eyes, the older man studied him. “I’m trying to think about what I must have thought when we had this conversation. After everyone you mentioned and the names you gave, I know what you say is true far more than I could have imagined last time. Which means I did send you there to get a crash course on our kingdom and the problem we face.

“That Concord of Staves no one talks about… I was there. I was young. Over three hundred years ago, I watched the destruction that took place when the battlemages who went rogue wiped out two bloodlines. We were on the verge of civil war, mages against mages, warriors against warriors when an agreement was finally made.”

Stenson shifted and frowned. “As strong as I am, from a distance a mage can kill me. They know this. I know this. Even the weakest one we have can cast spells that could end my life if I wasn’t careful. The flip side is that they know that without warriors, they are weak when they sleep or aren’t aware of someone with a bow or able to sneak up on them.

“Sure some can summon shields and maintain them for long periods, but trust me, most of them have to sleep at some point. Yet none of them wanted to be at the beck and call of a King, ordered to kill a fellow mage because they did what they felt was deserved.”

“Was it deserved?” Francis asked. He was excited to hear something concrete about the Concord. His books mainly discussed its meaning, not why it had been made.

“Yes and no… but none of that matters,” Stenson replied. “King Baxter’s father, King William, saw the danger of the situation and made a choice. He offered the mages a deal. Help put down the rogue ones, and in return, they could refuse a call to arms unless two-thirds of the Council of Nine Staves approve.

“He offered them freedom in exchange for saving the lives of countless others. They still pay taxes and have other obligations to the kingdom, but it allowed them to resist the summons no one else can.”

“I don’t understand why he didn’t just make them help?” Francis replied. “I mean, surely he was strong enough if he’s the king.”

Stenson snorted, shaking his head. “Being King doesn’t mean you go around killing everyone without impunity. Do that too often and everyone will rise against you. At that point, you would have to be the strongest in the kingdom to hold back those who would come at you. No… that was about the last time most grandmasters got involved in politics and outright war. They agreed that the decision not to interfere was the best place for the kingdom. Had they become involved and found themselves on opposite sides of each other… the damage they would have done is… hard to describe.”

Stenson paused, picked up a cup, and flicked the water around the room. “Like my drink, towns would be wiped out with a single spell. Armies would be cut down by a single blade. As skilled as I am, my master would dance around me like your father danced around you.”

Both of them sat there momentarily in silence, and Francis tried to consider the true power of a grand master. All the stories he had heard seemed impossible, yet now, hearing what Stenson had just said, it seemed there was truth to those tales.

“That tiger-kin that kills you… Would it be grandmaster?” Francis asked.

The general frowned and took a moment, eyes twitching as his head moved slightly.

“I would say probably not, because you said I injured it. It would most likely be close to a grandmaster rank in power, but it's not quite there yet. If I had to guess, there is probably another creature or beast that is stronger than it. Even though you believe I’m the strongest here, I’m not. Strength isn’t measured just by their stats or skills. Destruction-wise, Priscilla is a bigger threat than I am.”

“And yet she does nothing,” Francis stated.

“No. She waits. She’s the trump card that is held back. If things come to a point and she has to get involved, she will, but remember she is here when other mages aren’t. Why do you think that is the case?”

“You mentioned she was bound to the king,” Francis replied. “What does that mean?”

A smile grew as the general reached for his cup.

“King William made one clause in the Concord for himself. He was wise and shrewd. The Council had always to give one Master Mage to accompany the king and any future one. Bound by an oath to assist when asked but still able to choose not to cast unless the king's life was in danger.”

“And it isn’t?” Francis asked, his mind trying to understand how such logic worked. “I mean, there is a war and if the kingdom loses, then Baxter’s life is in danger.”

“I do hate when you so casually use his name like that,” Stenson replied. “Still, his life isn’t in danger from her point of view. There is a powerful spell on her and she must help when the time comes, but tell me, if the battle is lost, the army is destroyed, and the king is forced to return to Caereenal, then what? What happens to a king when the kingdom is lost?”

Lines began to connect, and Francis understood what was happening. “There would be a new king and those nobles and families whose children were trained by the spire would follow that path.”

Stenson nodded only once. “To speak of that out loud is to ask to be silenced. That is why the instructors at the Spire silenced you. It is also why they did not like that you had my blessing or the king's. Only a few are still loyal to me, willing to dance between the fires that rage around them, doing what they can to ensure the growth of any who come, so that a piece of the Kingdom of Reevotort remains.”

Groaning, Francis rubbed his face a few times. “This… all got way worse. It’s not just keeping Michael alive or a single battle. Now I have to stop my father, and a whole kingdom?”

“No. The kingdom side isn’t what you need to worry about right now. If you get strong enough to do the first three, you can choose a side then. Until then, just learn and become stronger. Find who you can trust and who you can’t. You, Francis, can learn more about those you meet than anyone else. For instance, you’ve spoken with me three times now about this matter and multiple other times before. Has my personality changed at all? Do I do things any different?”

“No.”

A smile and a nod came at Francis’ reply.

“Thank you. That means more to me than you might realize,” Stenson said. “I try to ensure I am who I am at all times. Now you must find out who is the same way. When your power grows and you become a different threat or a new potential ally, see who changes.”

“And you don’t think you ever will?”

Laughing, Stenson shrugged. “I pray I do not. All I care about is this kingdom winning this war. You have shown yourself attempting to accomplish the same thing for your own reasons. As such, I have always acted one way. Now, if you came and threatened the kingdom, me or a few others, you would find I would act differently, yet not change who I am.”

Francis rose and held out his hand. “Thank you for being who you are every time.”

As the general shook it, the older man cocked his head to one side. “You’ve got something on your mind. A plan?”

“I do. Send just me this time to the Caereenal. Keep Michael here. While I understand you can’t guarantee his safety in the middle of a battlefield, I believe you will be far more likely to do so than at the Spire.”

“So, you do listen and learn. I already told you this, didn’t I?”

“Yes,” Francis replied, sighing. “Still, I’m a bit stubborn, hard-headed and temperamental according to my father.”

Stenson put his hand on Francis’s shoulder and squeezed. “Listen to me, Son,” the older man said, emphasizing the last word. “That noble doesn’t realize the man standing before me. I would take a dozen of you and charge into any battle because I know the mettle of your soul. You, Francis Lancaster, are a warrior, a friend and a brother. Any man with half a brain would be proud to call you his son.”

Francis blinked, trying to stop the tears that started to appear and Stenson smiled, shaking his head.

“It’s okay to cry. Trust me, I’ve done it hundreds of times. There is nothing wrong with tears. They are only wrong when one cries and doesn’t change. As my father used to say, if you’re tired of smelling like crap, stop living in it.”

Francis wiped his cheeks with the back of his hand and nodded. “I guess it’s time to go clean out the Spires.”

“Go, clean them out and have fun. Just remember, each time you die, I’m here.”

***

[ Mental Resist Successful ]

Francis smiled as Avelis Crestfall looked at him, her head cocked sideways, and her blue eyes lost the glow they had just had.

“Do you always start every conversation with mental manipulation?” Francis asked. “If you ask me, that’s quite rude.”

Her lip twitched, and she shook her head.

“Impressive. Surely this must be one of the reasons the General has put his seal on this letter. Tell me. Is the hair natural or colored?”

“I’m a Lancaster in name only. Open the letter, you’ll find what it says to be… inspiring.”

She snorted, and yet Francis could see her eyes narrow as she did as he had told her to. Crow's feet appeared at the corners of her eyes as she took in the last few lines that Stenson had shown him.

*****

… Know that Francis is gifted and I would call him my son. To any who might think of hurting him, make sure they understand that such an action would be as if they attacked me or my family. You know my place is here on the battlefield, but I would leave it for him.

*****

“Well… I guess we should get you settled in,” Avelis said. “Tell me, is there anything I can help you with?”

“I’d rather keep the drama between my brothers and me as quiet as possible. Perhaps if you spoke to them individually or together and explained the potential ramifications of such acts, they might find a way to leave me alone so that I do not have to cause problems that will most definitely summon Lord Lancaster.”

“A wise request,” Avelis replied. “I will ensure that happens. Now then, if you would, Kaelith can assist you in finding a place to stay.”

He gave a slight bow and smiled. “Thank you for your help. I’ll make sure to mention this to General Stenson the next time I speak with him.”

The slightly glimmer in her eyes returned and she gave a slight nod of her head. “Thank you, Mr. Lancaster. Be safe and welcome to the Spires.”

He spun on his heel and moved through the rows of bookshelves, smiling as the door opened and knew Stenson was right.

Everyone here has multiple faces… all I have to do now is find out which ones are worth trusting.
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                “Francis.”

“Trina.”

His smile did not elicit a reaction from her as she sat at the table that had officially become his spot. The pair of boys who had been asking questions about getting stronger faster departed upon the arrival of her and the two other mages.

He watched her fingers work again. “Sound bubble?”

The slightest look of confusion flashed upon her face for a second before it vanished like every other emotion. “Is it true that General Stenson vouched for you?”

“Well, I’m here, sitting across the table, where a ninth son would never be allowed unless it was washing dishes. Now tell me, sister, why are you really here?”

“Aiden told Father that you are here. Yet from what I understand, he isn’t coming. Something doesn’t add up and the only logical thing I can think of is that it has to do with General Stenson. I’ve heard the reports of your ability to fight and it appears you have managed not to cause problems. The brother I knew wasn’t like that. You don’t act like you did when you were young.”

Not many people could read his sister as she gave very few clues via body language, but Francis had picked up on a couple.

“I love you, too,” Francis said.

“No… that’s not what I meant.”

“It is,” Francis replied. “You’re concerned and yet curious. You don’t know why I’m here, yet everything you expected upon my mere presence hasn’t happened. So, you’re wondering why. Even now, you came to warn me about Father. You didn’t have to worry, though. Neither Derrek nor Aiden would have told me, yet, as always, you come to my aid. That is a sign of love.”

“One might care for a stray cat, but that doesn’t mean they love it,” Trina replied. “Perhaps all they desire is something to keep the mice or insects away, so they feed it and give it a place to sleep.”

Francis chuckled and then purred. “Well, either way, thank you. Now I can’t tell you what you want to know, but how are you doing, Trina? How goes your training?”

“Do you care, or are you trying to change the subject?”

“I do care. You know that,” Francis said. “Out of everyone in our family, you know I care for you.”

She stared at him for a moment before shrugging once.

“I’m top of my class and advancing faster than expected. Soon, I shall be free to choose whatever branch of magic I wish to attempt next. For now, I am forced to endure the presence of the two behind me.”

“Guards?”

“Of a kind,” Trina said. “I was told talent like mine should not be put at risk, so these two from lesser houses follow me everywhere. Each is gifted in a way, but they are nothing compared to me. I have deduced they were promised something for this service. I am glad they finally stopped trying to get me to engage with them.”

“Well, at least you are safe. Now, can I ask a question or perhaps a favor?”

“You just asked a question but what favor do you want?”

He sighed, nostalgia washing over him as she always answered that question the same way.

“Later, I might want to do some training that involves being attacked with magic. Would you be up for burning or freezing my flesh off? You could also use water or lightning if you wished. Perhaps you could gain a point or two in whatever magic you use.”

Trina sat there expressionless for a moment as her eyes moved slightly. “You wish for me to cause you pain? Is this an attempt to gain a skill?”

“It is,” Francis replied.

“That is highly unlikely on your side, but I would be willing to attempt it for the chance to see if I could gain improvement in my own. When would you wish to do this?”

“I’ll have to get permission from Instructor Flistrave first,” Francis replied. “But I will tell him you are willing to help.”

“Hmmm… yes, that one has a reputation for trying things that seem… painful to spur on the acquiring of skills. Still, some of the methods have proved effective, so I could see him being willing to attempt this. Tell me, did you develop this all on your own?”

“Does it matter?” Francis asked.

“I guess not,” Trina replied. “Still, I look forward to showing you what I can do with my magic. Be safe, Francis. It was good talking.”

Before he could say goodbye, she was on her feet and moving. The pair of mages with her studied him briefly and turned, following like ducklings do their mother.

She never changes… which is good.

***

Francis endured the next few days, doing his best to repeat each thing as he had before, minus almost killing Derrek and seven other boys or pissing off instructors by asking questions.

Instead, he focused on what he could.

“Faster! Attack faster!” his instructor shouted.

He did what Captain Lucan commanded, thrusting his sword as quickly as possible at the two boys he was facing. Each of them on their own would be an easy fight, but facing two of them head-on was a lot harder.

Even under pressure, Francis focused his mind on a single thought.

Faster… I must be faster!

Hundreds of thrusts turned into thousands as pairs of students were swapped in. Anytime he was struck by their swords, Francis shrugged it off, not caring about the blows his armor stopped. None of their weapon was sharp enough to seriously cut him and Francis’ body easily handled the power behind the attacks that came.

He had hurt more than five of his opponents, the power of his thrust exceeding their bodies' ability to handle even the blunted tip of his wooden sword.

“Take a break! Everyone get water!” his instructor called out.

Sweat poured off Francis as he backed away and bowed to the two teens, who gave him the smallest of acknowledgements before moving to join the others to get a drink.

“Lancaster, you’re almost there, I can sense it!” Lucan exclaimed. “Your body is fighting from a better position and your sword work is much quicker than the other day. It’s amazing to watch. I can only guess what your Endurance must be at, seeing how long you can last compared to these boys.”

Francis nodded, taking the offered water skin and drinking it all.

“General Stenson gave me some tips and I think I’m beginning to understand how to merge your teaching and his,” Francis said. “It’s about becoming the blade rather than just swinging it.”

“Exactly!” Lucan exclaimed. “So many don’t realize that no matter what weapon you fight with, it is an extension of you. A mace, a staff, a glaive, or even a fist all require you to move similarly. It’s not the motion, but how your body moves.”

Francis nodded, half listening while thinking about what Stenson had told him.

There are dozens of other skills that all build off these two… Riposte requires the Quick Attack skill most of the time to acquire. The speed of deflecting and attacking-- 

A hand came at him and Francis dodge, lifting his arm to block the strike.

“Where were you just now?” Lucan asked.

“Sorry, I got focused on what you said and lost myself in that moment,” Francis lied. “But I’m ready whenever to go again.”

His instructor laughed and nodded. “Rest, they need it more than you. Next week, you’ll be in the intermediate class. Perhaps you can acquire the skill then.”

***

“You’re certain you want to go ahead with this?” Oidrun asked. “She’s your sister, and it seems weird that you’d want her to hurt you like this.”

“Actually, she’s the perfect mage for the job. Tell her exactly how much power to use or how much to hurt me and she’ll obey completely. Even better, she won’t complain and I doubt she’ll need to take a break before you run out of healers.”

“There are ten healers here,” Oidrun said. ”Ten. I mean, you paid for the extra four, but I’m already fielding questions about why I need so many healers. You do realize people already think I’m crazy and sadistic.”

Francis nodded and smiled at the man. “I do, but that’s okay. I’m a bit crazy as well. Now, if you don’t mind, I’m going to strip and do my best not to make too much noise.”

“We’ll see about that.”

Standing there, in his underclothes, his back to Trina, Francis readied himself.

Resist… find the magic. Sense it. Try to block it out.

Stenson had given him some advice on the things he was attempting. The general hadn’t heard of anyone acquiring the magic resist ability in over a hundred years. He had cited multiple reasons, one of which was that someone able to withstand the pain and barrage of spells it seemed to require the skill.

“Go!” Francis shouted.

No sooner than he had said those words, the very skin on his back began to burn away. Searing agony of a different kind, a purer kind, flooded every nerve on that side of his body as the six seconds of magical flames washed over him.

“Heals!” Oidrun called out.

The cold sensation flooded him and the pain of what he had just endured faded away. Francis could feel the difference in power between his sister and Claudius.

“She’s too strong! I’ll have her decrease the time!” his trainer called out.

Francis shook his head and turned to look at the pair standing fifteen yards away. “No! I can take it.”

Oidrun’s frown vanished in a heartbeat and the mountain of a man smiled, bobbing his head. “That’s what I love! Someone who enjoys pain!”

“He doesn’t enjoy it,” Trina said. “Francis has just endured enough and told me he has the Pain Resistance skill.”

Allowing himself to chuckle, Francis gritted his teeth and nodded. “Again.”

This time, the sensation of absolute cold came as his skin froze, cracking and chunks falling off as the wintery blast washed over his upper torso and legs.

[ Deaths Dance Activated ]

“Heal!”

Francis wanted to laugh, fighting against the part that wanted to cry. The pain was bearable. He didn’t come here to give up. No matter what was thrown at him, he would endure it or die, coming back again to try another time.

***

“I underestimated you, brother,” Trina said as he joined her and Oidrun after washing off and getting dressed. “Even these two guards have admitted that neither had expected you to survive the first spell.”

Her two tag-alongs winced, but neither lowered their heads as he smiled at them. It didn’t matter if they were pretty, had their hair in a braid, or looked interested. He could feel the chasm that separated him from them.

I’m a ninth son… they’d never dig that deep into crap to find me.

“Your sister is amazing,” his instructor said. “She isn’t even tired and all of the healers are spent. A few also mentioned they gained a point in their skill. You’ve lasted far longer than I imagined, Mr. Lancaster.”

“His name is Francis,” Trina stated.

“Ahh, yes, forgive me, but the whole teacher and student relationship has some very strict rules.”

“Does it?” Trina asked. “Last I heard, you were very open about sleeping with any mage who was willing, even if they were students.”

Oidrun didn’t miss a beat, giving her a smile and a shrug. “They’re not my students. That’s the only rule.”

“I guess that makes sense,” she replied. “Still, I did gain a point, which is exceptional at my level.”

“A point? You gained a point?!” one of the girls behind her exclaimed.

“Yes, Rose,” Trina replied, her lips turning slightly downward as she spoke. “I told you that was the main reason for attempting such a thing. Still, it looks bad when you act like a child who just got a toy and is filled with excitement that they cannot contain. You need to learn to be more like me. Even now, I am overjoyed at the growth I achieved today; I can barely contain it.”

Francis glanced at the red-headed girl, whose cheeks now matched her hair, before looking at the blond-headed one and, finally, Oidrun.

Both men started laughing, pointing at each other until Trina snapped her fingers, sending a shockwave through the area.

“Please, you two are insulting Rose. It isn’t right to laugh at her mistake.”

Francis was glad his Endurance was so high, as his jaw hurt from laughing so hard after that comment.
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                The week ended without any major conflicts or problems.

Francis wasn’t sure what Avelis had said to both of his brothers, but neither approached him. It also helped that he was a floor below Derrek and not forced to live across the hall.

Being the seventh day of the week, each student had one day off to rest or work on anything they desired. Some went into the other areas of the city, while those who needed a little extra reading time or practice did what they could to complete it. Reading wasn’t his best skill but it was becoming easier, and as he slogged his way through his textbooks, Francis heard a knock on his door. Opening it, he recognized a young boy.

“Samuel! The greatest courier in all the Spires!”

“Uh… how do you know who I am?” the young boy asked, his faced bunched up in a confused look.

“Why does everyone in this dorm speak about you?” Francis whispered. “They talk about how you’re the fastest courier and capable of doing almost anything one needs. For a fair tip, of course.”

Samuel puffed out his chest and grinned. “Aye, that I am, Sir! In fact, I have something for you!”

Samuel held out a folded piece of paper.

Francis took it and stared at its wax seal. Two staves were crossed, and a chain of what he guessed was lightning was set in the hardened yellow seal.

“Well, give me a second,” Francis said as he took it and moved to his desk, retrieving a silver coin. “Now, I like to reward those who can help in other ways,” he continued, watching the young boy lick his lips, eyes fixated on the silver mark. “Are you able to help in other ways besides just delivering letters and packages?”

“It… uh… depends on what you want, sir.” A small wince came over Samuel's face as he said those words, his eyes drifting off the coin and to him.

“Just information. I’m certain you hear more than most would believe, and all I want to know is what people are saying about me.”

“About you?” Samuel asked, grinning. “The one who likes to be cooked alive with magic and has somehow reached the third weapon training class within a week? You’re a Chosen is what you are!”

Francis smiled and bent down, getting to eye level with the young courier. “While all that might be good, and possibly true, I’d love more… specific details. If you overhear anything from someone talking good or bad about me or perhaps planning on doing something I might not like, I’d gladly pay for a warning.”

Samuel swallowed and nodded slowly. “So just keep my ears open and see what I can find out. Would you want me to enlist the help of some of the other couriers?”

Chuckling, Francis nodded. “Are you able to do that and still be discreet?”

“Oh heck yeah, sir!” Samuel exclaimed. “Most blabber about all the good stuff in the waiting area. When we’ve got nothing to do, we either play games, gamble, sleep, or gossip.”

The young boy glanced down the hallway and then leaned forward. “For a few more copper, I could probably get a couple of them to work for me. I mean, if that’s okay, sir.”

This kid is a fricking genius.

Keeping his face neutral, Francis nodded. “Tell you what. Get me the information I need, and I’ll add some copper to what I was going to give you. If I’m not here, just slip the paper under the door, okay?”

Samuel stood tall and gave a sharp nod. “Yes, sir!”

Flicking the silver mark to the boy, Francis watched as deft hands snagged it easily. “Be safe, and remember, don’t get hurt because of what I asked. I don’t want you taking unnecessary risks. Got it?”

“Okay,” the boy replied, unable to take his eyes off the coin in his fingers.

“Now go, and thanks again,” Francis said, closing the door as Samuel turned and ran off.

That kid is hilarious.

Breaking the seal, Francis felt something familiar. It was something similar to what he endured when Trina tore his body apart with her spells, running through his fingers before vanishing.

Magic… interesting.

Unfolding the letter, Francis blinked a few times, finding only a few words on the entire sheet of paper.

*****

Mr. Lancaster.

Please report to my tower. We need to discuss certain things.


	 Crestfall



*****

With no knowledge or warning of his father coming, and the fact that this was different from the previous loop, Francis tried to consider what it might mean. Based on what other students said and the progress he was making, it might have to do with the class changes or the use of his sister. The question was, were any of those things enough to garner the attention of the Master of the Spires?

Rather than putting it off, Francis decided to head there now and get it over with, hoping to enjoy a little bit of his first day off since arriving.

***

“Ahh, Mr. Lancaster. Thank you for coming so quickly,” Avelis said.

He gave a small bow upon reaching her actual office. It wasn’t the space he had first met her in with all the bookshelves, but a room beyond it. Unlike the empty one he had met his father in, this room was packed with enough items to sell and purchase a noble's house.

Paintings, weird objects in glass cases, a set of armor, glowing gems in a display case and more lined the walls of the round room. He knew some people like to flaunt wealth and power. His Father had a room similar to this but there were maybe a third of the number of items in his compared to hers.

Forcing his eyes onto the white-haired woman sitting casually on one of two couches facing each other, he smiled when she pointed at the couch opposite her.

“Can I get you something to drink? I have many things, from simple teas to coffees and other beverages, I would deny offering many of the other students here.”

Her voice seemed a lot friendlier and casual than Francis had expected, but he shook his head. He sat gently on the light purple couch, feeling it almost change to fit the contours of his body.

“No, thank you. This… is nice.”

She laughed and shrugged, running her nails along the arm of the matching couch.

“A gift from a crafter who specialized in making things like these. A few minutes resting upon it can help reduce hours' worth of fatigue. Well worth it for someone who spends as much time as I do working to ensure the Spire runs smoothly. Now then, I’m guessing you're wondering why I called you here.”

“Am I that easy to read?” Francis asked.

She smiled and shook her head. “No, but it’s the obvious question. Believe me when I say many would wonder why I even requested this meeting, but the truth is we need to discuss a few things, and I felt it was best to do it here, away from prying eyes and ears.”

From the sleeve of her red robe, she pulled out a few rolled-up pieces of paper and tapped them against her knee.

“I’ve received multiple requests for you to advance into higher classes, often designed for students who have been here four or five years. While this isn’t the first time I’ve received such things, you do have me in a difficult position due to your birth order as well as the rumors swirling around this place.”

Francis did his best not to fidget as he listened, fighting to keep his eyes on her and not look away. “Am I doing something wrong?”

She frowned, then let out a sigh.

“Your sister… she helped you with some training with Instructor Flistrave. That has caused some problems as her… both of yours Father isn’t happy. He has found out and asked me to put a stop to it. I told him I would investigate it and would prefer not to have him come here due to any potential problems his visit might cause. Tell me, is there any reason why you cannot use another mage? I know of many male mages and perhaps even a few women who would gladly undertake that task, especially since word has gotten out that Trina has gained a point after a single training session.”

Our Father is always going to be a thorn no matter what I do it seems.

“Is his reasoning because I’m causing problems or simply because Trina and I working together potentially injures the family name?”

“Lord Lancaster did seem to hesitate upon hearing of her gaining a point… but your father was very adamant he wanted me to try to ensure it doesn’t happen again. I told him I would see what I could do, but your sister does not want to stop, and she is almost to the point where forcing her to would be going against rules and traditions. A few more points of growth would make it very difficult for me to stop her from doing something if she desired to continue it.”

“So… if she managed to get some extra training in the next month–”

“Weeks,” Avelis said. “So my sister would need to hit that milestone in the next few weeks,” Francis said. “If Trina did, then she would be able to choose her torture of me as a form of study.”

A soft chuckle came from the older woman as she smirked and nodded.

“You are very sharp for a warrior. Another reason why General Stenson must have selected you. Which brings me to a second problem. The rumor of being a Chosen is not one I can simply ignore.”

His butt cheeks puckered slightly when he heard her mention that, and Francis controlled his breathing, staying as he had been a moment ago.

Neither spoke for half a minute as they played a game of waiting and staring at each other.

“Do you deny being a Chosen or is there another reason why Stenson sponsors you?” Avelis asked, her eyes narrowing just a little.

“I won’t lie,” Francis replied. “I am gifted, and Stenson knows of my talent. I’m not a Chosen one, though.”

The Master of the Spires blinked twice before she leaned forward slightly.

“And this skill… I know decorum would have me not ask what it is… yet I cannot wonder what it must be for Stenson to send you here?”

“I learn things fast,” Francis replied. “Sometimes I learn skills quicker than most,” Francis replied.

She nodded slowly, and Francis felt a sensation of something surrounding him, like pressure pushing on him. He hadn’t realized until that moment that his breathing had been just slightly harder.

Was she using a spell on me? Ready to do something based on what I said?

Stenson’s warning had always made this woman feel dangerous. He knew killing him would be easy for one with her power and position. Having watched her sit idly by, sipping on her drink while his Father had killed him meant she didn’t have a problem watching him vanish.

“So you’re simply gifted when it comes to learning new skills,” Avelis said. “We have seen others, and I can understand why he might be inclined to have you here instead of the battlefield. A gift like that can be a blessing if given guidance.”

“And that is why here I sit, trying to grow stronger so that I can be more useful to the kingdom,” Francis replied.

She nodded slowly, just the slightest hint of biting a part of her lip as the bottom one looked off slightly from before.

“The next question I have then is, how are you hoping to be useful to the kingdom?” Avelis asked. “Do you desire to stay here and find a position within the kingdom or return to the battlefield and the General?”

He wasn’t certain, but Francis felt that if he reached out with his hand, he might touch some sort of barrier, as the air around him had grown thinner after a few more breaths.

”I’m not sure,” Francis replied, sensing a threat he wouldn’t be able to overcome. “Perhaps if the Spire found a way to accept me, I wouldn’t mind a life here.”

Taking slow, steady breathing, Francis smiled and tried to look weak, posing no threat at all.

Every second that ticked by, the air felt like it did less, and he had to take deeper breaths to avoid feeling faint.

And then the next breath suddenly felt wonderful. The air had magically returned to a state that felt full of life.

“Perhaps we can find a place for you and your ability then,” Avelis said, a tiny smile forming. “For now, I have other things to attend to. You may go, Francis.”

            

    
        Chapter 61

    
    
    
    
                “Sir,” the guard at the gate said, “I cannot bother her, nor are you permitted to enter the dorms. You know the rules. You shouldn’t even be here.”

The guard stationed at the gate leading to the dorms for the mages wouldn’t budge, no matter how much he had pleaded.

“I know, but my sister–” Francis said.

“It does not matter, sir,” the guard cut him off. “Without orders, you cannot enter here. Rules are rules. Beyond this gate and these walls, none may enter who are not gifted in the art of magic.”

As Francis continued to plead his case, he saw a young boy dart past the other guard, holding up a folded piece of paper. The messenger passed untouched or slowed down, continuing into the grassy courtyard beyond the stone barrier.

“I understand,” Francis said, sighing. “Forgive me. I should have known.”

“Yes, you should have, now begone.”

Turning, Francis trotted off down the street, ignoring the looks he got from the mages who watched him turn tail and run.

As he made his escape, Francis smiled, glad to have unintentionally found a way to get his message through.

***

“That’s not cheap,” Samuel whispered as the two of them stood tucked away in a door frame half a block away from where dozens of other young boys waited to carry messages. “Normally, you’d have to register that letter with the mail master. He tracks all correspondence we carry… well, almost all of it. That way, if one doesn’t get delivered or something happens to the letter, he knows exactly who to blame. It shouldn’t be a problem as the guards seldom stop us, but if one did… and later it was checked… and nothing showed on the record, I’d be fired at best.”

“And he wouldn’t deliver a letter from me to my sister?” Francis asked.

“No, sir,” Samuel replied. “I doubt it, rumors or not, letters and packages in there go through a strict inspection checklist.

“But the other messenger that ran by, they barely gave him a second glance.”

“That’s because you were causing a scene,” Samuel stated. “If they’re bored, they’ll give us a hard time. It just depends upon their mood, sir.”

“It’s Francis. Call me by my name.”

“Habit, sir… er, Francis, sir. Bah!” the young boy exclaimed.

Chuckling, Francis nodded and handed the letter with a bit of wax he had melted down from the one Avelis had sent. “Don’t worry, I think I can help with the distraction. Tell me, if you were a guard, bored and tired of watching pompous noble children look down on you, what would you want during your shift?”

Samuel smiled and started to laugh a second later. “Si… I mean, Francis, I know exactly what they would want.”

***

“You realize we’re not going to let you in, even because you’re giving us these,” the guard said, an eyebrow raised as he stared at the box in Francis’ hands.”

“I understand completely, sir,” Francis said, giving a slight bow. “I simply thought about how my actions probably frustrated you two. You’re just doing your jobs and as one in training to be a soldier, I should have known better. I could have just come and said I was sorry, but that seemed inadequate, so instead I asked around and was told that these sandwiches from The Grinder are the best in the Spire. I even asked for a little extra of the spicy sauce on the side, just in case you two prefer that.”

Francis had increased the volume of his words, holding out the paper box to the guard he had originally engaged with. Francis watched the other guard slowly approach from behind. As he did, Samuel started his approach, jogging toward their post.

“Are those really the Mothercluckers?” the second guard asked.

“That’s what I believe they were called,” Francis replied. “Candied bacon, baked chicken, pork ribs, smoked brisket and…”

“A fried egg on top?” the first guard asked.

“Yes!” Francis exclaimed. “A fried egg, all on a freshly made roll. I mean, what I smelled as they made these two sandwiches was beyond anything I had imagined something could smell like.”

Finally, the guard before him took the offered gift, having glanced at his partner, who nodded immediately. “Thanks. I uh… am sorry if I was a little hard earlier.”

Francis shook his head as Samuel ran by holding up a letter, neither man bothering to pay him any attention. “Again, my fault and I hope you two enjoy them! Now, if you don’t mind, I need to head out. I’ve got a training program to follow and don’t want to be late.”

Both guards gave him a nod as they started tearing into the boxes, groans and moans coming from the first guard as he bit into the sandwich.

As he moved away, Francis heard the second guard say, “I swear, we need to piss off nobles like him more often.”

***

Oidrun tapped his foot, frowning as he and the thirteen healers waited. “You’re certain she will be here. No one does anything today… If it weren’t you, I wouldn’t be here, and these healers wouldn’t be here if the promise of coin and a chance at growing stronger weren’t so highly coveted.”

“She’ll be here,” Francis said. “Trust me. If there is one thing I know about Trina, it’s that she never turns down the logical thing.”

“And her doing this on–” His instructor stopped mid-sentence as the mage in question appeared through the large courtyard opening, accompanied by a trio of mages.

“Weren’t there only two last time?” Oidrun asked.

“Yup, but who knows?” Francis replied. “Mage stuff, who can tell?”

A snort came from the grizzled trainer before he clapped his hands. “Alright, you lot, get ready. We’re about to see some pain turn into wondering chance of skill gains. Rotate often and don’t hold back. This is going to be fast and furious!”

Francis moved to his usual spot and started taking off his top, smiling as his sister approached.

“I got your letter,” Trina said. “You are much smarter and far more cunning than I remember. The boy was adamant, I read it immediately before taking off like a lightning bolt. He didn’t even wait for a tip.”

“That’s because I paid him well,” Francis whispered. “Now then, who is the new one?”

Trina frowned for a second at that question.

“No doubt a new watcher to report my actions. You’re right, we have limited time if I am going to have a chance for this kind of growth. Father is not thinking logically. The potential gains could be a boon for our family. If he allowed others the chance to do this, he could garner favor with other families.”

“I’ll pass,” Francis said, shaking his head. “I’m not going to be turned into some training dummy for his personal gains. I’m doing this for you and for me. Plain and simple. Now, if you’re ready, let’s get started.”

“When am I not ready? Same intensity and duration?” she asked.

“No,” Francis said. “Increase it by a second. I can handle the pain. The hardest part right now is that by the time you stop, I feel like I can’t concentrate on what is being done long enough to figure anything out.”

“And even when I use the same spell four or five times in a row, it doesn’t help?”

Shaking his head, Francis frowned, holding his shirt in his hand before tossing it on the ground. “You said it's possible to lower the intensity of what you’re doing a little. If you did that, how much longer do you think it would last before the same amount of damage was done?”

Her eyes twitched briefly as Francis watched her consider his question.

“It’s a good idea,” Trina said. “Based on what I’ve learned from studying the techniques Instructor Oidrun implements. I can decrease the spell by about ten or fifteen percent at best, and that should give you another four seconds before I’ll have to stop. I mean, I could keep going, but then you risk draining the healers faster due to the extent of the damage your body suffers. Still, it’s remarkable that you can stand, and sometimes I would believe you seem… sturdier the more damage my spells cause.”

“Probably because my whole body is tense,” Francis lied. “Let’s go for ten seconds. I guess we can eventually try the other if it doesn’t work?”

His sister nodded and moved to where Oidrun was waiting, snapping her finger and causing the trio of mages to give him a sideways look before following her.

One day, she will have her own army at her beck and call. Still, at least two people in my family don’t hate me.

Dropping everything but his underclothes, Francis stood before the gathered people. He took a deep breath and held up his thumb.

Heat struck his back, his skin burning what seemed just as fast as every other time Trina used her spells on him. Muscles began to harden and then vanish as the magic turned them into ash. Pain came as the flames ate away more, his Pain Resistance minimizing it as it lingered longer.

[ Pain Resistance Increased - 34 ]

[ Deaths Dance Activated ]

[ Deaths Dance Increased - 4 ]

Power surged through him, and Francis fought to find the thread or connection of the magic that assaulted his body. He could sense it, like the barrier around him in Avelis’s office.

“HEAL!” The booming voice of his trainer called out and snapped him from the thought he was having.

Cool healing came, and the healer behind him muttered about how impossible it was to watch this.

Yet Francis realized that he could somehow sense magic now. It was there, and if he could sense it, then perhaps he could learn how to resist it. Until he had trained with Trina, that wasn’t possible. Something had changed, and he was going to find out how to unlock the Magic Resistance skill.

Laughing like a madman, Francis held up his thumb. “Again!”

***

Days blurred into another week, and it was the seventh day again.

Tens of thousands of sword thrusts had been made, and more flesh and blood had fallen from his body, permanently staining the area of stone that had become known as his spot.

A few had tried, wanting to see if they could endure what Francis did. One warrior almost died, and the other said it was pain unlike anything he could have imagined.

Yet every day, Trina came. Four other mages were standing next to her, while twenty healers were lined up, ready to do this for free now.

Over a dozen of them had gained a point in their skill, one had even gained two, and Francis no longer had to pay for them to do this on their day off.

Part of me thinks they’d pay me for this chance.

Coolness washed over Francis as the healer did their job. Suddenly, a cry of joy erupted behind him.

Applause and a few grunts were heard as the others celebrated the healer gaining a point.

It was a whisper from the healer who had just done their job, yet Francis didn’t even bother to acknowledge it.

His mind was focused on one thing.

The touch of magic was real.

He could sense it.

He could feel it.

Yesterday, Francis was certain he could grab it. It was so close and yet he couldn’t manage to get his mental fingers around it. It felt greasy, almost like it didn’t want to be controlled.

Pain Resistance had gained six more points, and Deaths Dance had acquired two more. Each point made enduring what came easier and gave him the strength to stand up against it.

“Add two seconds!” Francis called out.

“That’s too much!” Oidrun shouted. “Maybe one, but–”

“Two!” Francis shouted louder. He ignored his instructor's response. The man had given him a path to growth. Francis had embraced it. He knew Stenson had sent him here for a reason. This right now was one of them, and he wouldn’t give in. Even if it meant death.

“Again!”

Francis ignored the pain of his body tightening under the lightning bolt coursing through him. He barely cared or gave a thought to the pain. Instead, Francis was focused on the thread that assaulted his body and coiled around him. Francis could now see it. Thousands of tiny threads came from a main one coursing through every fiber of his body.

It was there, and Francis mentally willed himself to grab it, but once again, it evaded him. He tried over and over, and every time, it slipped away.

And then it vanished.

“Arggg!”

His voice rang out and the sensation of someone healing him almost pissed him off. He could sense the healing magic. Francis couldn’t see the thread or whatever it was because healing magic was completely different from the magic of the spell’s mages used.

Damn gods and their different styles.

“Trina, I need to ask you something,” Francis called out.

He moved, leaving a bloody trail of footprints, coming to the same spot they always spoke now when he had questions, trying to learn about magic and mana.

“I’m not sure what more I can tell you,” Trina said after joining Francis. “To wield magic is to hold onto the power of one's mana and shape it. To transform that thread into a tapestry of whatever spell they desire or can create.”

Huffing, Francis nodded, glancing at the others who were watching him, standing there, wrapped in a blood-covered towel as the magic had destroyed his undergarments. He was simply talking with his sister, while she did her best not to stain the yellow robe she wore.

“This… thread,” Francis said. “How do you defend against it? When someone else casts a spell at you.”

“I already told you. We weave a shield and make it stop it. Either your thread or theirs is stronger. One breaks the other doesn’t.”

“But how do you know whose is stronger?”

“Either your spell stops it or you die,” Trina replied. ”Sure, sometimes it’s not all life and death as one might bind another, but either you win or lose. There is no middle ground.”

Francis groaned and shook his head.

They had discussed this before. It hadn’t helped him accomplish anything, as Francis couldn’t weave the mana as she described it. It took at least a year for most mages with the ability to sense before they could learn to grab it. From there, it only got harder once they learned to hold onto it, because making it do what they wanted was many times harder.

And then an idea came. Something he hadn’t considered.

“What if someone cast a spell around you, like a… bubble of sorts. Similar to the one for silence, but a spell that says… doesn’t let you breathe?”

Trina’s eyes widened slightly, and her pupils dilated.

“That isn’t a spell you should know about,” she replied gravely. “One cannot use that without true power, as it is… difficult to close off a weave. I know of a few who can do that, but no one would ever tell you about that spell. How do–”

She stopped, her eyes twitching the entire time. Her fingers sparkled, and he felt a sensation spread around them. “You’ve felt it.”

“The bubble of silence?” Francis asked.

“Could you feel it or recognize it?” Trina replied.

“Both,” Francis stated. “But between you and me and no one else, Avelis used something like that on me once. I could sense it after you and I attempted this training. I don’t know how to describe it other than knowing it was there, and I struggled to breathe. Every breath became harder to take and felt like it did less.”

“Yes, it is a very dangerous spell, and even casters who are not paying attention can find themselves surrounded by that weave. One must always be aware and strong enough to resist it. That is one of the reasons why I have those two with me. If someone attempted something like that, say the Master of the Spires, or an instructor or a mage I wasn’t aware of, those two could help free me.”

“So, how would I escape it?” Francis asked.

Trina frowned and then chuckled.

“I’m sorry, did you just laugh?” Francis asked in shock. “I mean–”

“Stop it, but yes, I did,” Trina admitted. “My idea was ludicrous, but I imagined you doing it your way and it was… humorous. Now, you would have to fight your way out. Punching, kicking, or piercing, for example. You would have to disrupt the threads and tear a hole. Doing that would cause the weaves to unravel.

“A stronger mage could puncture it with a compressed spell,” she continued, “if they were still able to breath by the time they realized what was around them. “Once that hole is created, then they would take revenge. Even a powerful mage would struggle to patch that spot before a weaker one could escape. Many mages have found out the hard way that using that spell on someone stronger than them is a terrible idea.”

Francis nodded, realizing he was probably going about this the wrong way. He wasn’t a mage. He didn’t need to try and control the thread. What he needed to do was stop it.

Smiling, he motioned to his gore-covered spot.

“I think I’m ready,” Francis said. “Let’s go.”

            

    
        Chapter 62

    
    
    
    
                Francis willed his body to fight against the magical thread.

As the lightning coursed through him, causing his muscles to tense, Francis pushed back, clenching everything even tighter. His teeth ground against each other as he fought with all he had.

He could feel it, see and sense the thread having to work harder to exert its destructive magic. Every second was a battle, and Francis was finally starting to see a chance at victory.

Dozens of attempts since the talk he and Trina had passed, and yet, for the first time, Francis believed this was the path.

Oidrun had no advice to give. The manuals that were kept locked away weren’t going to be shared for one of his birth rank. Those who spoke of secrets or techniques had no answers about how one gained these skills other than rumors of enduring training like this. Every defensive or resistance skill, it seemed, required some form of pain. Acquiring one required an individual to stand up and endure whatever it was they sought to overcome.

Pain Resistance had come from all the abuse he had faced against those beasts.

Strong bones had been earned by allowing himself to endure the crushing blows of Cutter’s fists.

Even the Poison Resistance had been won through enduring being stabbed repeatedly by a poisoned blade..

Francis had overcome each of them without knowing what was possible. This time was different.

Another spell barrage came and then another. Francis felt the magic doing less damage. It might not be physically noticeable on the outside, but he could feel that it was not able to penetrate as deep as the earlier spells. It was almost as if his body rejected the magic.

Francis’ mind formed a wall, pushed out from his core, and into his muscles and bones. It was like learning to block Cutter’s fists with his arms, enduring the pain, knowing what would happen and that he needed to learn to endure it.

“HEAL!” Oidrun called out.

Francis wanted to beg them not to stop, to let the pain and suffering continue. He was close and he knew it.

“We’re almost done!” Oidrun shouted. “Five, maybe six heals left!”

Those words felt cheap. They felt hollow.

“I gained another point,” Trina called out.

It was like someone stuck a knife in his gut. She was so close.

Two more and she’ll be free to choose whatever she wants to do… 

Applause and cheers rang out and Francis turned, clapping himself and smiling at her.

She didn’t cringe like the others who saw him. The four mages who followed like ducklings barely glanced at him. Francis believed all they saw was a crazy man. A ninth son who wasn’t worthy of being here other than to provide skill gains for his sister. Francis felt they considered him trash, and each would end his life if his value to Trina ended. Especially the newest one. Something about her was off. Her hair was cut short, unlike the others who often kept it long.

She felt different. She felt dangerous. Those black eyes of hers watched him with a predatory gaze.

It reminded him of a night he and Michael had been camping between towns, lying near their fire when a scream sounded out in the woods. Both of them had bolted up, grabbing a stick and igniting it.

From the darkness emerged a puma, eyes reflecting the flames. It had screamed dozens of times, trying to force them to run. To flee the safety of the fire. All night it had stalked them, and both were exhausted the next morning when it finally took off.

All the beast had needed was a moment it felt it could attack.

Her eyes were just like that.

“Add three seconds!” Francis shouted.

“No!” Oidrun exclaimed, moving toward him. “It’s too much! Francis, you don’t understand the risk–”

“I do.” His voice was firm.

One eye locked with his, and they stood there, separated by the burnt, frozen, wet slush of his body that had been torn free.

“I understand the risk,” Francis said. “Every day, I know what I am risking. Look around us. Each healer and my sister knows it. They come because they risk something to be here as well. Just like you do. I know you risked a great deal to let me do this. So don’t tell me I don’t understand.” Francis stood there, still feeling power inside him as the strength given from Deaths Dance faded away.

“You risk permanent damage,” Oidrun said. “Things that cannot be healed, like your mind. Another day and you could–”

“Another day may not come,” Francis stated, moving to the edge of the carnage, looking up at the towering man. “You can see the ones amongst us who wish for me to fail. Those who wish for me to die. It’s obvious to those who know what to look for, and we both know you do.”

Oidrun gave the tiniest bob of his head. “Which is why you should tread carefully. A small push could… kill you.”

Francis spoke the truest words he knew beyond the love for his brother. “I do not fear dying.”

Oidrun’s one eye blinked a few times, and the man who had encouraged this training started to smile. His massive hand reached out and touched Francis’s bloody shoulder and squeezed. “I know. You are a true warrior. Four more. Three seconds longer. I cannot promise the healers will be able to do it a fifth time.”

Francis gave a simple nod and turned, letting the hand slide off his slick skin.

“Three more seconds, Trina,” Francis said. “Don’t hold back.”

“Francis…”

Her voice faltered, and for the first time he could remember, there was a sense of tightness in it. He paused and turned, looking at her face, seeing her jaw muscles clenching and relaxing.

“I love you,” she said.

So many times in his life, Francis had been struck by weapons. He had been beaten to death, killed by his father. Pain was a constant thing. Yet the blow that struck his chest in that moment hit with more force than any of them.

His legs felt weak and strong at the same time. And then he felt it.

Not a single tear had fallen through all this pain and suffering. Now, however, a tear formed, rolling down his cheek. “I know. I love you too. We’ll accomplish this together.”

Her lips flinched, and she nodded. The rest of the courtyard was silent as they looked at each other for a second before he turned.

“Three more seconds. Use lightning on all these,” Francis said.

No reply came, but he knew she would do as he asked.

Francis moved to the spot where he had been standing. There was a blank space on the stone compared to everywhere else. Some blood had seeped into where he had always stood, but this was his spot. This was his place.

This was his crucible.

Closing his eyes, Francis focused and held up his thumb. “Ready.”

It came.

The thread attacked, tiny strands started to splinter right before it struck him. He willed every part of him to resist. It was there, and for a second, he thought he had it, thought it would stop, but the threads ran around the barrier he made in his mind and body. It wormed its way through holes in his defenses. Each strand attack and Francis focused on the ones he could, blocking their path, cutting them off.

It was agony and yet there was no pain.

His body felt alive as his skill sent strength through him.

[ Deaths Dance Activated ]

It allowed him to fight harder and cut off more strands. Each second was a boon as his body roared with the gift of fighting back. Dozens of tiny threads were stopped; more weren’t allowed in.

“HEAL! NOW!” Oidrun’s voice echoed off the stone walls.

Francis wanted to shout and roar, but his voice wouldn’t work even though he felt like he could climb a mountain. Relief washed over him like a spring shower, taking with it the blessing he felt.

[ Deaths Dance Increased - 5 ]

His body returned to normal, and Francis panted, breathing hard, feeling the truth of how close that had come.

“Francis…” his trainer said.

“No. Again.”

Oidrun grunted but didn’t argue.

Steadying himself, Francis prepared and gave the thumbs up. “Ready.”

He pounced on the thread; his body seemed to understand how it would attack. Francis was learning the pattern like parrying jabs, uppercuts, and standard punches from Cutter. He could see and feel how it worked. Even through the chaos of magic, it had a pattern.

Threads always moved and twisted, yet they were connected. He was an idiot.

Trying to stop a hundred tiny strands was impossible. For one to do that seemed like trying to kill every beast in an army on their own. The truth was you needed to cut off the head of the army. Then the rest would fall.

So Francis attacked the source. Choosing to let the tiny threads damage him, Francis assaulted the main one with his will. His skin served as the tool that fought back against the thread, bashing into the thick strand that splintered.

Francis felt the sensation of doing what needed to be done. Trina had been right. He had to fight his way out.

So, he swung with his willpower, punching and kicking against the magic that tried to electrocute his body. Every part of him roared to life when his skill became active and the flow felt as if it had reached a tipping point. The convulsions lessened, and fewer tiny threads existed. Now it was just one strand fighting against Francis, sending out the smaller ones to try and get past his attack.

It still hurt, but the spell lost some of its power.

[ Magic Resistance Gained - Rare ]

[ Magic Resistance - 8 ]

Francis’ mind faltered a moment, and the offense he was creating lagged. The thread assaulted him with renewed vigor, but even as it struck, all the tiny threads piercing into his body, the damage they did was less. His flesh had learned to fight against it.

“HEAL!” Oidrun called out.

Francis stood there, panting, overjoyed and dumbfounded.

Coolness came and his breathing got easier.

“Francis.” He turned and saw Trina looking at him.

When did she move there?

She was standing at the spot where they always spoke.

Without waiting, he joined her, feeling the threads wash over him as she cast her bubble of silence.

“What were you doing? Just then?” Trina asked.

“Uh… what do you mean?”

“My magic. It felt… like you were,” she paused, tapping her chin and frowning. “I could feel it. Inside me. Like feedback or unraveling. There are lessons taught on how combat works against another mage, and what you did was similar to that and yet different. Do you think you can do it again?”

“Yeah,” he scoffed.

“Good,” Trina said. “And congrats on acquiring Magic Resistance.”

His head snapped back and his jaw dropped as he stared at his sister, her face a blank slate as always.

“How… how did you know?” Francis asked.

“I could tell. I’ve used the same spell on you hundreds of times. It changed near the end. Not just in what I felt, but how it affected you. Besides, you weren’t injured as much as you were before. That alone is proof you resisted a good bit of damage.”

He wanted to hug her, wanted to reach out across the few feet and wrap her in his bloody arms, yet he didn’t. Instead, he bowed.

“I am grateful for you, Trina Lancaster. You are the noblest of nobles within your house.”

“It is true,” she said, shrugging her shoulders. “Now let’s finish this up. I have studying to do.”

She turned and walked away, leaving him bent over slightly and looking like a fool.

“Two more!” Oidrun announced as Francis made his way back, shaking his head, smiling to himself.

[ Magic Resistance ( Rare ) - This skill mitigates the magical damage the user takes from any magical attack. Strong enough levels of Resistance can allow the user to nullify all magical damage. The skill decreases the speed of damage done via magical methods. The current rank of the magical skill & power of the offensive spell assaulting the user will also determine if Magical Resistance has any chance of decreasing the damage done. ]

Another round passed and Francis fought back harder than before, now understanding some of what he was doing and how it worked best.

[ Pain Resistance Increased - 35 ]

[ Magic Resistance Increased - 12 ]

“HEAL!”

Francis felt alive. His body tingled but not from the lightning that had been coursing through it. He had gained twelve points in two spells. Every death, every injury, each loop was for a purpose, and this one felt sweeter in a way he hadn’t expected.

“Boy! Did you get what I think you did?” Oidrun’s question had the whole place go silent as the healer did their job, standing in the viscera around him.

“Perhaps,” Francis called out.

“Well done! Well, fucking done! Finally, we can stop this and–”

“No! One more!” Francis shouted. “You said it yourself. The healers are here and I can see if I can squeeze out another point. Besides, I want Trina to use the original starting power. I want to see if I can feel a difference.”

Laughter echoed over the applause of the healers and Oidrun nodded his head.

“Foolish and headstrong. I love it. One more! Let’s get Mr. Lancaster another point!”

Francis turned, smiling as he set his feet and prepared for one last go. “Ready!”

The lightning came. The thread was thicker, and Francis fought against it with all his might. He slammed his will, his entire being, against the strand. Smaller threads came, each of them also thicker, and Francis endured the pain of it all, lashing out at the spell.

[ Deaths Dance Activated ]

Resistance or not, the extra mana or power Trina poured into it was increasing the damage the spell did, but Francis’ new strength helped him fight even harder. Once again, he reached a stalemate, holding it back as he felt the balance tipping slightly.

And then he sensed another thread of magic. It was four times the size of the one he was currently fighting, dark and twisted.

His mind ignored the lightning, slamming everything he had into it.

Pain blossomed in a different way as his bones seemed to melt.

Deaths Dance roared with power as his body and life reached their absolute limits.

Taking all that power, he directed it back at the spell that sought to kill him.

A scream came as his life flickered out. It wasn’t his. It had sounded feminine.

A single notification appeared before the world went dark.

            

    
        Chapter 63

    
    
    
    
                The sound of the morning bell rang.

"It's earlier than usual," Michael grunted as he sat up. "What gives?"

Francis didn’t reply, simply sitting up slowly.

He couldn’t talk. His mind was struggling with what had happened and the notification before his eyes.

[ Magic Feedback Gained - Legendary ]

[ Magic Resistance - 2 ]

“You okay?” his brother asked. “You look like you’re drunk or… I don’t know. Still asleep?”

Francis nodded and smiled at Michael. “I’m good. Really good. Sorry, just thinking about someone.”

“Oh… is she pretty?”

“Well unless you're interested in Trina, who is your half-sister…”

“Woooaah! Let’s stop that line of thinking right now,” Michael protested, holding up his hands. “How… why are you even thinking about her?”

“Weird dreams, and not those kinds,” Francis replied. “Just remembering that there is someone other than you that I love.”

His brother snorted and shrugged. “As long as I’m still the favorite, I guess I can let it slide. Now, hurry, we’re going to be late.”

Francis snorted and grabbed his boots, getting ready as he read the description.

[ Magic Feedback ( Legendary ) - This skill reflects magical spells back at the caster. A percentage of the damage is redirected and can cause the caster to suffer a negative effect, limiting or preventing casting. Feedback damage, chance, and time of negative effect increase as skill increases. Skill is always active unless the owner chooses to deactivate it. ]

Stenson is going to flip!

***

For the tenth time, Stenson cleared his throat, his jaw clenched tightly.

“Do you need me to get you something to drink?” Francis asked.

“No… it’s… I know that I would have assumed that in time, you would have acquired the Magic Resistance skill. Honestly, I’m a bit… surprised at how quickly you managed it in so few attempts. Did you discuss this technique with me last time?”

“Uh… maybe… yeah, I mentioned a certain trainer with a flair for pain,” Francis replied.

“Yes, Oidrun has a panache for that. Still, a legendary skill is… at your age… at any age, and all of this,” Stenson said, waving his hand at him. “Hard to take in. You’re on a path that seems far faster than I must have anticipated.”

“Still, someone tried to kill me,” Francis said. “I have four women to choose from and I think… well, I assume I know who it would be, but the truth is I don’t.”

“And they struck at the perfect time,” the general stated. “It’s not a coincidence that they waited until you had acknowledged that you had acquired the skill. I doubt it would have gone unnoticed but whoever sent them, your father, Avelis, or someone else. They were ready for that moment. The problem now is that when someone finds out you have the Magic Resistance skill, you will be a threat to every mage in the Spires. That’s even before they learn about the other.”

“And you didn’t think to mention this to me before?” Francis asked, flabbergasted at the new problem.

“I didn’t think you’d acquire it so soon!” Stenson protested. “No one does what Oidrun recommends! And if they do, they don’t do it every day for a week or more. People get tired of pain. You… you already have the skill and are higher than many who have acquired pain resistance. You keep forgetting that most of us don’t run headfirst into a battle and willingly suffer for it. None of us wants to die. And it appears I didn’t realize the true mental fortitude you have.”

Francis sighed. Suddenly, the whole training in the capital had just gone sideways. A single skill had changed everything.

“You mentioned a list of skills and we’ve talked about them some,” Francis said. “I think I’m getting close to the Quick Attack and may have figured out how to sense magic also. I think I might be able to figure it out completely in time. I know riposte comes next, then what?”

Stenson leaned back in his chair. “Power Strike can turn into Crushing Blow. There is also the Flurry ability after Quick Attack. Most don’t acquire it, but Guarded Stance will be acquired if you focus on defense for a long time. Some try to do that one and Riposte at the same time but the records point to working on multiple skills being harder to achieve.

“Guarded Stance is powerful because you can get Iron Wall, which helps to defend against attacks for a bit. The real dangerous one every wants is Reflective Barrier but that one is rarely achieved.”

Stenson’s voice changed at the end.

“Is that the one that caused you to lose your arm?” Francis asked.

“Yes,” the general said softly. “I still can’t believe he had that ability. The truth is, most don’t believe or want to admit I have what I do. But most haven’t trained as long as I have.”

“Hundreds of years,” Francis said.

“Correct,” Stenson replied. “You’re already further ahead than most can fathom. That is why they believe you are a Chosen. Everyone would assume that at some point, one of the gods will inhabit you and you will become an Avatar, going forth and slaying our enemies.”

“And yet they want to strike me down before I do that,” Francis pointed out.

“Not everyone wants the war to end with us winning,” Stenson replied. “You already mentioned how Avelis reacted to that news. There is no secret; one side wants us to lose and is willing to let the kingdom and potentially the whole continent suffer to achieve that end.

“Then, toss in the fact that you would be an Avatar causes a shift in politics as well. While the gods often don’t involve themselves in those things, knowing there is an Avatar in the world would make some hold off on their plans, not wanting to draw their ire.”

“Such a stupid thought,” Francis said. “When’s the last time the gods have done anything? I mean, we’re here, and the only time I’ve seen their power is when that priestess killed me.”

Stenson nodded as he frowned.

“When the great war between the four kingdoms took place over a thousand years ago, the gods became involved. Records point to Avatars fighting other Avatars. The destruction they caused remains. While I know you have never seen the flatlands where the mountains all end and the four kingdoms are separated, there are almost a hundred miles of mountains still missing.

“One belief is that the gods have agreed, like the grandmasters, to stay out of most affairs since that day. Whatever gifts they’ve given us with our skills and abilities, no one has seen actual evidence of them beyond the priest or priestess occasionally channeling their presence.”

“So what?” Francis asked. “These new… beasts and whatever god or parasite or whatever the thing is that inhabited me… The priestess or god recognized it. How can they sit back and do nothing if they know it's here?”

“I’m not sure if they do,” Stenson replied. “I wanted to ask you at some point to go back to the tent and meet with the priestess but I also didn’t want to risk you and this ability. I’m just thinking that if they knew you had it from that moment, they would seek you every time you were reborn.”

“So, then the gods aren’t all knowing or all powerful… similar to the idea that Queen Auri mentioned.”

“It would appear they are not,” Stenson replied

“Now what? How do I deal with the spire?” Francis asked. “If I show up flaunting my legendary skill, I doubt I’ll survive long. But we both know I need to find a way to increase both it and the Magical Resistance while working on trying to acquire physical skills.”

“I’m hoping you’ll at some point also work toward the abilities of legends,” Stenson said. “Things long lost and believed not able to be gained anymore.”

Francis felt his heart quicken and leaned closer, saliva forming in his mouth at that thought. “Like what?” he asked.

Shaking his head, the general grimaced. “I’m not sure that in all the other times we’ve talked, I realized your resolve, Francis. To have endured the pain and agony it took to acquire Magical Resistance goes far beyond ordinary willpower. You set your mind to the task and suffered no matter the pain.

“That is the path you will have to take and all I know is there are moments in battle where one survives and death is just a breath away, where skills are gained. Stories speak of warriors who became grandmasters because they gained an ability that allowed them to continue a path others couldn’t walk.”

“Similar to my ability to come back to life?” Francis asked.

“No,” Stenson replied. “They could heal in battle or sometimes could form a… barrier or sorts by channeling their own life and mana together. No one knows the names of such things, but I believe you, Francis, might be the first to acquire one in thousands of years. You could… travel across the seas to the other side of our world and visit the places where creatures of legends live that we haven’t seen in thousands of years.”

Francis felt his mind struggling to absorb what he was hearing. “Wait, isn’t the world flat? Like the seas just end and they drop into a never-ending hole?”

The general’s laughter filled the tent as he shook his head, smiling.

“Forgive me… I… I forgot you haven’t had that education yet. No, Francis, there is more to this world than just our small piece of land. Consider for a moment if that were true, where does all the water come from that keeps our seas from running out?”

Francis frowned and tried to ignore the way he felt Stenson had mocked him, realizing that he had never considered that before.

“Uh… yeah, I guess that does make sense… but then what? I mean… I know there are a few other places like ours in the sea, but when you say world… that means what?”

Stenson stood and moved to a table, grabbing paper and a pencil. He sketched for a moment, pausing occasionally as he continued to work on his drawing.

“What are you waiting for? Get over here,” the older man said.

Quickly joining him, Francis stared at the circular shape on the paper.

“This is our world and this small area of land is the continent we live on. Over here are and here are the two other ones you most likely have heard of, right?”

Nodding slowly, Francis couldn’t take his eyes off the four different spheres the older man had drawn, and the crude shapes that were sketched upon them.

“This one is still traveled to if one heads east. But on this large section of land I’m talking about, men don’t go past this place anymore unless they desire to never be seen again. The last record of any ship reaching and returning from there dates back more than five thousand years.

“I’m a poor artist, but this shape is the only version I have ever seen,” Stenson continued. “King Baxter has a single map hanging in his private study which is so old it rests in a magical box lest the very air destroy it.”

“But that place is like ten times larger than our land!” Francis exclaimed.

“And far more dangerous,” Stenson replied. “I won’t start to fill your head with things you’re not ready for and please do not ask your instructors about it. Discussing the war is a problem enough, but asking questions about this place isn’t often taught. If they have proven worthy of the knowledge, there is a chance someone at the Spires will .”

“Yet another way they keep it for the few,” Francis muttered. “So, what, you tell me this, why? I mean, you know I can’t reach it or talk about it.”

Stenson chuckled and took the paper, holding it over a flame and letting it burn close to his fingers before dropping it to the floor and stepping on it.

“To give you something to reach for, Francis,” the older man said, putting his hand on Francis’ shoulder. “You are so focused on the right now. Every day you think about just the obstacle before you. You want to save your brother, so you fight to find a way to save him. When you realized it was harder than you originally thought, and you knew you needed help, you reached out to me.

“With the knowledge you now have of what is taking place behind the scenes, you threw yourself headfirst into getting the skill you think you need. But then what?” Stenson asked. “What comes next if you can’t die? What happens if the day comes, the war is over, your brother is safe, the kingdom finds a way to work together and you have achieved a place of greatness? Will you be continent to meditate in a cave somewhere? Start a family that grows old and dies while you live? Pick up a hobby or skill and master a crafting ability or perhaps magic?

Francis tried to think of something to say but he was stunned at how far the general seemed to be looking.

“And what happens when you do die?” Stenson continued. ”If you’re reborn and say a thousand years have passed, will you then have to repeat it all? Will your mind be able to handle that strain? If I’m honest, my mind struggles to comprehend how you have managed to stay sane and the only answer I can come up with is that you are short-sighted.”

“Did you just insult me?” Francis asked.

Shaking his head, Stenson sighed. “No. Sometimes, its best option is to attack what is right before us. A farmer planting a field must focus on getting the soil tilled and the seed in the ground. But he must also consider harvesting and keeping enough seeds for the next year. Then he must ensure that he rotates fields so that he doesn’t deplete the soil of all its nutrients. Sure, he could hire a mage to come and help infuse the ground, but that would be expensive.

“And what if a drought comes or a giant rainstorm that washes everything away? Did he prepare for the future by putting food away? Did he save money for those moments to purchase what his family needs to survive?”

Francis winced, clenching his eyes shut for a moment and rubbed them. “So… you want me to think about… what happens if I find a way to solve all the problems we’re trying to overcome? And what… plan for that?”

“No,” Stenson replied. “I want you to see that this world has other things for you to consider and perhaps pursue. I have no doubt you will visit the other three kingdoms eventually.”

Francis frowned. “Why would I want to go there?”

“Because of the kind of person you. You’ll realize that just defeating the enemy we face won’t be enough to stop the threat to us. Eventually, if a single kingdom falls, those beasts can focus on one or all three even more. Then what? You’re back to the same problem as before.”

Sighing, Francis nodded. It all made sense. He had been bashing his way through whatever stood before him and hearing the truth of how long this conflict would take sapped some of the joy out of acquiring those two new skills.

“Don’t be sad,” Stenson said. “Use this as another log in the fire inside you, Son. Know that if you… When you help defeat this threat for all the kingdoms, your name will be written down forever. Who knows what else you might achieve along the way.”

“But what if I finally defeat this one side and we can’t beat the other?” Francis asked, his soul feeling a momentary pang of despair. “I just keep dying and trying? Even if it takes a thousand deaths? Five thousand? Is there a way to stop this loop from happening?”

Stenson shrugged.

“I’ve been fighting the same battle for a year now. Sure, it changes each time we go out and fight, but the truth is that life often repeats itself over and over. We live for the good moments and you, Francis, get to have more than anyone else. Maybe one day you’ll find a way to end the loops. I personally pray it doesn’t happen till you find the path that allows you to keep your brother safe and help defeat our enemies. But returning to the previous point, how did it feel when you got the Magic Resist skill?”

Francis closed his eyes, took a deep breath and then grinned, remembering how pumped he was at seeing the notification. “Yeah…” He said, trying to accept that Stenson couldn’t answer all of his questions. “I get it. As for what it felt like… it was amazing.”

“And the Strong Bones or Pain Resistance?” Stenson asked.

Francis chuckled. “I get it… I do. Unlike everyone else, including you, I’m getting to enjoy moments most will never experience or hope to. Sure, there are some really painful and bad moments. Yet knowing I get to come back, attempt it again, all while trying to find a way to save Michael… I hear what you’re saying. So now what?”

The older man rubbed his chin and then grinned.

“Why don’t you go kill something?” Stenson said. “Take a quick break and just go wreak havoc in the enemy army. Shoot, you really want to have fun? I’ll get you outfitted and you can go before the first line of troops and approach an army alone!”

Francis coughed and saw that the general wasn’t joking. “For real? You want me to go out first? Without anyone else?”

“Want? Part of me does and part of me doesn’t. But ask yourself, Francis. Why not try? Imagine how much fun it will be the next time we talk after you die and you tell me how much I was either an idiot or a genius. Best of all you get a break from what you’re dealing with now. There’s a voice inside me that also wants me to tell you to try choosing a different path, maybe for a few deaths. If you really wanted it, I could write a letter to the Spires, where all you do is craft. It’s going to cause problems no matter what I send you over there for, but at least you could try something different.”

“Well, I have been kind of itching to kill something,” Francis said, grinning. “Besides Derrek and my father.”

Stenson roared with laughter. “Maybe that will help diminish that rage a little. So tell me, what do you want to do, Francis? Return to the Spires or go kill some beasts?”

Francis didn’t have to think about it. “Just as long as I get some good armor and a weapon, I’ll gladly go face the enemy alone.”

The older man nodded and motioned to the tent flap. “Come, let’s get you outfitted for a little fun.”

            

    
        Chapter 64

    
    
    
    
                “Just stay back,” Francis said for the tenth time. “Do not follow me, understand?”

Every warrior nearest to him seemed confused. They blinked constantly, many of them struggling to move, only pressed forward by the wall of troops behind. Further along the line of warriors, Francis could see grown men and others closer to his age urinating themselves as they gazed across the open grass at the large bull-kins that roared. Francis’ presence had calmed a few of those near him, but most were shaking in their armor.

“But… there’s… so many,” one said, his voice trembling with every word.

“There are,” Francis shouted. “But I’m going to help lower their numbers. Just stay in line and practice what you were taught. I’ll do what I can to thin out their ranks.”

“Why… why rush to your death?” another called out.

Francis turned and stared at the men, who realized their perilous position. Their eyes showed the fear each of them had. Turning meant dying to their allies. Going forward meant their families would earn something for their sacrifice and, hopefully, live if this foe was defeated.

“Death comes to all of us,” Francis shouted. “I don’t fear it because I know that what I am doing means others will get a chance to live!”

He pointed his finger toward the back of the human army.

“My brother is back there. He is like you. No one but me believes he is special. I do this so he can live,” Francis roared, pounding his chest. “My love for him is what has led me to stand here before you all today. Focus on who you love and hold it tight. Let that be the fire which burns in your chest, pushing away the fear that threatens to crush you.”

A few cheers came and then more as Francis drew his sword and waved it.

“Wait for the orders of the King to attack! My time has come!”

Francis turned, jogging toward the enemy, as a small group of men started a cheer that spread across their side of the battlefield.

It warmed his own heart while also filling him with a sense of purpose.

Before Francis, the line of beasts stretched in both directions, fading off near the forest's edges.

His approach sparked a few roars, and Francis shouted back at them, waving his sword before banging his shield.

Soon, he was only about a hundred yards away, and Francis saw a shape pushing through the first two lines. A bull-kin, a few feet taller, wearing leather armor of some kind. It slammed the club it carried in each hand into the ground, sending up a cloud of dust, while mooing, it mooed at Francis.

Laughing, Francis sprinted forward, watching his new opponent do the same. The beast had a weird gallop, but bull-kin picked up speed with each stride. In seconds, Francis and the bull-kin clashed, and he didn’t hold back.

The beast swung the man-sized club in its left hand at him, and Francis darted to the right, avoiding the blow and hacked at its knee.

[ Power Strike ]

The joint was severed as his blade tore through it all: armor, hide, flesh, and bone, severing the leg and sending the beast toppling to the soil.

The bull-kin rolled, wooden weapons bouncing along the dirt as it tried to react and get up but it was too late. Francis was the predator, moving with the speed his improved Agility gave him, lunging toward the fallen creature. Francis swung for the arm that was trying to steady the beast.

[ Power Strike ]

Once again, his new sword, combined with his power and strength, was too much for this bull-kin. With an arm missing right above the elbow and half a leg gone, it fell snout-first into the ground.

Francis’ blade thrust forward. He focused on the things Lucan had taught him.

None of the attacks he sent were as strong as they could be, but Francis repeatedly pierced the creature's side and neck as quickly as possible.

Blood ran into the soil, and the bull-kin attempts to stop Francis’ attacks were futile.

Less than a minute after the fight had started, the bull-kin breathed its last breath, and Francis wiped the blade on its armor, turning to face the horde before him.

He roared, shouting at them, and banged his shield again.

The men he had left behind cheered. A flood of power washed over him, making his skin tingle with excitement.

Some of the beasts answered his challenge. Francis didn’t wait to see what might come next, claiming a chance to fight him.

Like an arrow, Francis shot forward, reaching the standing line of bull-kin, hacking and chopping off legs and outstretched arms.

They weren’t exceptionally fast but the blows Francis deflected and parried left no doubt he didn’t want to get into an extended brawling fight with them.

Dozens of bull-kin lay on the ground, mooing and crying out, unable to stand from the injuries he had inflicted.

More beasts came at him and Francis howled like a crazy person.

Stenson was right! I needed this!

Francis focused on fast attacks, trying to strike and injure, rather than looking to kill, but just main. He used Power Strike only when he had to, clearing a space from the horde that pressed against him. Minutes passed and the cacophony of mooing sounded like the greatest song Francis had ever created.

Wolf-kin and cat-kin suddenly appeared before him, Francis’ charged had pushed deep enough into through the first lines of the beasts that no more bull-kin came at him.

A message popped up and Francis smiled.

[ Swordsmanship Increased - 54 ]

It had been a while since Francis had earned a point, and he would gladly take it. Each swing of his sword, every thrust was a chance to get stronger.

The beasts weren’t a match for him now, even as they pressed upon him, surrounding him. Claws did nothing but draw small cuts when they pierced the armor Francis wore. Any beast that lunged forward with their jaws open, hoping to take a bite, pulled away, missing their head.

Animal parts littered the ground as Francis shouted and laughed. Lucan’s instructions were the only things on his mind.

Be fast… Be faster!

Francis’ sword glinted in the morning light, sending blood with every strike. He stuck to his plan, not going for kills unless it was required. All Francis needed to do was train and work out the frustration inside.

The ground shook and a roar came from the kingdom's army.

Beastkin began ignoring him, moving forward, headed toward the rushing army.

Those who got too close to Francis quickly found themselves out of the fight.

Movement came from the corner of his vision, and Francis spun, his shield deflecting the blades sent his way. Two roars sounded and he paused, seeing a pair of female catkin approaching him.

Each seemed taller than the one he remembered and for a moment, Francis hesitated, dodging, blocking and parrying the daggers they both sent. As one of the female cat-kins began to split, working to surround him on two sides.

That’s new…

Getting attacked on two sides by beasts like these wasn’t a good idea, so Francis feinted right and went left–using the horde of standard cat-kins and wolf-kins, trying to stay out of this fight–shields and victims. Every dagger that they threw at Francis was avoided or blocked, and the one he had charged seemed to realize Francis was stronger than it had expected.

Her attempts at fleeing failed, and even when she roared–a few of the beastkin near her tried to assist her escape–all fell to his sword. Francis ran her down and took off her head, ending the beast's life in a single strike.

Francis spun, searching for the other one, spotting it running away, vanishing into the horde of beastkin.

Roaring, Francis turned his frustration upon all the beasts near him, continuing his slaughter of creatures until a roar he recognized sounded. Once again, the mass of fur shifted away from him and a rhino-kin appeared.

Francis sighed, seeing that the creature was similar to the one he had killed so many times.

Motioning at the beast with his weapon, Francis waited for it to charge, wanting to try a different style this time.

The rhino-kin’s horn ground against his shield as Francis blocked the attack, shifting his weight and absorbing the blow.

[ Shield Increased - 40 ]

Ignoring that notification, Francis went to work, his sword darting forward, creating puncture wounds as the rhino-kin turned and stood.

Francis dodged each swing of its leathery hand, lashing out and adding another injury to the creature.

Minutes passed and the beast began to slow, its front half and side riddled with hundreds of cuts.

The last few attacks the rhino-kin attempted held no power and no speed. Like a drunk swaying in the street as they walked, the rhino-kin staggered until its body finally gave out and it fell.

The beast was still alive, its chest rising and falling. Francis howled as he thrust his sword into the glossy eye that stared at him.

One last shiver came before it lay still and Francis turned, roaring at the army before him.

He realized there was a wider circle than usual around him and as soon as his opponent was dead, the roar, the one he would never forget, came from deep in the army.

Multiple other roars seemed to echo down through the beasts from different directions and Francis glanced around, realizing he had moved deeper than he had expected. Most of this army hadn’t moved out. If he had to guess by the spells he occasionally saw striking in the beastkin forces, they had yet to advance to the point of the seventh line of attackers his brother and he had been part of.

Laughing, he shouted, looking for what was to come. A few more moments passed before another beast came forward, one he had never faced.

The snake rose as it slithered toward him, and he froze.

Not from fear but from how it looked.

It stood easily nine feet tall, even when upon its tail and lower section, it had a thick upper body with muscles and arms Derrek would envy, covered in iridescent scales that changed colors. Two eyes, which were pitch black yet spoke of intelligence, stared at him as a tongue forked out from the elongated mouth, two large fangs protruding from the top. Its hands clenched and unclenched, and its clawed fingers seemed ready to gut him.

And then Francis almost crapped himself.

“Who dares challenge me?” it asked.

Its voice sounded exactly like he imagined what a snake that could talk would, and Francis tried not to laugh as the thought ran through his brain that this wasn’t some joke.

“You can talk!” Francis exclaimed.

“Of course! Now then, tell me your name so I can write it under the place where your head will rest!”

Shaking the trophy the beast hoped to collect, Francis smiled, twirling his sword before pointing it at the creature.

“Not going to happen,” Francis said. He didn’t waste any more words, not wanting to risk getting attacked by another beast or having someone in the king’s army decide this was a good place to send a spell.

Running toward it, Francis saw it slither to the side, raising both hands, each of them glowing.

Oh crap!

He sensed magic coming at him, but it was a kind he had never felt before. It was different from the ones the kingdom's mages or healers used. It felt and seemed… raw.

Instead of an actual thread, it was more like a solid stream of pure power, like someone had shot a geyser of green liquid at him. Both the physical form of the spell as well as the stream of power raced toward Francis.

Holding his shield out, Francis tried to block as much of the murky green substance as possible. At the same time, Francis willed his body to fight against the magic.

A hot, wet, sticky liquid sprayed off his shield, seeping in through his armor, and immediately began to burn.

[ Poison Resistance Failed ]

[ Poison Resistance Failed ]

[ Poison Resistance Increased - 15 ]

[ Magic Resistance increased - 13 ]

Multiple notifications flashed in the corner of his vision past those, but Francis ignored them, hearing a cry come from the lizard as the flow of whatever spell it had been casting halted.

[ Magic Feedback Increased - 3 ]

Francis didn’t waste the opening; his body already resisting his desire to move. His muscles ached, and whatever kind of poison it was didn’t just cause them to stop working but also dissolve them.

The creature recovered as Francis swung, something white flashing from clawed fingers. His sword, instead of finding scales, struck a magical barrier that illuminated with each attack.

Over and over Francis swung his sword, thrusting and probing for a weak spot. He could sense how his body was already slowing down.

The pain was bearable as Pain Resistance mitigated so much of it, yet whatever kind of spell the snake had used for the initial attack, Francis knew time was his greatest enemy.

[ Deaths Dance Activated ]

Power began to surge within Francis, and he held back from showing it, not wanting to display it as the snake seemed to be smiling. Its fangs dripped a green liquid as it weaved around him, avoiding Francis’ weak strikes while sending out slashing attacks with its claws.

Francis’ sword kept striking the barrier the beast had summoned with its left arm, but it was unable to break or shatter it. Brute force wasn’t working, and he needed to save his skill until the right time, waiting for the final moments of Deaths Dance. Francis knew this fight would be the first of many against this creature and he wanted to find out what might work for future loops.

He thrust upward, downward, and at the snake's side. Every time Francis attacked, the snake moved its hand, the magical shield stopping his strike.

Power continued to swell within and Francis knew he was reaching the last third of his lifeforce. While he never knew how much damage he could truly sustain, being tortured by his sister had given him a good reference point for when Oidrun had called for heals.

The snake seemed to be purring as it hissed, and Francis pounced when its guard appeared to be down.

After blocking it blocked an attack, Francis drove his shield upward and forward, using all the strength his ability granted as death drew near.

[ Power Strike ]

At the same time, Francis thrust downward, trying to get past the barrier, willing himself to be faster. The magical barrier shimmered as the creature blocked his sword, but it took his shield bash to its chest.

Scales shattered upon impact, and green liquid oozed from the wound.

Francis had shown his trump card, and those black eyes widened, its right fingers starting to glow again.

Roaring, Francis repeated the same thing, slamming his shield forward again, thrusting with his sword.

[ Power Strike ]

This time, the beast blocked Francis’ shield with its barrier and a loud crack came as the magical protection seemed to flicker. Francis’ sword struck true, impaling the snake in part of its lower body, sinking a few inches before the creature twisted away.

[ New Skill - Quick Attack - 1 ]

Francis wanted to laugh, and yet he couldn’t.

Another blast of the green liquid erupted from the snake's right hand and Francis didn’t have the health to survive it. His combination attack had left his shield out of position, yet even with death just seconds away, Francis pushed with everything in his being.

He knew why he was doing this. Francis was absolutely certain Stenson knew a moment like this would come. Not necessarily against this snake creature, but that Francis would be forced to accept death. Both Francis and the general knew he would go down fighting with everything he had.

Before Francis took the magical blast of green liquid to his face, he growled. “I’m going to kill you.”

[ Power Strike ]

[ Quick Attack ]

Francis’ blade darted down and then came upward as the snake moved its fingers to deflect his attack. Somehow, the skill allowed Francis to change everything about the attack, shifting his hips, torso, and arm. It wasn’t just a simple feint, but a true transformation of Francis’ entire being and approach.

The blade drove deep into the snake's chest, sliding between scales and sinking halfway in.

Both of them screamed before Francis’ world went dark.

            

    
        Chapter 65

    
    
    
    
                The sound of the morning bell rang.

"It's earlier than usual," Michael grunted as he sat up. "What gives?"

Sitting up, Francis chuckled. “It’s Phillip. One never knows what he’s going to have us do.”

“That’s for sure… let’s get dressed, I don’t want to be last,” his brother replied.

Francis nodded, anxious to see what waited for him on the other side of the battlefield.

[ Quick Attack ( Uncommon ) - This skill is an activatable ability that speeds up the attack while also altering its path. It can be used in any form of melee attack. The damage and power behind the attack is reduced by .5 the normal output. Utilizing the ability drains a portion of the user's stamina and the cooldown is based upon the skill rank as well as the user's physical ability. As the rank increases, the damage reduction will decrease. Skill does not protect the item used or the physical body from injury when attacking. ]

***

Francis roared, ripping his sword from the snake’s scales, driving it repeatedly into its chest, and glancing around at all the beasts staring at him.

I can’t believe it took two hundred and forty-eight deaths just to defeat this one beast... 

Four deaths prior, his Perception had increased to a twenty-six, and everything changed. The only disadvantage to that increase in perception was the horrible death he experienced when his senses overloaded and the snake-kin ripped his head off.

Francis had convinced Stenson he needed to do this. The old man had agreed, still seemingly amazed at how much Francis had progressed.

Even now, with his stats, there was no way Francis could have achieved this growth in the Spires without long, drawn-out weeks, if he could stay alive there. Here, he had a place that didn’t care about what his birth order was.

All they wanted to do was kill him.

And all Francis wanted to do was get stronger by grinding himself to death against the horde.

(Stats aren’t potentially fully updated till later, just knowing they’ll go here)


[ Status ]

Francis Lancaster

Age 17

Strength: 31

Endurance: 33

Agility: 31

Wisdom: 19

Perception: 26

Magic: 10

Skills

Swordsmanship (Common) - 59 Advanced

Shield Use (Common) - 46 Advanced

Tracking (Uncommon) - 10 Basic

Stealth (Uncommon) - 11 Novice

Traps (Uncommon) - 3 Basic

Rock Throwing (Common) - 7 Basic

Mental Resist ( Uncommon ) - 38 Proficient 

Blood of the Undying ( Unknown )- 100+ Sage

Fast Learner (Epic) - 1 Basic (Locked)

Horseback Riding (Common)- 11 Novice

Horseback Handling (Uncommon) - 6 Basic 

Mace (Common)- 11 Novice

Pain Resistance (Uncommon) - 41 Advanced

Poison Resistance (Rare) - 33 Proficient

Power Strike (Rare) - 28 Proficient

Brawling (Uncommon) - 31 Proficient

Strong Bones (Rare) - 34 Proficient

Death’s Dance (Epic) 13 Novice

Magic Resistance (Rare) 29 - Proficient

Magic Feedback (Legendary) - 8 Basic

Quick Attack (Uncommon) - 19 Novice

 

 

Death's Dance was barely adding only the slightest amount of strength, as the poison magic the snake had used had lost most of its potency due to his Magical Resistance. Every chance Francis had in all these loops, he used Quick Attack and Power Strike whenever he sensed it was possible.

Francis’s body had grown stronger, and his skills had reached ranks that even the general didn’t want to admit were absurd for his age.

Pushing those thoughts aside, Francis yanked his weapon free, flicking the blade to the side and sending out a wave of green blood.

Another roar came moments later from deeper in the enemy lines, and a figure Francis had wondered if he would face again stepped forward.

An armored rhino-kin emerged from the edges of the gathered beasts that had watched him kill the snake.

This one felt different than the one off to the left where Francis normally fought, but it didn’t matter. It was still a foe he wanted to test himself against.

A foe he needed to learn to overcome.

The rhino-kins' steps thundered as it moved toward him, getting down on all fours and charging.

Francis moved a few steps away from the snake’s corpse. He smiled, set his legs and prepared for the new challenge. As the beast drew close Francis took a step forward, pivoted and threw his shield at the incoming rhino-kin.

[ Power Strike ]

It snapped forward, spinning with a force Francis had learned a hundred deaths or so ago having fought against the serpent. The rhino-kin moved slightly to the side, somehow seeming to sense the momentum and danger.

Francis continued his turn as the shield came off his hands, dashing behind the spinning metal disc and shifting to the side, away from the beast.

The rhino-kin didn’t grunt or seem to complain as the shield bounced off the thick hide along its shoulder, yet the impact caused it to stumble slightly to the right.

Francis was there, just a second afterward and as the creature tried to swing that deadly horn toward him, he dodged and struck.

[ Power Strike ]

[ Quick Attack ]

Francis’ sword cut the beast along the side, slicing through the tough hide and destroying one of the leather straps holding its armor.

That attack elicited a noise, the rhino-kin roaring as it skidded to a halt and quickly rose to its back legs.

Francis struck again and again, using all of his skills on the beast’s haunches, rolling and dodging the fist that came downward at him. The rhino-kin’s fist sent out a spray of dirt, creating a hole from the impact.

Francis played for its back, attacking the area that wasn’t as protected as the rest of the beast's body. He tracked the movements of the rhino-kin, reacting to how it shifted and moved, eyes tracking everything he could as his sword pierced and carved off flesh.

The beast bellowed at him, a different one than the usual roars of anger. These sounded like the rhino-kin was in pain.

Francis continued his assault until he suddenly felt pressure from behind, pain radiating through his core, and stumbled forward.

Glancing down, Francis saw an arrow as thick as his arm protruding from his chest. It had multiple barbs and looked to be made entirely of metal.

Death's Dance roared within him, telling him the end of this loop was just a few steps away.

He turned his head, trying to see where the attack had come from, yet all he saw a grey fist coming down at him.

“Fu–”

The sound of the morning bell rang.

"It's earlier than usual," Michael grunted as he sat up. "What gives?"

***

“So… you found an archer of some sort,” Stenson said, drumming his fingers on the table beside his chair.

Francis nodded and sighed. “I wouldn’t say I found it. Rather, I’d say it found me.”

The older man chuckled and bobbed his head. “Still, your growth is… exceptional. A twenty-six in perception is something few will ever achieve. That Fast Learner skill is paying off tremendously.”

“You say that way every time,” Francis replied. “I mean, I realize you don’t know it, but it’s just something I come to expect.”

“Well, forgive me for not being able to remember anything between your deaths.”

“And there’s that one too.”

Stenson shook his head and frowned. “Are you being playful or disrespectful?”

Pretending to look off into the distance and have to consider it, Francis turned and winked, knowing how this conversation would end.

“Playful. Once I said something disrespectful and that path wasn’t a good one for either of us.”

“Well, I have to admit I am a rather smart man,” Stenson replied. “I mean, according to everything you say I say. Still, I’m assuming this is when you want advice?”

“Maybe… I’m not sure. Something happened in that fight and I think I might have been able to defeat that rhino-kin if nothing interfered but I’m also wondering why something did. Never before has a creature done that. Even when you managed to defeat that one tiger-kin, everything else remained in place. Why would something break a code I thought they lived by?”

“A warrior's code for one isn’t for another,” Stenson said. “Would you sit back and let your brother be killed in a fight between him and someone else or something else?”

“No,” Francis scoffed.

“Even if it appeared both he and his opponent desired that?”

“Hell no. He’s…” Francis stopped his reply and sighed. “I get it. So something didn’t want to watch me kill another one of its kind. Still, that makes me wonder what the hell we’re going to do. How do you defeat a creature you can’t…”

He paused, shook his head, and then snorted.

“What, what are you thinking?” Stenson asked, leaning forward on his chair.

“Give me a second. I’m remembering all my deaths,” Francis replied.

Every time I changed something, it didn’t matter if it was a slightly different thing I did or a major one. Some words meant a helmet, while other words meant not getting it. But the outcome of the battle seems to be consistent. The same creatures, same attack and spell patterns… but what if…

Francis paused, realizing his new Perception was providing him with the ability to recall things like never before.

“I have a question,” Francis said. “Let’s pretend every fight I did was exactly the same. I mean, I know it feels like it would be impossible to always take the same exact steps, or make every thrust and swing of my sword just like the life before, but what if I could and did? Would that mean that whatever beast just killed me would do so again? Would it fire at the same spot and place? Could I time it? If I know when it’s coming, could I dodge the arrow?”

Francis watched as Stenson’s eyes did what his sisters did when thinking. The older man’s lips bunched up and relaxed for a few moments.

“My answer would be yes, but we’re talking about countless deaths. You’re at the cusp of something and I imagine I’ve probably wondered when you would achieve it. Those last few deaths, what is different when you fight?”

Francis smiled at the older man and knew immediately where he was going with that question.

“I can see the flow of battle better and react differently. Their attack patterns, movements, everything. It’s almost like I can expect or know where they will go.”

“That is because you’ve reached a point where one’s mind evolves,” Stenson stated. “It’s rumored that at higher levels, someone can recall everything perfectly. Every smell, taste, image, and book they have read. For you… I’m not sure how your mind could handle so much to remember but again, I understand what you want to attempt. To do that would be… madness. What if it took a thousand or ten thousand tries? All for what? Seeing what attacked you? I’m not certain that would be worth the potential mental distress, even with potential skills and stats you might gain.”

Francis couldn’t help but frown because he thought the idea made sense. He also understood that the general might be right.

Maybe another time… I suppose I would skip mentioning this to him if I were to try that path.

“So we’re back to the same question as always,” Francis said. “If that’s the case, I want to try something different this time.”

The older man chuckled as he did between every death. “And what pray tell is that?”

“I’m going to go out there with just a shield and a sword.”

“That’s not a big deal. I mean, are you taking something else, usually we haven’t discussed?”

“No, I mean no armor. Just clothes.”

“Why… oh… you’re trying to get another skill. Guarded Stance?”

“Yes, but maybe another one as well,” Francis replied.

“Which is?” Stenson asked.

Francis laughed and just smiled. “I think I’m getting really close to getting Riposte as well.”

“Jaegers balls… I mean… forgive me, that was not…” Stenson stopped his apology as Francis burst out in a belly laugh. “I’ve cursed before, haven’t I?”

Blinking back tears, Francis nodded, laughing harder as the older man scowled.

“Forgive me, son. I am going to wager you sometimes bring out the worst in me.”

“It’s okay… I… always laugh… this hard,” Francis replied.

***

[ New Skill - Guarded Stance ]

“YES!”

Francis’s shout seemed to make the beastkin he was fighting hesitate momentarily.

Laughing, Francis just stood there, buck naked, holding just a shield and a sword, dancing between the four creatures trying to kill him.

Cuts and scratches covered his body and Francis had found out after the first death it was better to fight naked. Clothes presented potential tripping hazards when one's pants fell down around their ankles.

Still, he planned to fight until the spell came, experiencing the death of the black sheet and taking the added gift of Magic Resistance each time.

“Hey, you, fall back!” a voice called out.

Francis shook his head as the first group of advanced soldiers reached him. He didn’t even glance at them, knowing it was the same red-haired one from last time. Normally, the man’s distraction caused Francis to get cut, but with his new ability, he avoided the claws that came for his side.

“I’m fine, just focus on the other one’s! Plenty for everyone!” Francis yelled.

Shouts and the sound of combat grew louder as a line of troops reached him. The previous three times one had actually tried to pull him back, stating he had earned his gold, but Francis had resisted, easily breaking free of the soldier’s grasp. Choosing to change things up a little bit, Francis fell back some.

“When the horn sounds, obey the orders!” Francis shouted. “I’ll be fine!”

Four men moved to join Francis’ side, cutting down the creatures that attacked and moving to help drive back the beasts he was facing.

“I’m fine I told you!” Francis called out. “Stop! I’m training skills!”

“What the hell are you saying?!” the warrior shouted. “This is a battle boy! Not some–”

The red-headed warrior stopped talking as he always, a trio of catkin overwhelming the solider because he was too focused on Francis and not the battle. The beasts quickly moved to attack another warrior.

More animals came and Francis did his best, always blocking and parrying, only attacking after he had blocked or parried an attack. In his mind Francis could see it now. There were threads he had never noticed until recently. There was a small one attached to every creature he faced.

How their legs moved or hips turned. If you tied a string to it, they would always pull or push in a way that was expected.

Francis’ fights had turned into him watching the movements and reacting. He was faster than these creatures and instead of driving deeper into the enemy lines, Francis shifted sideways, removing more of the beasts that were nearby.

Spells started to rain down upon him now, and Francis knew it was time to go if he wanted to wait for the next part.

[ Power Strike ]

[ Quick Attack ]

All catkins around him were dead in seconds, and Francis turned to the right.

“Shift or get hit by a spell!” Francis shouted.

None of the warriors listened. They never did, yet Francis cut down the beasts in his way, getting about a hundred yards before a massive rain of fire filled the area where he had been standing.

Glancing at the troops approaching his position, Francis sighed, judging from the distance and his own position.

Still haven’t gotten the other skill… maybe next time.

As the enemies began to back up, Francis pressed into them, forcing some to stay and endure the same pain he knew was coming. He watched as the black sheet of death began to form from the back of the enemy army. It moved quickly, washing over the battlefield and darkening the sky.

Screams came from every man and beast around him as the magic assaulted them.

Francis’ skin burned, and try as he might to fight against it, he couldn’t.

It was like being dropped into the middle of a frozen lake with dozens of heavy stones tied around your ankles. He might get one or two off but he’d drown before escaping. Whatever spell this was ate his flesh like water washing away blood on stone.

Still, Francis embraced it, content to have gained one of the skills he wanted.

[ Guarded Stance ( Uncommon ) - The user gains the ability to enter a defensive stance for ten seconds, which mitigates physical damage done by 25%. The stance will cause the user’s body to harden, improving natural resistances and other abilities by a small percentage. As the skill rank improves, the length as well as the mitigation bonus will increase. Each use drains a small portion of the user's endurance. ]

            

    
        Chapter 66

    
    
    
    
                [ New Skill - Riposte ]

“Finally!” he shouted.

Francis activated the skill immediately as a catkin attacked, claws coming at him.

A thread began to appear as the long nails came at Francis, and his mind followed their path, reacting to it. He parried and blocked both claws, his blade shifting the beast’s hand out of position. Francis’s hips drove forward, thrusting his sword into its neck, almost cutting its head off.

Without missing a beat, Francis weaved and dodged, watching and waiting for the same thing to happen again.

He could see the tiny threads more often as attacks came, but there was more to it than simply noticing them. Francis focused on an incoming attack, weaving around the thread, adjusting its pattern with his sword, and ending the life of another beastkin.

[ Riposte Increased - 2 ]

Like a madman, Francis stood there, surrounded by half a dozen animals, twisting and turning, adding more bodies to the blood-drenched ground. All around him was a tapestry of death.

It was beautiful and scary at the same time.

Do Stenson and Kels see fights like this? I’ll need to ask.

[ Riposte ( Rare ) - This skill is an activatable ability when engaged in melee combat. The user can parry an incoming attack and then immediately return their own melee attack. The skill uses a small amount of endurance with each use. As the rank of the ability increases, the number of times in a row it can be used, as well as some additional damage, will increase. ]

Lost in that thought and reading the description, Francis changed his original plans, knowing that in a minute or two, the advanced warriors would once again reach him, signaling the spell to come.

Spinning like a top, he cut down the wolf-kin behind him and ran as fast as he could, slaying the beasts he approached from behind, carving a path to the kingdom’s army.

“What are–”

He didn’t listen, running past the line of warriors that would die soon, seeing the look of shock on their faces as he emerged from the horde of beastkin, killing two catkin before their lines collided.

“Good luck!” Francis shouted as he weaved between the men. He knew it didn’t matter if he killed more of the beasts. Even if more of these men survived until the advanced warriors reached them, the death spell would claim them all.

And so he raced toward the advanced line, ignoring the cheers and calls that came from those who saw him. A few shouted for Francis to stop, while others told him to seek out healing.

I guess I do look like a man about to die.

Most of Francis’ skin was covered in blood. The good news was that a large majority of it wasn’t his. His endurance had made bleeding out harder, his body clotting the wounds faster.

Up ahead, he could make out the man he was looking for.

His blond hair was hidden under a helmet but Francis recognized the armor and the group of cavalry that Kels was riding with.

“Knight Kels!”

“Who goes there?!” one of the other warriors shouted, moving his horse between the man he sought.

“Get out of my way!” Francis shouted, trying to sidestep the warrior’s horse. “I’m the sage!”

“Piss off, you’re a cow–” the same warrior started.

“Let him through!” Kels’s voice rang out, stopping the man and his horse immediately. Francis could hear the chastised warrior grunting as he continued on.

“Sage Francis? Is… how?” Kels stuttered for a second. “How do you know–”

“Where I am? I’m the sage, remember?” he replied with a grin. “Can I borrow one of your healers, and then, if you’ll excuse me, I need to find General Stenson and have a talk.”

“But… I mean, yes, of course!” the knight exclaimed.

After a set of whistles, a healer came forward, the man's eyes widening as he approached.

“Heal him,” Kels ordered.

The healer nodded and Francis smiled as he studied the one who had trained him in camp so many deaths ago.

“When this is over, you and I need a minute or two in your tent,” Francis said. “I’d like to test myself against you.”

Some of the warriors nearby scoffed, but that grin Francis knew far too well appeared on the knight's face.

“I would be honored to see what kind of warrior you are,” Kels replied. “Any man who can wade into the battle as you have, naked and with nothing more than a sword and shield and return as you did, has earned that honor.”

Francis chuckled, then paused, focusing on the words he had just heard. “Uh… can I borrow some clothes?”

“Here,” the healer said, beginning to pull his robe over his head. “You can have this.”

Taking the yellow robe, Francis set his weapon and shield down before slipping it over him. It felt tight against his skin and seeing the healer standing there in just a standard undershirt and pants made him wince.

“Uh… I’m sorry… you–”

“It is an honor,” the man replied, bowing slightly. “To know I healed and clothed the Sage is worth far more than a robe that makes me a target on the battlefield.”

Francis and a few of the other men chuckled as the healer returned to his original location.

“Alright, I need to go,” Francis said as a horn blew and the warriors around him began to regain their formation. “Don’t push too far. Stenson told you about what will come, correct?”

Kels nodded, his smile fading as his lips tightened.

“He did. Again, I am grateful for your gift, Sage Francis. I look forward to when you summon me and we cross blades.”

Waving, Francis retrieved his sword and then took off running. He had to pull the robe up with one hand to his waist to prevent it from ripping. The outfit was obviously not designed for the speed he moved at. The looks Francis got as one hand exposed his blood-covered skin and the other held a sword made him laugh, turning the scene he was making even worse.

As Francis approached the stage where the King and the others were, a pair of guards got in his way, drawing their weapons, and prevented him from passing.

“Halt! Lower your weapon and identify yourself!” one guard shouted.

Dropping his cloak and thrusting the sword into the dirt, Francis held up both hands.

“I’m the Sage. Sage Francis. I need to speak with the General.”

A few more guards arrived and the pair that had stopped him glanced at each other and then at him.

“How can you prove you are who you say you are?” the same guard asked.

Francis knew these guards were the best in the army. The love of battle had him wondering if he could hold his own against one of these warriors, but he didn’t want to end up dying and having to restart this loop if he could avoid it.

“I’m buck naked under this robe which belongs to a healer,” Francis said. “I went out before the army’s first call and killed hundreds of those beasts and now have returned after seeing Knight Kels and being healed. In all this, I’ve told the King and the General of the plans and for what comes next.

“I entered the tent with Captain Vella alone last night,” he continued. “She summoned her father, the General and Nehemiah who came and verified that I have the rank I claim. Now I–”

“Forgive me,” the guard who had last spoken said, putting away his weapon. “You give enough details that most would never know, and from the blood that I saw as you ran here… it is obvious you have been fighting. Please follow me, and I shall take you to the General, but if you would, leave the sword here.”

“That’s fine, just make sure it’s returned to Stenson… I mean the General. He gave it to me from his personal collection.”

A few men grunted at those last words, and then the one Francis spoke with nodded to those who had arrived. Each of them returned to their normal positions.

“If you would,” the guard said.

They moved quickly, covering the short distance to the stage where an older man with one arm was smiling at his approach.

“Sage Francis!” the king shouted. “You’re alive!”

“Just as I said I would be,” he yelled back. “Forgive me. What is about to happen is going to be painful to watch.”

Baxter’s eyes narrowed, those red eyes glowing like rubies as he nodded slowly.

Moving up the stairs, Francis bid the guard goodbye with a nod and approached the King, studying the looks all those gathered were giving him.

“So, there is no other path?” Baxter asked, hand raised to give the signal.

Part of him wanted to tell the king to heal during the spell but he had convinced Stenson that doing so was far worse. The truth was, Francis wondered what would come from this path. He would be alive, the army would be gravely injured and whatever came next would be new to him.

“No… I am sorry, my King. What comes next, I do not know.”

He saw it. Tendrils of magic were coming from Queen Auri. They were so faint and minute that he didn’t notice them until they touched him. As quickly as he could will it, Francis deactivated his Magic Feedback skill, not wanting to reveal that card just yet as he wasn’t sure what would come next.

The tendrils wrapped around him, like a warm blanket. They didn’t squeeze or inflict pain but somehow they moved with his heart.

King Baxter nodded a moment later and Francis tried to figure out how the man could tell he hadn’t lied.

Is there a signal? Or–

“Join me,” General Stenson said, interrupting his train of thought. “Let us see what the darkness you say is coming will look like.”

Francis moved quickly and stood near the older man and giving Stenson a single nod and a wink, getting a tiny head shake in return.

Seconds ticked by and Francis knew it was time.

“Sound the horn,” he said.

“But–” Stenson said.

“Sound it, save a few more lives,” Francis said.

The general nodded, Baxter dropped his hand, and horns blew.

As they sounded, the spell began to form, and the giant sheet of black death raced out from the enemy’s back line.

Gasps and mutters came from those behind him, but Francis was focused on the troops.

A few more… this will save a few more.

With the horn sounding right before the spell started, it looked like those who were near the farthest edges of the spot where the sheet would end might make it back. A large line of warriors would return home tonight if they moved fast enough.

Francis stood there, rising to his toes, clenching his teeth and wanting to pray to some god.

Stenson grunted and the spyglass Francis had used many times was held out before him.

“Thank you,” Francis whispered, lifting it to his eyes and peering through.

He could watch through the magical screen showing other areas of the battle, but what it was focused on was men who wouldn’t return. They would die, and he didn’t need to see that again. It was a memory that was forever locked in his brain, having seen it firsthand and experienced it himself multiple times.

“Faster… run faster,” Francis whispered.

Through the spyglass, he could see the advanced warriors running with everything they had. The horns sounded again, the call for retreat at full speed. A few stumbled, but a line that stretched the length of the battlefield moved.

With each stride the men took, they gained a chance as the shadow formed above, blotting out the sun and hiding the holes in the soil.

A few more men tripped, and Francis winced, knowing they wouldn’t make it.

“Come on…” Francis muttered. He almost jumped when a hand touched his shoulder. Lowering the spyglass for a second, he saw Stenson’s eyes locked upon the line he had been watching.

“Do they make it?” he whispered.

“I don’t know,” Francis replied.

A hush filled the platform as the sounds of an army racing for their lives echoed across the plain. Cries started to come as the sheet of darkness descended on those furthest back. The screams of beasts and men in such great numbers drowned out the sound of hooves and feet moving as fast as possible to escape death.

Francis held his breath, looked once more through the General’s borrowed item, and watched, waiting, and remembering.

The end of the sheet touched down and more cries came, but these were different from the ones moments ago.

Across the platform, those who had been watching the line of warriors race for their lives cheered.

Stenson’s grip on his shoulder felt like it might shatter his bones before it relaxed.

“Well done, Francis, well done,” the older man said, a single tear rolling down one of his cheeks. “You know what you just did?”

Amidst the noise of celebration, even though so many had died, he shook his head.

Stenson pulled him close, pressing his lips almost against his ear. “You gave hope when we had none, which is worth more than you realize. We'll face it together even if you don’t know what comes next. No matter what, I’m here to–”

Francis didn’t get to hear those words as a set of gigantic hands lifted him off the ground and pulled him free from the general’s embrace.

“Sage Francis! I… I had my doubts, but know I am grateful for far more than you can imagine!” Baxter exclaimed. “Now, let us pray the gods reveal what comes next. Just know, there is a place in my tent if you desire it.”

An icy glare came from everyone who had just been celebrating on the back edges of the platform. Gone were the smiles that had rejoiced in the saving of lives.

Now the real wolves on the battlefield watched him, sizing him up even more.

Gods this is going to get fun.

Francis nodded and the King set him down.

“I’ll pray about that,” he replied. “In the meantime, I know everyone here has things to do if we’re going to win this battle.”

A massive hand slammed into his shoulder as Baxter gave him a nod. “He’s right! Everyone, take care of your duties! We meet in my tent tonight to discuss our next plan. Go!”

People moved immediately, most giving a slight bow as they departed.

In moments, only five of the real players remained on the platform, and Francis cracked his neck, locking eyes with Priscilla, meeting her icy blue gaze.

“A wonderful turn of events indeed,” the woman said, slowly moving toward the stairs. “Sage Francis, I would enjoy a moment of your time later if you are willing.”

“I look forward to it,” he replied.

            

    
        Chapter 67

    
    
    
    
                “So… you weren’t lying,” Michael said, grinning like a fool.

Francis finished chewing the bite of food in his mouth and nodded at his brother. “Remember how I promised you what would happen with those two women and the life you would be living?”

“Well, yeah, but I mean who's to say this isn’t a dream?” his brother asked.

“Do you want me to kick you in the crotch and try to wake you up?” Francis replied.

His brother laughed and shook his head, waving his fork, which still held food waiting to be eaten. “No… please don’t, it’s sore enough down there already, but in a good way,” Michael replied. “I… I just can’t believe your stats and your skills are where they are. All that time we spent training and I’m still stuck in the basic and novice side for most things.”

And I’m still not telling you the real truth.

Part of him felt a little guilty at not sharing everything, but the other part had witnessed Michael singing like a bird when under the influence of magic. Francis wasn’t certain who in camp might have that ability, so he lied about his stats and skills. If someone did try to acquire knowledge that way, they would learn quickly they were not as prepared as they hoped. The early loops Michael had been the anchor that pulled back some of the memories he had lost. Each memory regained helped Francis hold on to who he was. The knowledge that the parasite or whatever it was had that ability to devour his own memories was a scary thing.

“Yeah, it’s crazy,” Francis replied. “Still, the General said he would keep you safe. I’m certain Bella and Lucy will continue to seek you out.”

“Well, of course,” Michael replied, motioning to himself. “Who wouldn’t want to keep coming back to this?”

Rolling his eyes, Francis continued to eat.

He wasn’t as hungry as he thought he might be. His endurance helped to minimize hunger, but the truth was he enjoyed eating. There had been far too many days when neither of them ate much, and nothing had ever tasted this good in the last six years. So he stuffed himself because he could and because it gave him some time to think while spending it with his brother.

“Any idea on what happens next?” Michael asked.

Francis shook his head, finishing off the last bite on his plate. “No. We’ll have to wait and see. Part of me thinks we should attack as soon as possible. The other part of me wants to see how long we have before they attack us.”

“Well, now that I’m officially a lover and not a fighter,” Michael sighed. “I guess I’ll leave that up to you and the rest of those people who make big decisions. I don’t think I can…”

His brother paused and Francis knew what he was thinking about having heard him mention it in a different loop.

“They’re gone,” Francis whispered. “Henry, Gregory, all of them. If I could have saved them, I would. I even asked Stenson and he said that removing our whole group would cause problems, not because of the loss of men and warriors but explaining why a certain group was absent. The worst part is I don’t know if them not being on the battlefield would cause something else to happen. Right now, I just need to focus on keeping as many things as I can consistent and perhaps later I’ll get a chance to save them.”

Michael bobbed his head a few times, staring at the food on his fork. He sighed and set it down. “Just makes me think about how crazy all this is. You and I… we would have been out there and dead like them.”

“But we’re not,” Francis said, tapping the table to get Michael’s attention. “Look at me. We’re not. No matter what happens, I’m going to ensure you live.”

“But I don’t always live. You already told me that.”

It was his turn to sigh and Francis shrugged. “That was also your idea, Michael. I’m caught in this vicious cycle. Save you, don’t get as strong. Abandon you, get stronger. Even now I’m… not strong enough to change things enough.”

“Please,” Michael snorted. “Somewhere on the other side of that battlefield is an army of beasts all telling nightmares about the naked man who slaughtered so many and ran off to fight again.”

Both of them laughed for a moment before Francis pushed his chair back and stood.

“I need to go. I’ve got some things to do.”

“Don’t mind me,” his brother said, stretching and groaning. “I’ll just sit here and experience what true living is. You go and save the world, alright?”

Giving his brother the middle finger, Francis made his way toward the tent flap, ready for what was about to come next.

As Francis left a pair of guards nodded at him.

Stenson really went overboard putting these men here. They aren’t lightweights like the ones outside Vella’s tent.

Francis moved through the camp, those who recognized him giving bows and he struggled with the sensation of having people fawning over him. Even after the time at the Spires, this was different. These were grown men, hardened by battle and yet they looked at him as some figure that inspired. Francis could see it in their eyes as each one nodded and acknowledged his presence.

There was a sense of pride that came with the realization of earned respect. The fawning of a few lesser nobles who looked past his birth order and recognized his power felt cheap. Francis didn’t believe those nobles had earned anything. Luck had placed them as one of the first three sons. Positions that had given them the chance to be where they were. Sure, they trained hard, but since the day they entered this world, their lives had been laid out to be in the Spires.

But these soldiers around Francis were not like them. Almost every one of the warriors present was born after the third. He knew some officers had a higher birth order, but the warriors still alive after yesterday's battle earned everything they had through blood, sweat and sacrifice.

They received a nod back and Francis held his head high. He made his way through the maze of tents, arriving at the one he knew held the next part of this loop.

Inside was Kels, shirtless once more, the man’s body moving through motions he recognized more every time. He could see the balance and flow as the knight bent low, weapon ready. A few seconds passed and then Kels moved, a flurry of upward and outward strikes moving so quickly, Francis wasn’t sure he could follow them all. Five rising and outward slashes, each flowing from the man’s wrists and elbows, with no threads visible, didn’t indicate which way the blade would go.

“Sage Francis, welcome,” Kels said.

Francis chuckled as the blond-haired man turned, flashing a smile before moving across the square section.

“The Way of the Shifting Seasons… very nicely done.”

Kels stopped his advance, eyes widening and blinking rapidly, locked upon him. “You… know of it or know it?”

Chuckling, Francis shook his head. “I wish I knew it, but alas, I do not. Still, you appear to have that one move down rather well. Stenson must be proud.”

A few coughs came as his training partner and teacher started walking again, head shaking slightly. “I… I wish I could say that I did, but the truth is I haven’t mastered that one technique yet. There are supposed to be seven strikes, and I cannot accomplish them all in the allotted time. Perhaps one day I will get it and then the General will grant me another lesson to spend hours practicing every day for years.”

“No one complains that you spend that much time practicing?” Francis asked, surprised to hear such a thing.

“My… position grants me some perks, but the truth is the General is far too kind and does not require me to do other tasks within the camp,” Kels replied, stepping outside the square training area and giving a slight bend of his neck. “He sponsored me to attend the Spires even though I come from a family that could not afford such a thing. So I dedicated my life to becoming what he wanted me to be.”

“And what is that?”

“You would have to ask him,” Kels said, grabbing a towel and wiping the sweat off his body. “Sometimes I think I know but that answer seems… beyond me. Still I do everything I can to pay back the debt I owe for the life Stenson has given me. Even if it means dying or training every person he sends my way.”

“Including Sages who run around the battlefield naked and covered in blood?” Francis asked.

The young man’s laughter filled the tent as he grinned. “My men were a little hesitant to allow you to approach but I couldn’t resist finding out if that was really you. The General told me what you were doing and I’ll admit it seemed… foolish, yet there you stood, buck naked, sword and shield in hand and covered in blood.”

“I do try to make an entrance.”

“And that you did. Now tell me, are you serious about wanting to test each other?”

“I am, though I suggest we send for Dawn and perhaps another healer? Even though I know I’ll probably lose, I’d rather not have you get in trouble for killing me.”

“A wise plan,” Kels replied. “Give me a moment to summon her.”

***

The sound of metal on metal filled the tent as their swords connected again and again.

Every time Francis felt he might land a blow, Kels showed his true potential. Only once had Francis landed a sneak attack using Riposte and Quick Attack simultaneously. Since then the knight didn’t hold back.

This bastard held back even when we dueled the first time. He was never in danger and just let me believe I was that good!

A smile never left the knight’s lips as they danced around the square, drops of blood falling from the cuts on Francis’ arms and legs. None were deep, just enough for him to know that had Kels wanted to injure him, it would have happened.

Every attack that came at Francis was so fast that by the time he sensed a thread the blade was upon him, unable to be diverted as they fought at his skill level.

Stenson’s eyes felt heavy upon his back, the older man having joined Dawn in coming to the tent.

“You’re not paying attention!” Kels called out.

Francis grunted as Kels’s sword darted forward, nicking his chest, drawing blood and pulling back before he could counterattack.

He breathed, maintaining his balance and tried to stop predicting attacks like Francis had the beastkin. His weapon skill was far above those animals and that was why he could easily read them.

Dozens of more cuts came and Francis endured them, waiting for it, praying it would come. Slowly but surely, his body was covered in blood, and Francis knew Stenson was waiting to see what happened when he got low enough.

Finally, Death’s Dance answered the call as his vitality dropped beyond the halfway point. Power surged through him, and Francis held back, trying not to tip his hand as he had done before against the beasts.

Kels’s eyes narrowed slightly, so Francis went for it, not yet revealing the power, but trying to keep the knight off guard.

[ Quick Attack ]

[ Power Strike ]

His sword’s path adjusted, yet the Knight’s blade intercepted the new path, forcing it away, allowing Kels to punch at him.

Francis blocked it and moved back, the dance continuing as the power swelled within.

When a third of his health remained, Francis went all out.

[ Power Strike ]

[ Quick Attack ]

Three times in a row, Francis activated Riposte, managing to stop Kels’s attempt to counter him, their blades grinding against each other. He could feel the force of the knight’s strength as they fought and just when Francis believed the third strike would land, Kels showed just a little more of his ability.

Francis’ sword twisted in his hand, from the strike that came, and then four quick strikes from the knight struck him in the chest, each one sinking deeper than before.

“Stop!” The general’s voice boomed throughout the tent, and Kels danced backward before Francis could react, bobbing his head but never lowering his sword.

“Fools,” Dawn muttered.

“Well done, well done! I’m unsure what ability you used, but the power added to those last three attacks was impressive!” Kels exclaimed. “For a moment, I’d almost think you advanced to the elite tier of sword play but I can tell you’re on the cusp. No wonder you were able to toy so easily with those beastkin.”

“And yet you’re still holding back, aren’t you?” Francis asked, waiting for the healing Dawn would provide.

“No more than when Stenson grants me a chance to experience what you just did,” the knight replied. “Trust me, I’ve used more of my true ability against you than I have in a while. You actually made me use a skill I rarely show.”

The general cleared his throat and both men nodded, driving their swords into the ground before turning toward the older man. “Francis… I am impressed. Your skills are exceptional.”

“Sage Francis would be a great candidate for the Spires but I’m not certain what they would teach him,” Kels said. “I don’t think I was near the same level as he is when I left.”

Stenson nodded slowly, biting just the tiniest part of his lip. “It is true. A few might teach him a couple more tricks, but you have an advantage Francis is unaware of,” the general replied.

Francis watched as both men stood there, neither saying a word.

“Alright, I’m done,” Dawn muttered. “I’ll be outside and you can call me in when you’re ready. It doesn’t take a genius to know you won’t talk in front of me.”

“You always were a smart one,” Kels said.

“Always with a kind word toward me. Some might think you like me,” the healer replied.

Francis and Stenson both laughed as the slightest hint of red ruined the knight’s perfect complexion.

            

    
        Chapter 68

    
    
    
    
                “Tell him,” Stenson said when only the three of them remained in the tent.

“Feels kind of wrong to share my secret but I won’t argue,” Kels sighed.

Francis watched as the young man took a deep breath and let it out, a serious expression replacing his constant cheerful one.

“I have a Legendary skill… it gives me a boost to everything I practice.”

“Just say the name,” Stenson said.

Kels snorted and shook his head. “If it weren’t you, I’d say something ugly but since it is… my skills name is Physical Fast Learner. I gain physical skills at five times the normal rate.”

“Holy….” Francis found himself unable to finish his comment, jaw hanging open as he stared at Kels.

He has the same skill that I have almost!

“That is how he has managed to become the warrior that he is,” Stenson said. “It is also why I do not risk him often. His potential is… greater than most. If the fool continues to obey and does not make some of the mistakes I did, he will surpass me long before his hair turns gray like mine did.”

“And then what, you’ll expect me to carry on your legacy?” Kels asked. “I mean, it’s bad enough everyone already thinks you’re training me to marry your daughter.”

The general blew a raspberry and then frowned. “You and I both know she would not agree to that.”

Francis watched as the pair chuckled and studied them, trying to figure out what he was missing, but neither man commented further.

“So in a hundred years, you’d be what?” Francis asked.

“He might be a grandmaster if he stays at it and we survive this war,” Stenson replied. “Still, to achieve that at his age is exceptional. I believe we have discussed how some individuals acquire skills that significantly alter the course of their lives. I found him doing things boys his age shouldn’t be able to. His father was very protective of him and after assuring the man I had no ill intentions, I enrolled him in the Spires.”

“And ever since that ill-fated day I’ve been labeled as this man’s protege,” Kels said. “Though it could be worse. I’d probably be the best woodworker in the kingdom by now otherwise.”

“How… how does one acquire a skill like that?” Francis asked, still having not shared the truth about him having a similar one.

“Fate, the gods, luck, no one knows,” Stenson replied. “Some are born with it. Our records and history indicate that it almost exclusively occurs in those born within the first three of a family. Perhaps there have been one or two outside those first three born within the past two thousand years.”

“And that’s why the first three are the only ones given a place in the kingdom,” Francis muttered.

“Perhaps you will change that,” Kels said. “For a ninth son to have what you do and to change the current path we are on in this war, it will send ripples through what some believe is a–”

“Stop.” Stenson’s tone and glare cut the knight off. “We both know what kind of problems will come if anyone catches a whisper of you speaking that way.”

“Why is it so bad to talk about?” Francis asked.

Both men remained silent and finally the general broke first. “The other kingdoms–”

“Don’t believe that, I know,” Francis finished.

For the briefest moment, an eyebrow rose before the older man’s face returned to its stony expression. “Ours is not like that. We have fought, bled, died and killed to keep a system which focuses on a few. If you wish to continue this discussion, we will need to return to my tent. There are stronger wards in place to prevent… prying ears from hearing things that shouldn’t be heard.”

“Well, I’m done here,” Francis said. “Besides having somewhere else to go, I’m not going to gain any more points in my skills.”

“And here I was hoping to have more fun,” Kels teased.

“Oh, to be young and have two arms,” Stenson said.

Francis and Kels looked at each other, neither laughing until the older man gave a slight grin.

***

“Sit, please,” Priscilla said, motioning to a chair near hers.

Francis moved toward the offered seat, his eyes studying the place the mage called her home on the battlefield. It was filled with luxurious rugs, paintings, multiple tables, and chairs. He could see there was another section tucked away behind more tent flaps.

A hint of smoke and the scent of incense filled the air, but Francis could also detect multiple threads of magic surrounding the tent, unlike any other he had been in.

This thing has way more wards and who knows what else than Stenson’s.

Pricilla sat in an ornate, padded chair with red fabric and what looked like green gems lining the outer edges before dark, black wood provided the frame. Francis’ chair was a little smaller and less ornate, featuring only silver and gold trim around the edge of the fabric, rather than gems.

“Drink?” she asked.

He shook his head as Priscilla motioned to the bottle near her half-filled crystal glass.

A pair of blue eyes sparked as she stared at him. She had a slight smile on her face that looked almost playful, but Francis knew it hid power and danger behind it.

She shrugged and picked up her cup, taking a drink and licking her lips with her tongue before setting the glass down.

“I wonder, Sage Francis, if you could tell me exactly when you acquired this gift from the gods you have.”

He felt the presence of something settling on his mind. There weren’t threads that he could see, just an overwhelming aura and force that tried to ply its way inside his head.

[ Mental Resist Successful ]

Her face didn’t react, but he did, leaning forward and shaking his head.

“Do you always try to use a spell on someone you’ve invited to visit?” Francis asked.

Slowly, Priscilla moved her head up and down. “Call it a test. Those who are worthy to be in here need to possess a certain level of power. It appears you do. Now then, will you answer my question?”

“I remember the day well,” Francis replied with a grin.

As he spoke tiny threads, similar to the ones he watched the queen use on the platform, except thicker and radiating more power, began to wrap around him.

Wanting to prove a point, he flared against it, fighting with his skill, watching as the mage winced, leaning back in her chair before scowling.

“The gods do not like it when you pry with something they have given,” Francis growled. “I would be careful of what you try to cast on me lest you find yourself on the wrong side of their favor.”

Both pupils flared with a magical power and Francis watched as the woman’s fingers twitched.

A standoff took place as he glared at her. The face Francis had practiced on Derrek many times was unwavering, and Pricilla looked like a predator, ready to pounce and attack.

“You… have a very nasty ability,” she said slowly. “For the gods to have granted you that and the other is… a sign of their favor.” Pricilla’s tone changed with those last five words, and the light in her eyes faded. “Forgive me, and may the gods forgive me as well. I have seen many attempts to rise to power, claiming things they are not worthy of. It would appear that you are.”

He waved his hand at her words. Leaning back in his chair, Francis studied her face and he believed it was the look of well-practiced penance. “So if you believe that, how does what you wanted to talk about change?”

Priscilla smiled and sat upright. “You seem very familiar with a game most don’t learn for many more years and even more alarming is that you are the ninth son. Landon would be… surprised to find out that such a thing has come from his bloodline so late in life. I wonder how your father would feel if it were your brother, Michael is it, who had your gifts.”

Francis’ hand gripped the wooden arm and for a moment, he wondered if it would snap under the force he held on with. “I wouldn’t worry about what my father thinks or use my brother as something to bargain with. Threats do not bode well with me, and I remember those foolish enough to do so.”

She scoffed and shook her head. “Do you realize who I am?”

Francis nodded, leaning forward, mimicking the smile he had seen his father wear whenever he was about to do something evil. “I would ask the same question, Priscilla Obsterano. Mage bound to the throne. One who was there at the signing of the Concord. Bound to act to save the King but not required or forced to lend aid to this battle unless you wish it.”

Francis paused a second, glaring at the mage before him. “You don’t know what I have been shown and know. And before you do that,” he said, watching her eyes light up immediately, “remember that if your spell fails. I’m right here, and no one will make it in time to save you. I’m the one who waded deep into the army and slaughtered them as an offering. I’m the one who returned covered in their blood. I am also the one who told the King to act, saving even more lives.”

Francis paused, watching the struggle Priscilla seemed to be experiencing due to his words. He could sense a buildup of power inside her that felt like it wanted to escape.

With one last prepared card to play, Francis struck. “And I know that there are many who would prefer if the king lost this war.”

Her arm twitched slightly, yet no threads came as her face paled. Her eyes widened as the light within dimmed slightly.

“What… what do you know?” Pricilla asked, her voice sounding weak.

Francis wanted to laugh but Stenson had warned him not to. There was a fine line he was walking and the older man had given him advice for this moment. Francis could only push so far before she pushed back and if he said something that didn’t ring true or went against what she knew to be true, Francis’ status as a true Sage who saw things would vanish like the dew under the hot sun.

“Not all things will be shared,” Francis said, “but if you want knowledge, you must be willing to answer some things for me. I won’t tell you if you lie but I will know. Just as I am aware of Avelis and her current plans for the Spire. She loves to use the same trick of forcing people to speak and share things they would most likely not want to. I could talk about those god-awful, ugly purple couches. Her room also makes this place pale in comparison due to the gaudy art and trinkets she displays.”

A slight opening appeared in Priscilla’s lips as her jaw loosened, not enough to be considered a true gape, but Francis could see that his words had struck a chord.

“Stenson could have–”

“Stenson has never been in her room,” Francis replied, cutting her off. “You know that. I know that. Do not toy with me, Priscilla. Either attack me and see what happens or dismiss the magic you hold ready to unleash. I will not play your game, nor will I be some puppet you think to yank my strings around and make me do your bidding. I may be young but know that the one who sits before you has seen things that would make most people in this kingdom beg for the sweet embrace of death.”

Seconds ticked by in silence and then the light vanished from her eyes.

“Good. Now then, tell me,” Francis said. “One chance. Lie and when we are done, know that I will give you no inclination of whether I know it or not. Also know that if you attempt to cast a spell at my back while I leave, you'd best make sure it is more than a simple one of fire and that you pour every ounce of magic you have into killing me because trust me, you won’t make it out of here alive if you do.”

The way she had been sitting this entire time shifted. Her shoulders sagged just slightly, and her proud, stiff back became a little bent.

“I… I will answer truthfully,” Priscilla said.

“We shall see,” Francis replied.
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                “The Concord… you know of it?” Priscilla asked.

“Everyone knows of it,” Francis sighed, waving his hand. “Please do not speak like I am some child arriving at the Spires for the first time and learning the history of our kingdom.”

Priscilla nodded and frowned. “Forgive me. The Concord was a mistake and I wish it had never been done, but I understand the reason it was created. Do you truly understand my bond?”

Francis didn’t reply, taking the bottle and filling her cup, as well as the one she had offered him. He picked his up, swapping spots with hers, and sat back down, motioning to it.

Priscilla blinked and slowly took it, pupils illuminating for a second as she waved her fingers over the one he had given her.

“I–”

“Speak of your bond,” Francis growled. “Speak the truth and please do not waste the gods or my time any longer.” He set the cup down that he had taken from her and then returned to his seat, motioning for her to continue.

“The rogue mages… they wanted power and so they took it,” Priscilla said. “Many of our best and brightest died, yet Grandmaster Guiletta Linzam did nothing. She could have struck them down with ease and she didn’t. Abiding by some foolish pact the other grandmasters made so long ago. Even now if one rises to that rank, those who are still alive, hiding their presence from most seek them out and warn them of the consequences of their engaging in daily affairs.”

“Your bond. I need not a history lesson.” Francis groaned.

“Yes… so I was the one who agreed to serve the King and all who come after. In exchange, I was given power but for a price… a heavy price.”

Her eyes glanced down at the cup in her hands and she frowned.

“I serve two masters and one binds me more than the oath I swore to King William. I understand the need for balance and I also understand the power we, I… all mages have compared to those like the General or other warriors. Can you see the threads that bind me? Even now I feel them tightening as I speak of them, warning me not to–”

She gagged and winced, grabbing her throat and taking ragged breaths.

Holy crap! How bad can this be?

Francis felt his mind torn. He wasn’t sure if she was playing at something or if what he saw and believed was real was the truth.

If she is an ally but bound by something and cannot break it, is there a way I could help break it?

He said nothing, keeping a bored look on his face. Francis watched as she recovered and took a drink.

“I… can’t say more. Just know that if the army falls, King Baxter will return safely to Caereenal.”

“Oh, I’m well aware of how you will get him there,” Francis said. “Many of the others though… won’t be as lucky. This plan to wait out the invading army and find a way to survive is ludicrous. You’ve heard the reports of the other kingdoms.”

Francis leaned forward, shaking his head. “You have no idea how dangerous what lies in the other kingdoms truly is. When one kingdom topples, they all will and the army that will march upon Caereenal will be far worse than anyone can imagine.”

“Yet I cannot change–” Priscilla stopped talking, holding her throat again.

Francis sighed as she recovered. His mind was racing, trying to connect all the pieces he had learned from his Spire visits to the moment now with Priscilla.

Stenson should have some ideas. Still… if I press too hard, then I could reveal my weakness. All that I need is to die again, and we can do this whole dance over. The knowledge I’ve just gained will be a powerful motivator if it’s true.

“Sage Francis,” Priscilla’s voice called out.

He nodded, shaking his head and waving a hand. “Forgive me, something the gods showed me… I… it is hard to watch.”

Priscilla’s head turned slightly and he could see how she was studying him.

“Everyone fears death… well most,” Francis said. “Everyone except me. I don’t. I’ve seen my death and it is… gruesome. In fact, I’ve seen it so many times and it’s changed in so many ways that I want to laugh. Even now, threads are changing and the death I know will be different.”

“And why is that?” Priscilla asked, her left eyebrow raising slightly.

“Because I’m trying to decide if I want to travel to the Spires and speak with Avelis,” Francis replied. “Unfortunately, many in the capital do not want the truth of the situation here shared or spoken of to the students or others. Even worse is how many will be rather upset with me if they found out I helped prevent such a significant loss of lives yesterday. Avelis is quite fond of that spell that traps one in a bubble that makes it impossible to breath in. A horrible way for one to die.”

Francis chuckled as his words hit home again, a slight wince from the now broken mage.

“Oh, yes, as I mentioned, I have seen much,” he continued. “For now, I shall let you tend to your thoughts,” Francis said as he stood. “I’m always willing to listen and talk if you stop with the games, lies, and half-truths. Just know there are others in this camp who play a similar game and while you think all might be bound to the same rules, some are not. Oath or not, your position… is at risk.”

He bowed slightly, smiling as she reached out her hand for a second. Francis turned, leaving her sitting there in that state.

***

“I would torture her if I thought we could gain more, but Baxter would not allow it,” Stenson growled. “Still… to hear what she said, I believe she is telling the truth.”

“Because only the Kings and mages have ever seen the actual document that was signed and agreed upon?” Francis asked.

The older man nodded, his frown growing with each bob of his head. “Mages are tricky things. Promises are… dangerous and oaths are far worse. You know that.”

Francis nodded, having seen how his father had used them on others before he and Michael had run away. That was why the contract they signed upon capture was so difficult. They swore to it, and all who ran away were eventually found.

“So now what?” Francis asked. “Do I fight tomorrow? Hope to live? Head to the Spires and see what I can find out before I die a most likely horrible and painful death. Try to kill Avelis?”

A single chuckle came from the general.

“No… part of me would love for that to happen but I doubt even you could pull that feat off yet. I would struggle to do so against her unless I had the drop on her and even then… Avelis has many things in place.”

“So it's the perfect place to grow my abilities,” Francis said. “Even better, I could find out more about what she plans to do.”

“You’re a fool and a genius all at the same time,” Stenson said. “That logic is dead on but the problem is it requires you to die, no pun intended.”

“It’s okay, you’ve told it before and it lost its humor a hundred deaths ago.”

“Let’s see what happens in the next two days,” Stenson said. “I believe we can push Baxter to attack. You’ve never seen what happens next, right?”

“Nope,” Francis replied.

“Then let’s go from there. Next time you can go run headfirst into Avelis and see how many deaths you suffer before giving up.”

Rising, Francis nodded and moved toward the entrance of the general’s tent.

“I’m good at doing that,” Francis joked. “If dying were a skill, I’d be a sage at it.”


***

“I am unsure what to do,” Baxter said as he and Francis sat in a small, curtained area. “Talk like normal men… I’ve longed for that.”

“I know,” Francis replied with a wink. “I’m just someone who doesn’t care about politics or position. All I want is this war to be won, my brother to be saved and for you to return to the capital with as many soldiers behind you as possible. All that would make our kingdom safer.”

“That day is far from happening… even if we win,” the king replied. “We cannot sit by and do nothing while the other kingdoms languish under the assault of these creatures also.”

“Perhaps you can return home, and I can go and assist with that. After all, who knows what the gods have in store for me?”

“What kind of boy… man are you, Francis Lancaster?” Baxter asked. “I know your family and your father and the reputation of your household is…”

“Ugly? Dark? Dangerous? Deceitful?” Francis fired off answers. “Don’t hold back, I can find lots more D words to describe my father, none of which are appropriate in the company of women.”

“And yet we’re not in the company of women,” Baxter replied.

“No, we are not. But my father supplies the ore you need as well as what the Spire has been requesting. I cannot begin to fathom how much gold he has tucked away, not that it will do him any good if this army falls.”

“Gold… jewels. Titles, land,” the king said. “All these things people kill for, yet they provide nothing but more heartache. One must spend considerable time and resources to protect the very thing they worked so hard to acquire. Was the life you lived before you joined this army easier?”

“Joined or was forced through coercive magic to enlist?” Francis asked.

A slight grimace was his reply as Baxter shifted on his chair. “Yes… a necessary evil. Without it we wouldn’t be here today.”

“So enslaving a man to die… that is not a very honorable thing.”

Baxter grunted and scowled. “You do not understand what it means to be a king!”

The oversized fist came down on the small table, which held cups and a bottle of wine, cracking it and sending the objects tumbling to their new resting place on the rug.

“I don’t,” Francis replied. “Yet even though you know I could easily run away and defend myself for some time, I stay here and fight for the right reason. Not every man would say no, and those who chose to say yes on their own would be better fighters.

“But I am not here to talk about politics or philosophies,” Francis continued. “I’m simply here to let you relieve some of the weight you carry. Most of what you would say I probably already know, but sometimes saying it out loud and getting things out still helps to ease the pain.”

Baxter scoffed and shook his head. “What could you know that would make me feel better to talk about?”

“You could talk of the awe you felt the first time you met a high priest or priestess and experienced the presence of a god. Or you could mention the lack of remorse the day you struck your brother down, having known for so long it was inevitable.”

The king’s eyes widened and his jaw loosened, so Francis continued.

“Talk about your wife and how you love her or her ability to cast a spell which detects when one is lying. Speak of–”

“Enough… You have proved your point,” Baxter called out. A sigh that could have blown away clouds came from the large man. “Some of those were great things… My wife… she is what helps keep me grounded and going forward every day. Like a shield in battle or a blanket on a cold night. She protects me and keeps me warm.”

Francis watched as Baxter gazed up at the ceiling, leaning back in his chair, putting his interlocked fingers on his chest.

“I remember the day I met her,” the king said softly, smiling. “There was no one else who tugged at my heart like she did. Ever since that moment, I knew she was the one I desired and through all this, Auri has helped me with every challenge. Even now she keeps me focused on this battle and helps me know who to trust by telling me who lies.”

Francis sat there silently, letting the king he felt sorry for get a moment of reprieve before Stenson and he pulled the noose tight. A part of him felt guilty knowing he was playing a man who needed this so that when they presented the plan to attack Baxter wouldn’t refuse.

Politics… games of deceit and lies… am I–

His heart missed a beat as he sat there, unnoticed by King Baxter who had closed his eyes, spilling forth what could be a sonnet of love for his wife.

Stenson… once he and his daughter used me. The Spire… Priscilla and this! 

His gut clenched and he wanted to curse and to scream.

Everyone plays the game and those who tell you they don’t are the greatest players… I’ve been a fool. Stenson has held the strings for so many deaths and while I know he wants this war to end and the outcome to be in his favor… I think he sees me as a way to rid the world of the threat of the mages.

Francis sat there, smiling and nodding, occasionally making sounds of listening, the entire time reciting every curse word he knew at the man who had played with the most painful string of all.

If he calls me son again… 

It was hard not to fear a man you knew could kill you as easily as snapping a dry twig. But for Francis, there was no fear. Death didn’t have a hold on him.

            

    
        Chapter 70

    
    
    
    
                “What’s wrong? Stenson asked. “Something's troubling you.”

“I just hate using Baxter’s trust like this,” Francis replied.

The general nodded, frowning slightly. “Sometimes we must do things we dislike to win a war. I’d rather not do such a thing but because of your skill we can see what may come from this attack. You of all people know this is the only way.”

Throwing away lives because you know they don’t have consequences. Lose the battle, kill me.

“I do,” Francis replied. “Perhaps it's just some leftover frustration at how Priscilla tried to use Michael as a bargaining chip.”

“That could be,” Stenson replied. “Only a fool or someone who believed they were above any potential consequences would do that. And we both know she is not a fool.”

Francis nodded and watched as Vella and the others set up the table with all the pieces and how they envisioned the fight going.

“By the way, thank you again for saving that line of men,” Stenson said. “That one act has given us far more power than what you had described before.”

Francis nodded and said nothing, noticing the guards who had just walked in.

Soon King Baxter, his wife and seven others were present, all waiting to hear this plan to be discussed.

“General,” the king said.

Stenson bent his head and motioned to the model. “If you all will join me, I’d like to show you what Sage Francis, Captain Vella, and I have come up with. I truly believe this is a gift from the gods.”

As everyone approached the table, Francis saw Priscilla’s blue eyes fixated on him. He nodded and they quickly followed everyone else's attention as the General laid out the plan.

***

Every man roared as the horn sounded again.

The birds that feasted on the carcasses were what had given their advance away; a thick black swarm of them flying into the sky announced that more death was to come.

Francis ran behind the horses Kels was leading. Rather than get tied to a horse again, he used his newfound speed and kept up. His armor moved well and a part of Francis was sad that if he died today it would be a while before he wore armor actually fitted for him.

Stenson had given it to him, mentioning how the older man had someone working on it after the previous battle, knowing it would be needed at some point.

The sword in his hand felt wrong, yet Francis shoved his growing frustration at the General into his stomach, using it to fuel the rage he was about to unleash.

Arrows came and Francis held his shield up, laughing at himself when a shield appeared above them, deflecting the incoming death.

Carried away in my own thoughts and I forgot he has his own personal mages.

Kels wasn’t even looking back at Francis. Having seen early on that he could keep up, the knight was focused on the lines that were about to clash.

The armies collided further in enemy territory than the first time they had done something like this. Having another line of troops greatly impacted the battle, allowing them to focus more on the cavalry and elite warriors.

Francis could occasionally see over the heads of those before him, wishing for the height a horse provided. Ever so often, he would jump, noticing that the number of cat and wolf-kin was less if his eyes were right.

I swear if this works I’m going to…  Actually, I’m not sure what I’m going to do…

The kingdom’s mages held their spells, waiting for the moment Stenson had ordered it. As the first wave of elites met with the advanced, clouds formed above.

Francis was surprised to learn that the healers and the mages worked together to create the healing spell. Through a few artifacts, they could combine their mana and the threads they wove, turning them into something new. It made Francis wonder if that was why the black sheet of death and this healing spell reacted the way it did. Three different kinds of magic all in a single place seemed like a bad idea.

The wall of warriors cut down the beasts that they had engaged. A combination of highly trained men, unable to be hurt or killed by claws or teeth, wasted no time using the spell to their advantage.

Rows of warriors were running behind those lines, carrying the next part of the plan. There weren’t enough lances to go around as the cavalry needed some but Francis could hear and see the large shapes coming at the men.

“FORWARD!”  Kels’s cry and the horns that sounded after had the warriors on horseback shout, urging their mounts ahead, the wedge forming tighter.

Francis marveled at the magic that went out before these horses. The first time he had been on one, his eyes didn’t notice it, but now, with his increased Perception and being this low to the ground, it was obvious. Each horse had a magical gem set in its armor, resting against the base of its chest. The gem caused the ground to become flat, transforming bumpy soil into flat ground and filling holes that threatened to sink into their hooves and break a leg.

Even in a full charge, the magic could keep up with the mounts. When the cavalry broke through the last line of beastkin, a new problem arose. Large rhino-kins came, bellowing their challenge and as the first horses were less than a hundred yards away, the next trick was revealed.

Mages, tied to horses like he had been cast the Quicksand Shift spell before them. It was a risky gamble, bringing mages into battle but the spell did exactly what the general had hoped it would, trading a mage's life for results.

Rhino-kins sank immediately, their weight and speed sending sand spraying to the sides as the ground gave away beneath them. As those beasts faltered, the mages immediately cut off the spell, and the horses struck solid, smooth ground.

Lances buried deep in targets, unable to dodge or avoid the weapons, so many rhino-kin dying and even better, fewer warriors falling in the first charge.

Roars were answered with the battle cries of men as over fifty rhino-kins never rose from the soil they had fallen into. Other beasts were struggling to break free, trying to stop the incoming cavalry attacks.

Francis joined the fight, claiming his pound of flesh for all the times he had died to a rhino-kin.

Most of the ones still alive were armored and bigger. Francis kept his shield ready, his eyes scanning the battlefield as he used a combination of his skills to end every rhino-kin he encountered.

Kels was off his horse, and Francis watched as the knight mimicked his performance from the first time. The knight tore through each creature that felt they could do something against the young man, finding out, as so many beasts before, that Kels was truly a different caliber of warrior.

Elite troops drew near and Francis spotted Stenson arriving.

“Where?!” the older man cried out.

Francis pointed in the direction of what the general was seeking.

A single nod was all that the older man gave as the general dismounted and took off in the direction of the tiger-kin that had killed him last time.

Knowledge is power…

Soon the roar came and Stenson found himself facing the beast again but this time the rest of the army didn’t stop.

Francis gazed upon the large beasts with siege weapons attached to them. Each was easily fifty feet tall and had large leathery noses with giant spikes set on the end. Their legs were also wrapped in spikes, likely a deterrent to anyone trying to get close to them.

Then what Francis was looking for caught his eye.

Arrows were coming from near the base of one of the gigantic creatures, and at first, Francis wasn’t sure if he could believe what he saw.

It was a bear, easily twelve feet tall, standing on its back legs, a massive bow in its hands and the arrows it sent were four feet or longer. Even from a distance, Francis could see that the bow wasn’t designed for just anyone to use. Thick beams were bent, metal running up and down them and the speed each arrow moved with had enough power to penetrate a man, horse and more.

Francis watched as another bear-kin stepped from behind a leg and fired, darting back to hide before appearing again. Each arrow killed someone it hit in the chest and the few who managed to get their shield up were sent flying, arm broken and shield shattered.

The sound of chaos and carnage drew Francis' attention back to where Stenson had gone.

Dirt flew into the air, a cloud of dust forming as the creature and the older man fought.

Flashes of metal were visible as it reflected the light of the day and for a solid thirty seconds, the pair destroyed a section of the battlefield. Multiple men and beasts were killed, unable to escape the carnage the pair left in their wake.

Francis raced toward the area where Kels was standing, accompanied by four other men, all of whom had shields out and were scanning the line of beasts.

“Watch out!” Francis cried out. His words were swept away in the chaos, but both man and beast broke apart, each covered in blood from head to toe. The armor Stenson wore was different from the first time, and Francis suspected it was more durable than the previous one the general had fought in against this foe. Still, the chest piece was torn to shreds, and one of the armored legs was missing completely.

Francis knew that this was a jaguar and not a tiger, his one-up-close memory refreshed as he watched the battle continue. Part of him swore it had been a tiger he had seen while pushing through the lines but clearly it wasn’t. Sections of its orange fur were missing, a solid chunk of flesh was gone from its right thigh, and a large gash covered the beast's chest.

Both swords the jaguar-kin held looked chipped and Francis watched as Stenson dropped the sword he had been using and pulled a short sword from over his back.

“He brought it,” Kels said quietly.

“Brought what?” Francis asked.

“A gift from Baxter. Let’s see what happens now.”

Man and beast clashed again, and the air grew thick with gusts of wind, dust, and a sense of power. A flash came, followed by another, and then a howl.

They separated again, and this time, Stenson was still standing, but the beast had lost its left arm at the elbow.

No one reacted when a roar washed over them, the jaguar-kin shaking as it did it, the torrent of blood that raced from its stump quickly slowing.

More roars came from the lines of troops from both directions.

Stenson didn’t look away but Francis and Kels did. The battlefield was littered with corpses.

If Francis guessed, at least eighty percent of the rhino-kins lay dead, but the cost had been expensive. The line of warriors that had been saved from the black sheet of death was gone, and if half of the elite troops were still fighting across the battlefield, they would be fortunate to have that many still alive.

Five distinct roars came again and Francis felt his stomach sink.

Appearing from the last few rows of animals that protected the beast with siege engines, shapes could be made out.

“It was a tiger-kin!” Francis shouted.

“What?!” Kels exclaimed. “There’s more?”

Francis wanted to curse and scream at the heavens, but none of that was going to save him or the men who continued to fall.

The sound of metal on metal rang out from their right as one of the men blocked an arrow, rolling back about ten feet before standing up, the warrior’s left arm dripping with blood through his arm.

“If I’m going to die, I will make it a good one,” the knight said.

Francis watched as Kels raced toward the rows of slightly larger wolf and tiger-kin. Francis could see what appeared to be a frown on the general’s face before the older man shouted.

“GO! LEARN SOMETHING!” Stenson yelled.

While Kels ran one way, Francis went the other, dodging an arrow and moving toward the bear that had tried to kill him.

Another arrow came a few seconds later from a second bear-kin and Francis realized they were operating in pairs. Their grey fur blended in with the siege beasts' legs and they had a height advantage, shooting over their allies at Francis.

Drawing closer, the sound of combat between Stenson and the jaguar-kin boomed and a wave of something washed over everyone.

Francis wanted to look, to see what the outcome had been, but he could not dodge these arrows and do that all.

Beasts came at him, trying to stop his approach and Francis unleashed skills upon the first ones that drew near, noticing that these didn’t have the threads like the ones he had faced before.

Their claws came faster and the one Francis blocked had enough force to stop his advance.

Elites…

Before he made it past the first line, Francis found himself boxed in, claws raking off his armor. The animals worked together, striking from all sides in unison.

[ Death’s Dance Activated ]

Francis’ ability activated as the beasts tore into him,  and the power it gave helped turn the tide. A catkin roared as it came at him, one claw swiping downward, the other thrusting forward.

Francis was going to die and he knew it. There were too many and this battle wasn’t going to be the last one he fought. Yet, like every time death came, Francis wanted to take as many beasts as possible with him.

Ignoring the obvious decision to block and parry, Francis lunged at the beast, whose eyes widened.

[ Power Strike ]

[ Quick Attack ]

A side of Francis’ face was tore off, and claws pierced his stomach. But Francis’ sword struck true, lodging in the beast's chest, and his opponent's eyes blinked rapidly. Francis tried to speak, to say something cool, but the darkness came before words ever did.

            

    
        Chapter 71

    
    
    
    
                [ Endurance Milestone Advanced Acquired - Select when ready to proceed ]

Francis looked around and felt this place in the woods was as good as any.

It had been hard not to start the process already. Every part of him wanted to do it upon resurrecting again but the memory of the first one had not been pleasant. He was certain the attention would have caused problems between now and when he arrived to talk with Stenson.

Francis sat down in the dirt, leaned against the tree he had selected, and closed his eyes. The air smelled clean, and the breeze was nice. Not wanting to waste any more time, as there was no telling how long this would take, Francis gave in to the desire within him and activated the change.

[ Endurance Milestone - Initiated ]

[ Pain Resistance Increased - 51 ]

Francis could barely make out those notifications as his body did what he thought it would. Every fiber in his being tore loose, and the very fabric of each muscle, bone, tendon, and even cartilage turned into mush at some point. It started with his bones, each of them dissolving before a new version reforming. Francis’ muscles collapsed, and the ligaments drew close as there was no bone to attach to.

Had someone watched what was happening, Francis wondered if he looked like a blob of flesh. The pain made it hard enough to focus on anything besides the process he was enduring.

Soon, the bones regrew. Francis could sense it; the sensation of bones pushing their way through muscles that were beginning to dissolve as well. His chest cavity had collapsed, and breathing felt impossible.

Even Francis’ skull slowly gave up its shape, and pain radiated everywhere as his mind floated in a sea of soup. As his bones finished regrowing, pushing certain parts back within the areas they were supposed to be, the muscles and other non-essential organs took their turn. Francis’s body collapsed, sliding down the tree even though he had bones, but his inability to support them was his downfall.

Faster than his bones had, his body rebuilt everything. Denser and stronger, the very fabric that provided power and strength returned, and the tendons and ligaments that grew back felt far stronger and more resilient than before.

At this point, Francis took a deep breath, felt the sweet taste of the air fill his lungs, and basked in the sensation of life. His lungs then exploded, the air that had just inflated them spreading through his body, but that was the least of it all. Every organ started to break down one at a time, regrowing and then another.

His heart stopped and panic set in as Francis waited in agony, his mind trying to hold the iron will that was the thread that let him do this without going crazy. Finally, a beat sent a rush of blood through his body and Francis wanted to cry out in joy until his brain started to change.

It felt like someone had taken insects and let them feast on every piece of flesh inside his skull. Yet unlike the rest, which vanished completely, this was a different process, starting at the center of his brain and working its way out. A moment came when everything vanished, and Francis was certain the sound of a bell would ring out.

Then his senses returned and without thinking, Francis turned to the side, as a torrent of foulness escaped through his mouth. Even worse was what came next as hot magma escaped his colon, filling his pants that had stayed on the entire time.

Just as Francis was thinking the worse was over, his skin dissolved. His improved thick skin was like jelly dripping off his muscles, fingernails, hair, and even his nipples found themselves either inside his clothes or on the slush-covered dirt he sat in.

Just as quickly as it had all vanished, Francis watched as his skin grew back, nails reforming, and an itch ran over the length of his head. Touching it, he felt hair growing until it reached the same short length he had always had. And Francis waited. Seconds ticking by as he hoped that was it. Then once more his body said no and Francis puked and dedicated himself again.

Stripping naked, Francis grimaced at the stench and the look of his clothing. His body, however, had transformed. There would be no hiding this from anyone who saw it. Muscles and definition were there, not like brute strength that might be hidden under some fat. His new body was lean and ripped.

Looking at the state of his clothes, Francis shook his head and dropped them, running barefoot through the woods towards the stream. He spent a few extra minutes washing, making sure to clean all those spots. The cold water didn’t faze Francis at all. Unlike the first time, it had not taken his breath away; it was simply refreshing against his skin.

Laughing, Francis started to swim, his legs kicking smoothly and easily, and before he realized it, he was across the water. Shaking himself sent some of the water flying, but he was still wet. Francis stopped trying to get dry and just started running. He was certain things were going to go sideways upon reaching town, but he felt better than he ever had.

***

“What in the hells–” his trainer started.

As Francis jogged to the gate, the men gave him dirty looks, and the women gave him a different gaze.

Phillip’s mouth hung open as he stared at him. “You… impossible. You… transformed. There’s no way!”

“I did,” Francis said. “I’ll tell you later, but right now, can I please get something to cover myself and some coin?”

“Aye!” a guard shouted. “Get that man dressed before we haul him off and flog him!”

Francis glared at the guard who had shouted. “Touch me and I’ll snap your neck.”

“Who do you–” the guards began saying, grabbing his hilt as he spoke.

Phillip moved before the guard, shaking his head. “Don’t. He’s reached a new rank of a physical stat. He’d probably crush you even without a weapon.”

Gasps came from those gathered and Francis sighed.

“I did and can,” Francis stated. “Now then, someone? Anyone?”

A younger woman came forward, a little red in her cheeks, and held out her apron. “It won’t do much, but…”

Francis gave his best smile and took it, wrapping it around his front, feeling a draft from the back.

“Thank you, ma’am,” Francis said. “Phillip, I need coins… now.. Then we can talk.”

Francis wasn’t embarrassed. He didn’t blush or hide, having fought so many times naked that the concept of being without clothes didn’t bother him. He just wanted to make it through the day without any more problems.

***

“So… Strength or Endurance?” Phillip asked as they stood in the shop they were trying to purchase clothing from.

Francis was sliding his legs into a pair of pants that finally fit when he looked at his trainer, noticing the apprehension on his face. “Endurance and I’m not going to do anything to you,” Francis said. “Trust me. I know why you do what you do. I might have hated it but in some small way because of you, I’m the man I am today.”

“I doubt that boy… er Francis,” Phillip replied.

Francis waved off the words and took the shirt the shopkeeper held out to him.

“Now get out. My daughters have had their virtue ruined enough!” the shopkeeper yelled. Some giggling came from a doorway, and the older man scowled at Francis.

“Sorry for the trouble,” Francis said, putting a silver coin on the counter. “Perhaps this will help with their… ah hell, just take the coin.” He turned and walked out of the shop, still missing shoes, slipping the loose linen shirt over his frame as he left.

“How? How in the gods did this happen?” Phillip asked as he followed Francis through the street toward the same inn they always stayed at. “It’s… impossible. You showed no signs of this kind of growth this morning. And you didn’t do anything that would trigger… this.”

Francis turned to see his trainer waving his hands up and down. “Drinks,” Francis said. “In a corner of the tavern, away from others. I’ll tell you what I can. Just know I’m not leaving, I’m still going to the battlefield and someday, I swear, I will find a way to repay you. Even if that means getting revenge on the one who gave you that mark.”

A scowl appeared on Phillip’s face for a moment and then vanished. “You’re serious. You’ve have the same expression right now like you did when you tried to sucker punch me.”

Francis held out his hand. “I promise. One day I’ll pay you back. For now, drinks. I’m going to have enough problems dealing with my brother and it’s better if we get some things out of the way before he arrives.”

“But we–”

“I don’t have time,” Francis said. “I know what we’re facing. You know what we’re facing. General Stenson is expecting me, and trust me, I’ll make sure he knows you helped.” Francis left his trainer stuttering, jaw moving, and making nothing but noise in the middle of the street, where everyone apparently had shown up to see what the fuss was.

***

“Anything… I mean it. Just let me know,” the waitress said.

Francis smiled and nodded at the young woman, who had once again made sure he understood the standing offer she made each time she brought more drinks.

“Advanced,” Phillip muttered. “I… I can’t imagine. Nothing you say sounds anywhere in the realm of possibility, yet you sit across from me, your very stature and the difference you project is a sign if one ever needed it. So now what? You want me to leave a day early? We’ll get there before others and those boys will end up in the front.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Francis replied. Those words pained him, but Francis had taken Stenson’s mantra to heart for now. If the man didn’t want to leave, he would set out on his own, able to reach the camp faster. Francis’ appearance alone would draw more attention, but he could always handle that.

“And your brother?” Phillip asked. “What will you do when he finds out?”

“That’s a talk I’ll manage,” Francis replied. “I need you to either have us gone by tomorrow or know I’m not running away when I leave.”

“I don’t think anyone would chase you if I told them to,” Phillip replied. “Or at least no one with half a brain. Even if you walked into a town and someone there could sense you had broken the contract, they would have to either summon the whole town or pretend they didn’t know anything.”

“Yeah… that promise,” Francis grunted. “It’s crap, but it is what it is. For now, what do you want to do? Stay or go? Either way, I need to head up to my room.”

Phillip grabbed the fresh cup of ale and guzzled it. Setting the empty vessel on the wooden table, he shook his head. “I… Please don’t ask me to bring them to the front.”

Francis nodded. “I understand. You’re a good man, and that one act proves it. I know you wear the mask of a bastard, but it's because you can’t let yourself get close, knowing what’s coming.”

Phillips' hand trembled, and he nodded. “Give those creatures an ass kicking… and thank you, Francis.”

Francis shook the outstretched hand and moved toward the stairs, shaking his head and frowning at the young woman who was rocking on her feet, staring at him.

“Not tonight. Perhaps another time,” Francis said. “Something else demands my time but I’ll see what I can do about another time.”

Her face turned pouty, and her hands wrung the towel, almost making him laugh. The woman was easily in her twenties but acting like a much younger person. “You promise?”

Inwardly, he groaned even though a part of him yearned to say yes. “I promise.”

Her face turned into a smile, and she winked at him. “Well then, I’ll be here and waiting.”

He nodded and hoofed it up the stairs, ready to wait for his brother's arrival.

***

“Oh, sorry, wrong room, I–” Michael’s mouth stopped moving as he got a better look at Francis.

“It’s me, you’re in the right room, brother,” Francis said.

“No… you… I…” Michael stuttered. His brother’s eyes looked him up and down multiple times as Francis sat on the tiny bed without a shirt. “I… I mean you looked bigger this morning, I just thought I was… I don’t know but this… what in the gods happened?”

“Close the door, Michael. We need to talk,” Francis said.

“Hell yeah, we do! Whatever you got, I need some!” Michael shouted, slamming the door and plopping down on the other bed.

“This is going to sound… well, no… it won’t since how I look is already crazy enough.”

***

Hours had passed and Michael was almost out of questions. His brother had worked through a lot of emotions and now seemed to accept the truth.

“So how many times has it been?” Michael asked.

“I’m past two thousand.”

“Two thousand…” Michael said quietly. “I… And you always keep that promise, don’t you?”

“Every time I can, I can save you I do,” Francis replied. “You’re the reason why I remember what I do. After those first few deaths, I could sense memories had been stolen but as you talked about them, I could remember… I could remember who I was and what you meant to me.”

“Well, I’m glad that I’m the reason you’re able to keep going,” Michael said. “And those women?”

“I swear you are the horniest guy I know,” Francis said. “Every time we have this talk, you change the subject and focus on that for most of it.”

His brother snorted and shrugged. “It feels weird to hear you talk about me like that. I mean… I’m not the hero kind of guy. If I had gotten what you have, I doubt I could do what you’re doing.”

Francis nodded and smiled. He then leaned over and punched his brother playfully in the chest. Having not realized how much his body had just changed, Francis’ punch knocked his brother backward into the nearby wall.

“Michael!” Francis exclaimed.

Coughs and wheezes came as his older brother held up a hand, holding Francis back while trying to breath. When he finally caught his breath, Michael lifted his shirt, showing a bruise already forming. “I… I think you broke something.”

“Tell you what,” Francis said, glad to know he hadn’t seriously injured his brother. “I’ll get Bella and Lucy to kiss it and make it all better once you arrive at the battlefield.”

Michael grimaced and then smiled. “I guess it will have to do.”

Francis pretended he was going to punch his brother again, laughing when Michael flinched and almost smacked into the wall on his own.

“You’re a jerk,” Michael stated.
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                Stenson’s eyes were bright as the older man stared at Francis.

“You’ve grown from what you’ve told me. And a day earlier than usual. All so you can have some armor to fight in. It appears that you are taking what you say I’ve taught to heart.”

“I need to get stronger,” Francis replied. “This is going to be the new norm. While the fighting naked has worked well, I’m sure I can improve in other ways if I stay alive longer and push deeper into the enemy lines.”

The general shook his head slightly. “No, not yet. I would keep fighting without armor. Try a few dozen more times and then see what happens.”

“Why?” Francis asked, surprised at the older man’s response.

“Because you might gain another skill or two,” Stenson said. “You could miss out on if you give up the path you’re on. I probably wondered if you’d ever get thick skin. No one ever gets thick skin. Combined with Strong Bones and Pain Resistance, you’re a walking juggernaut and that’s what you’re aiming for. The Juggernaut skill.”

“What does that skill give?” Francis asked.

“I don’t know. I just know if you get it, things will change for you in a big way,” Stenson replied. “It’s one of the skills of legends. Rumors swirl that there are variations of it, but you possess enough of the defensive skills that you could possibly unlock either the legendary or perhaps mythic one.”

Francis coughed, shaking his head.

“I’m sorry, did you say mythic?”

“Still want that armor?” Stenson asked with a grin.

“Hell no!”

***

The green liquid dripped off his skin as Francis yanked the sword from the second snake-kin’s chest. Carnage lay everywhere and in the middle of the night, he was the creature these beasts started to fear.

Roars came from all over and once again, Francis imagined what was being conveyed.

Another armored rhino-kin thundered toward him, and in under a minute, the creature he had once died to in a single blow lay gasping for life, face down in the dirt. Francis turned, the arrow that he knew was coming, missing him by inches.

Two hundred plus deaths later…

Stenson’s advice was to keep pushing on since Francis’ willpower and mind weren’t buckling under the constant deaths. Francis was wading through the army, his offensive skill gains having stalled out again.

There was a method to his madness. Like the first few times Francis had fought at night, he had made sure to follow the same path, learning where the hiding beasts were. It turned into a battle so similar that Francis had managed to close his eyes a few times, killing his enemy while dodging other attacks, all from memory.

It was utterly glorious, and that was why he wore a blindfold now. Stenson had told him, no, he had basically ordered him to do this. Rumors had swirled for thousands of years of a blind monk who could defend against any opponent that attacked him. Many had attempted to learn whatever skill he must have possessed, but none were recorded as ever having done so.

Still Francis did it, placing his feet with confidence in where he was going. His hearing had improved and he felt like he could sense those creatures around him that Francis knew were present. Less than twenty deaths ago it had felt like an awakening of some kind within and around him.

Raising his shield and angling it slightly, Francis moved to his right, deflecting an arrow meant for his chest.

He smiled, knowing what was coming, and prepared for the fight that always got him.

Three of the elite tiger-kins came toward him, one pressing from the front, the other two making their way around his sides as they always did.

Francis could smell them, the musky scent that oozed off them. It was stronger than the other beastkins, who were weaker and far easier to kill. Each also moved almost silently, only making a sound when they attacked. The earth was unable to help prevent it. A cry of pain came from the ground they attacked, their feet causing the dirt to grind and shift from the pressure of their assault.

Then there was the sound of their claws coming at him through the air. It was hard to hear unless one knew what to listen for. That one had taken the last nine deaths to learn.

Francis raised his shield, blocking the first attack, and activated Iron Wall, lessening the damage he couldn’t avoid from his left.

A claw came from his right, downward, meant to slash him from head to waist, and Francis sensed it, using the impact of the injury from his left to help push him into position for an attack.

[ Riposte ]

[ Power Strike ]

[ Quick Attack ]

[ Flurry ]

His blade moved so fast that when he had tested it, Francis’ own eyes almost struggled to track its path. Stenson had congratulated him while laughing, almost giddy from what Francis had demonstrated. It was closing in on the speed at which the general could swing for just a single moment. All he needed to do now was get faster and stronger.

The blade Francis used–King Baxter’s gift to Stenson–sliced through flesh like a cleaver through tender meat.

Warm blood sprayed across him and Francis twisted and turned, dancing to the right. Everything that happened from this moment on was new and Francis felt alive. He could hear the dirt shifting and brought up his shield, listening to the wind warn of an incoming slash.

Francis raised his blade, catching a kick from the one trying to attack from behind, severing off clawed toes and a section of flesh from its foot. Even with the blindfold on, Francis had his eyes shut, trusting in the things he had practiced over and over.

[ Power Strike ]

[ Quick Attack ]

A grunt came from the one before him, his blade catching an opening he could sense. Francis drove forward, shield upward, bringing his blade around to slash across the creature's body.

The high-pitched whistle came and Francis flung himself to the left, twisting his body as an arrow impacted his shield head-on, shattering the metal barrier as he rolled on the dirt a few times. Rising to his feet, Francis swept his blade wide, empowering it again.

[ Power Strike ]

Two bodies fell to the ground with wet thunks. The pair of beastkin who had come to help were weaker than the last one he was facing. As the battle around him continued, Francis felt the landscape seem to take shape in his mind.

[ New Skill Battle Sense - Epic* ]

As it had been when Francis had learned to sense threads during combat, he could now feel the very world around him. Each of his senses announced what was near him for about ten yards. Francis could sense every direction, the air, and how it shifted based on the bodies lying on the ground. The scent of blood provided another layer to the image that appeared in his mind.

It was overwhelming, and Francis barely survived the barrage of attacks coming from the last remaining elite tiger-kin. A few slipped by as Francis adapted, learning to let go and letting the skill he had just gained help him react. It was like handing the reins over to someone else, sitting back against the seat on a wagon, and enjoying the ride, no longer needing to worry about managing the horse or mule.

Francis’ blade rose, the sound of metal against fur and flesh filled his ears. Squelches came from all around and Francis danced, weaving and moving through the weaker ones, cutting them down like stalks of wheat before the farmer.

A sensation flooded his mind as everything suddenly stopped. Nothing else came at him, and the circle he sensed went silent. Pain came in the silence, threads attacking him from all directions as fire of a different kind ignited his bones. These were the cords of magic, their damage far stronger than what he had ever endured from his sister.

Part of him felt honored that they used magic against him, while the other hated the sensation of his body being burned away. Even with the power granted from Death’s Dance, his body began to vanish, and darkness came once again.

***

[ Battle Sense ( Epic* ) - You have honed your senses to the point that they work in unison, allowing you to sense everything around you for a certain distance. As you continue to grow and nurture this skill, the distance will increase and the skill can evolve. ]


“An evolving skill,” Stenson said, his voice unable to contain his shock. “I… I have one. Francis, do you realize you have acquired something most cannot imagine?”

“And I’ve died thousands of times to get here,” Francis replied. “I’m pretty sure I’m past what most cannot imagine.”

The older man snorted and nodded.  “Yes… There is that. But still, you, my boy, are quickly becoming far stronger than… this world can even begin to imagine. Soon… perhaps soon you shall be able to advance even more.”

“Does that mean I’m done with fighting naked and blind?” Francis asked.

“That depends on whether you want to give up any hope of acquiring what we discussed.”

Rubbing his eyes, Francis sighed, trying to decide what to do. He was excited, his skin tingled, and with his mind felt clear.

[ Status ]

Francis Lancaster

Age 17

Strength: 38

Endurance: 41

Agility: 39

Wisdom: 23

Perception: 30

Magic: 10

 

Skills

Swordsmanship (Common) - 64 Elite

Shield Use (Common) - 53 Advanced

Tracking (Uncommon) - 11 Basic

Stealth (Uncommon) - 11 Novice

Traps (Uncommon) - 3 Basic

Rock Throwing (Common) - 7 Basic

Mental Resist (Uncommon) - 45 Advanced

Blood of the Undying (Unknown)- 100+ Sage

Fast Learner (Epic) - 1 Basic (Locked)

Mace (Common)- 11 Novice

Horseback Riding (Common)- 11 Novice

Horseback Handling (Uncommon) - 6 Basic 

Pain Resistance (Uncommon) - 52 Advanced

Poison Resistance (Rare) - 41 Advanced

Power Strike (Rare) - 48 Advanced

Brawling (Uncommon) - 35 Proficient

Strong Bones (Rare) - 49 Advanced

Death’s Dance (Epic) 22 Novice

Magic Resistance (Rare) 44 - Advanced

Magic Feedback (Legendary) - 16 Basic

Quick Attack (Uncommon) - 31 Proficient

Guarded Stance (Uncommon) - 17 Novice

Riposte (Rare) - 14 Novice

Thick Skin (Rare) - 9 Basic

Night Vision (Epic) - 14 Novice

Iron Wall (Rare) - 8 Basic

Dual Wield (Rare) - 17 Novice

Flurry (Rare) - 4 Basic

Battle Sense (Epic*) - 2 Basic

 

His skills and stats were a testament to the amount of suffering he had endured. Even with Stenson urging Francis to continue this path, a part of him was frustrated, knowing he still wasn’t strong enough to even help with the beasts that could kill Stenson one-on-one.

“There really isn’t any other choice,” Francis replied. “I have to press on, even if it takes me a thousand deaths or more for that single skill you think is worth it. But tell me, could you endure the weight of what I carry knowing what I have told you?”

Stenson frowned and shrugged. “I would like to say yes but the truth is no man knows what they will do until that moment comes. Many men have been trained for battle, given the best instruction, endured enormous pain and still froze when someone next to them dies. Others who were often considered lesser warriors rose to greatness, the fire inside them spreading to the others around them as they fought. Some even carried on while missing a limb.”

“Brag much?” Francis teased.

“I am not talking about myself,” the general replied, narrowing his eyes. “You are different, a rare man in a world of men who seek only themselves, Francis. I believe that is why you endure what you do. Some might say they could and would do this for the ability to grow stronger and be the best, but the fact is, without real resolve, they will give up. Do you know the difference between a hero and a monster?”

Francis realized he had never heard this question from Stenson before. With no answer having been given, he tried to consider the one he should give. In his mind, Francis saw his father and his older brothers. Each had power, yet they used it only for themselves. A few of his trainers, like Lucan and Oidrun, seemed content to endure teaching the same thing over and over because they knew what the kingdom needed.

“It’s… something inside a person, isn’t it?” Francis asked.

Stenson nodded slowly. “It is a fine line between a monster and a hero. One may start off with every intention of doing good and to be a hero but may find themselves swayed by power, lust, or hate, turning into the very thing they despise. Even a monster might one day encounter kindness or compassion in a way they never expected and turn from the path they had gone down. Do you believe your father–who I know you envisioned by the look you gave–can ever become a hero?”

Every part of Francis wanted to say no. Not just to say it, but to stand up and shout that there was no way his father could ever become a hero, but a small nagging voice told him the general was proving a point.

“I would be foolish to think there was never a chance it could happen,” Francis replied, not hiding his disgust at having to say those words. “While I doubt it will happen, to believe it cannot after having the gift that I do defies all logic.”

“You seem to have grown wiser,” Stenson said, agreeing. “Right now you are on the path to becoming a hero but who is to say one day you won’t give in to the lust of what is inside you? Then what will you become?”

Francis shuddered, trying to consider how lucky he had been to even meet the parasite that had tried to control him and take over his body and mind. It had tried to brute force its way in, even woo him with the promise of not fearing death, but Francis had resisted.

What if one day I do give in? What kind of monster would I be?

“I see,” Francis replied. “I think I will sit this fight out. You know what to tell the King and I can appear before him, but I’ve made a few promises I think I need to keep, even if they don’t last more than a single death.”

Stenson smiled and nodded. “Then it is settled, pursue those things and then find me when you are ready to train again.”

As the older man stood, Francis raised his hand. “I do need your help with one thing.”

“Oh, what is that?” Stenson asked.

“My trainer, Phillip. He bears a scar on his face. Tell me, who gave it to him and why?”

Sighing, the general sat. “This may take a moment to tell.”

“No worries,” Francis replied. “I’ve got all the time you can imagine.”
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                “A noble's son, Valehart, used to be an officer under some of my men,” Stenson said. “He was… aggressive and spoiled. Perhaps you know the kind?”

Francis grunted and nodded.

“He was a smart man, capable with planning, gifted with the sword from his training and ruthless in his love for blood,” Stenson continued. “I knew little of him at the time because there were other concerns at that time. There were countless spats between the noble houses and the King. As the one who oversees the safety of the kingdom, I do what all men in leadership must do and delegate.

“So one of my officers did that, copying what I did and gave some who were not ready for the mantle of leadership just yet. I cannot blame them as I myself did the same thing many years ago. The blame, however, was when they did not stamp out those bad qualities. Valehart grew to love his position and used it for his own gains. One of which was a taste for women.”

Francis watched as Stenson’s face darkened, a slight scowl appearing as he paused.

“There had been rumors and yet Valehart remained free to do as he wished,” Stenson stated. “Valehart was safe from those he had harmed do to position both by blood and rank. He was smart, never angering those above him, keeping his slights to those who had no recourse. It was reported that one day, Valehart spotted a woman in Prevastyr. You are familiar with that city, are you not?”

“Very much so,” Francis replied. “They are known for taking the ore my father mines and turning it into many great things.”

“That they do,” Stenson said. “And that is why we had a thousand men station in the area, to prevent some of the problems that arose from the success and wealth of the city. Still, Valehart’s lusts had consumed many of the women in the town, and yet this one evaded him. That was because she and Phillip were close.

“Phillip was stationed there years before Valehart was sent there and when that sorry excuse for an officer and a man found out about those two, he did things which forced Phillip to defend the honor of the woman he loved. A duel was called and it was a horrible affair from what I was told. It was one-sided and a painful thing to watch, according to the reports. Valehart left wounds on Phillip that most men would have asked for death as a mercy. Yet Phillip did not. There was a line your trainer wouldn’t step across. Phillip wouldn’t abandon…” Stenson paused a moment, eyes moving as he appeared to be thinking. “Miren. That was her name. And so Valehart was left with a choice: end Phillip’s life or accept defeat, realizing that his opponent would never give in. Valehart had his knife ready to slice your trainer’s neck open when she stepped in.”

The general sighed, a weight of some kind evident from how he sat there a moment. “Miren begged for Phillips' life and in exchange offered herself. Of course, Phillip tried to argue back, but the truth was he would die from the blood loss soon enough. So Valehart accepted, causing the wound that he did and ordered the healers to heal everything but the scar along Phillips' face.

“It broke your trainer and even worse, Valehart discarded Miren a few days later. Neither her nor Phillip ever recovered from what had been done.” Clearing his throat, Stenson sat up. “By then, I had learned what had taken place and put things in motion to solve some of the… problems that had taken place. Even now, I hate to admit it but Valehart is in this camp. His service has been mostly clean and he is one of the officers who directs the Elite warriors. Some might say it's an honor he earned. Those who know me know the real reason Valehart is in that group on the front line.” The general frowned.

“But now I need you to tell me why all this matters?” Stenson asked.

“I believe Valehart tried to get Phillip killed the first time I ever set foot in this camp,” Francis replied. “No one warned him about touching the beasts in the tent and we almost died as the magic they sometimes carry filled the air.”

Stenson frowned and that look of anger filled his eyes. “You have proof?”

Francis laughed. “Beyond my word? No. But I did promise Phillip I would look into this. I’m not certain we could recreate the same thing to take place again, but perhaps. With me not there, it might not come up, but every loop I’ve always asked about what happens if we touch them.”

“Perhaps we can set a trap for tomorrow,” Stenson said. “Your company will arrive, and we can see if what you say takes place. If it does, we can follow the breakdown and learn who gave the order. Even all the way to Valehart himself if that is the case.”

“And if that trap is set and we find that Valehart is the reason for it, then what?” Francis asked.

“Punishment of an officer is… difficult and we are at war. The time and effort spent on such a thing would be considered folly… except it is you asking. If it were not you, I wouldn’t give it a second thought. Yet I know you won’t drop this and would rather see it resolved in the right way.”

“But Phillip can’t win against Valehart, can he?”

Stenson shook his head.

“Could I challenge him instead?” Francis asked.

“I’m sorry, Francis but all this for a single man in a single moment? Is it really worth it?”

“Yes. Absolutely!” Francis exclaimed. “This is what keeps me on the line of the hero and not the monster. I would prefer not to just find the man, gut him where he stands and then remove his head. That kind of chaos would cause problems, and even though I’m aware my position and power would keep that action from hindering me in all this, I would rather do this the right way. Perhaps when we find out how to end this war, I can do it then. Right now though, I made a promise and I need to keep it.”

“Very well,” Stenson said. “Then I will make some preparations for that moment. Go, get some rest or do whatever you want until then. I must speak with the King and prepare for a battle I know we will lose. Right now, I realize how much I must enjoy knowing each time you’ll die, the deaths of yourself and my soldiers who fight each time won’t be truly lost.”

“One day,” Francis said as he rose. “One day I’ll find a way.”

“I know, Francis. I know.”

***

“You… you’re serious?” his trainer asked.

Francis nodded and put his hand on Phillip’s shoulder.

“No one warned you about touching, did they?” Francis replied. “How many times have you come here and not once has someone shared how dangerous that might be?”

“Too many… but if that is the case, do you really believe it is out of spite or simply overlooked?”

“You heard how the guards in the tent responded when Michael did what I asked, raising that question in there.”

“I did,” Phillip replied, frowning, his scar causing his lip to curl. “Still… my… my mind is lost because even if it was proven, they would do nothing. I could do nothing.”

Squeezing his trainer’s shoulder, Francis winked at him. “That’s where I come in. If what I believe is true, I’ll kill him for you.”

Phillip's body trembled slightly and Francis used his other hand to steady the man who never looked weak in all the times he had watched him.

“Would you prefer I did nothing even if it –” Francis said.

“No!” Phillip shouted. His teeth ground together as the man glared past Francis and into the camp they were a bit away from. “He took from me the only good thing I had. I was a fool and… didn’t take Miren back when she came. She gave herself to save me and I… was a coward. Even then I could have had love. Miren didn’t care about the scar. She just cared about me.”

“What’s done is done,” Francis replied. “I can’t fix that or help you with that moment, but I can keep a promise I made to help you. Perhaps today is the day I repay the debt I owe for all the beatings you gave me.”

Phillip grunted and shook his head. “You could snap me in half. I can feel it. You’re not the boy from a few days ago. One night you went to bed, a sheet… er a weakling that never gave up and the next morning you strode into the training yard with a physique that screamed power most men can’t even dream of. The fact this is how you say you’ll repay me is…”

His trainer’s throat moved but no words came.

“The gods look upon us all,” Francis said. “We’re idiots but sometimes they show grace and mercy. Today, Phillip, I pray they let me show you revenge.”

Sniffing and nodding, Phillip cleared his throat once. “I pray that today is that day, Francis.”

Giving his trainer a gentle tap to the arm, Francis winked. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I need to see if I was right.”

***

“My King! I am honored!” Valehart declared.

Francis stood with the others who were gathered, wearing a simpler jacket and outfit. He didn’t want to stand out, simply glad to be present as Stenson stood near the young man named Valehart who seemed not to know why he had been summoned.

He does have a decent build… maybe I’ve seen him on the battlefield, but without all his armor on, it’s hard to tell.

“Rise,” Baxter said, causing Valehart — a man at least six and a half feet tall, with his blond hair cut short and blue eyes that scanned everyone — to stand. “Tell me, how is the morale of the men under your care?”

“As good as can be considering the threat we face every day, my liege,” Valehart replied. “Fear not, though, my men and I are ready when the horn sounds to answer.”

“He’s good,” Francis whispered to Nehemiah.

“He’s a second son,” the older man replied. “The Breevotarn family is in a better position from his rise through the ranks. Their weaving business has flourished in ways that now seem… unusual.”

And to think no one pointed out how much fabric they were supplying to the army. I’m certain Stenson will have me keep track of this for another time.

“I see. Tell me, Captain Valehart,” Baxter said. “There are rumors of some officers who are not acting in the best interest of the kingdom, my kingdom. Do you know of any who are doing such things?”

Francis saw a little bit of color vanish from the man’s face as Valehart cleared his throat and winced.

“I’m sorry, my king. Do I know what?”

“Captain Valehart,” Baxter repeated. “Do you know of any officers who are acting unbecoming of their rank and abusing their power to achieve things for personal gains or other such reasons?”

Stenson shifted just slightly behind the young man as Valehart seemed to sway for a moment. The summoned officer appeared to be struggling under the gaze of a pair of red eyes and the mountain of a man who they belonged to.

“I… I might,” Valehart replied finally.

A faint glow emanated from the gems set inside the wolves on the throne, and Valehart’s face paled.

“Lying is not something one should ever do before their King,” Baxter growled. “Now tell me truthfully, Valehart, did you give the order to withhold information from Sergeant Phillip? The same man you left a mark on years ago when fighting over a woman.”

“I–”

“Do not lie or I will kill you where you stand,” Stenson said, his voice causing the officer to jump and glance back at the general.

Steadying himself, Valehart took a breath and let it out slowly. “I did.”

Murmurs swept across the room and Baxter shifted on his throne, his massive hands clenching the armrests.

“You withheld that information for over a year, knowing it could have killed the very troops we need for the front line,” the king growled. “It is not becoming of an officer to act petty. What is worse is that I have just learned that you have also used your position to help your family grow. Perhaps when this war is over I will root out that weed and rip it free, but for now, I shall turn this matter over to General Stenson.”

Baxter stood, and Valehart took a step back.

The King’s red eyes swept across all those gathered in the room, slowly looking at each one individually. “Let this moment be a lesson for all of you. Soon, I may find a need to ask that same question from each of you. Perhaps you should repent and ask for mercy before you find your head and your family crushed beneath my boot.”

“My King, I–” Valehart cried out.

Stenson yanked the young man backward, dragging Valehart from the room as the onlookers turned their gazes to him, not wanting to meet the glare the King was giving them.

Francis, however, smiled and nodded once as Baxter gazed at him, a slight smile visiting the king’s lips.
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                “This is absurd! What right does this one have to challenge me?!” Valehart shouted.

“Oh, are you a coward?” Francis asked. “I’m sorry I though the rumors of you being a gifted man with a sword were true. Perhaps I was wrong. You only fight the weak because that is what you are. A weak man.”

The circle of warriors and guards chuckled as Valehart’s eyes glared at Francis. The disgraced officer turned toward Stenson while pointing a finger at Francis.

“You cannot allow this!” Valehart proclaimed.

“Would you prefer to fight me instead?” Stenson growled. “I swear on my title and my blade that the one who is challenging you was trained by Phillip and is acting as his proxy.”

Francis tried not to pay attention to Phillip. The man stood next to him, trembling. Francis wasn’t sure if it was anger, rage, or something else, but he prayed Phillip didn’t react and let this work out as they had planned.

“That’s impossible! Look at him! He doesn’t look like–” Valehart’s words were cut off as Stenson moved with a speed Francis longed to have. The older man’s hand gripped the noble by the throat and lifted him up.

When Stenson spoke his voice sounded like metal on metal. “If you imply I am a liar again, I will personally cut every part of your body off and have a healer make it so you do not bleed out until all that is left is just a head. Do I make myself clear?”

Grunting, Valehart nodded, finding himself freed from a grip that could have probably crushed his windpipe had the general tried.

“It’s alright, General,” Francis said. “It’s obvious the man’s a coward and a thief. No honor, just a–”

“I accept!” Valehart shouted. Fury and rage consumed every inch of the man’s face as his cheeks turned red. “I will gut you like a fish but not until I’ve done far worse to you than I did to him!” Valehart’s finger shook as he pointed at Phillip.

“Make him suffer,” Phillip said, turning and putting a hand on Francis’s arm. “Just know… whatever happens… I am more grateful than you will ever know.”

Francis nodded and stood there, watching as men began to draw a square upon the dirt. Over three dozen warriors stood at the outer edges, and once it was done, Stenson nodded to one of the guards next to him.

The man moved toward Valehart and threw the man a sword, letting it fall to the ground near the dishonored officer's feet.

“Win and you might just escape with your life. Lose and… well you’ll be dead,” Stenson announced for everyone to hear.

Francis studied the officer he was about to fight. He had been told that Valehart’s position within the elite fighters wasn’t merely just a title or a way to potentially die while fighting. Valehart was good with a sword and not an opponent to be taken lightly.

Francis could see the way the man walked and how he moved. Always maintaining balance, staying low without crouching.

Stenson was right… This should be a good test. Shame the old man wouldn’t tell me what skills Valehart has.

Knowledge was power and Francis could only laugh when the general told him that if he died, it would just serve as another training opportunity and they could do this all over.

Valehart was loosening up, rotating shoulders, shaking his legs a little, his blue eyes watching Francis like a hawk.

All Francis did there was stand, arms crossed over his chest, smiling.

“You really think you’re going to win? Do you realize–” Valehart asked.

“That you’re a prick? A thief, a predator… a coward? To call you scum dishonors those who are indeed scum,” Francis answered. “Why yes, everyone here believes I’m going to win and we all know what you are. That is why we’re here. To see justice done.”

Francis could hear the frustration in Valehart’s breathing and then it was gone.

Well at least he can push away that rage. Hopefully this is a good fight.

“Let the trial by combat begin!” The moment Stenson called for it to start, Valehart moved, his sword thrusting before turning and slashing downward.

Francis leapt back, drawing his weapon and avoiding a wound that would have probably killed him or at least gutted him had it struck.

Valehart kept pressing the attack, sending out slashes, thrusts and even a few kicks.

The sound of metal on metal rang out in the tiny area as Francis got a feel for what Valehart’s true power might be.

He’s holding back.

With each passing second, the barrage of attacks and combos continued, a flurry of strikes that began to grow faster and Francis knew the man was starting to use his full potential.

It became increasingly difficult for Francis to defend against the attacks. It had been a while since he had really fought against a man and not beasts. Valehart fought with skill, experience and wisdom.  It was one thing to dodge and parry strikes from creatures he knew like his own hand. Now Francis faced an opponent who had spent a lifetime fighting with a blade. Francis wasn’t sure how much time he had really spent training with a sword. Sure, all the loops started on the same day, and the fights that took place on the battlefield sometimes ended upon his arrival. Valehart had been training his whole life to fight. Francis had been training since his first death how to get stronger.

Physically, Valehart was slightly slower and his strength wasn’t as high as Francis’, but it was the experience behind the blade that made Francis have to get serious.

Francis went for a thrust, seeing an opening and attacked. His blade was parried and then Valehart’s weapon slid forward, a counterattack coming at Francis immediately.

Francis’ senses detected it as the attack came, his Battle Sense announcing the use of the Riposte skill and Francis retaliated, shifting and activating his own.

[ Riposte ]

Valehart’s gaze changed slightly, the look of disdain gone as his eyes narrowed, more serious now than before.

Francis’ attack was parried and Riposted again. For a moment they both continued the parrying and counterattacking until they ended up pressed against each other, hands holding each other’s weapon wrist.

“You’re better than I expected,” Valehart growled. “This will make it even better when I kill you and then gut Phillip.”

Francis just smiled, close enough to smell the garlic from the meal the man had recently eaten.

“Then you'd better do something before I get serious,” Francis replied.

Valehart shoved, trying to push him away, but Francis didn’t move; instead, mimicking the shove his opponent had just done, sending the officer stumbling back a few steps.

Cheers came from the warriors and officers around them and Francis took a few steps back, watching his opponent as the man glared at him.

Valehart came and the moment the officer’s blade was in range of Francis, Valehart’s sword turned into a whirlwind of death.

[ Iron Wall ]

Francis knew what was coming and even with his abilities, couldn’t defend against the four attacks completely.

Flurry…

Francis’ body reacted, diverting the two aimed for his chest, choosing to allow the one that struck his right side, and twisting enough to only suffer a gash along his right leg.

Valehart drew back his sword, now stained with red and came again, attacking high and the officer’s sword’s path changed upon getting close, now aimed for Francis’ left side.

Quick Attack.

Francis parried the attack enough to prevent a strike to his vital organs, instead, another area on his shirt turned crimson. The damage was minimal as his Iron Wall ability and other defensive skills negated the potential damage that should have come.

Valehart disengaged, an evil smile forming as he waved his sword a few times. “Beg and I will end this quick.”

Francis just started to laugh. It was hilarious to see how much Valehart thought about his own ability.

Pain Resistance made it so that what Francis felt was like a bee sting. It was there, but he didn’t suffer like others might. His Thick skin and Iron Wall had made it so the weapon’s tip didn’t get more than a quarter inch at best. Sure it bled, but no major damage had been dealt, especially compared to what Francis had experienced against the beastkin.

“You know… I heard you were good, but I guess those were all lies you spread,” Francis said as he moved back a few more steps. “In fact, I honestly don’t think you’re good at all. To prove it, I’m going to blindfold myself.”

Gasps and grunts came from the guards and warriors around at his words.

“Francis!” Phillip shouted.

“It’s fine, he’s nothing,” Francis replied.

“Seriously?! You think–” Valehart shouted.

“Stop flapping your lips and move to the other side and I’ll do what I say,” Francis said. “We all know you have no honor, but I do. Move to the edge of the box and I’ll blindfold myself. Once my blade is in my hand, attack. Or don’t. Either way I’m going to kill you.”

Behind Valehart was Stenson and the general looked absolutely pleased with this moment. A smile so large that teeth showed, something that rarely happened in all the deaths Francis had endured.

His opponent stood there for a moment, taking deep breaths as he did nothing, his weapon held ready. “You’re serious?”

“Unlike you, I keep my word,” Francis growled. “Now, either move to the other side and let me make this a fair match or I will come at you with everything I have. If you win, it will be my folly for such an act. If you lose because you didn’t let me blindfold myself, well… every man will tell the tale of how stupid you really were.”

For an area full of so many men, the silence that lingered for a few moments seemed like an eternity.

“You’re a fool, just like your trainer,” Valehart spat, taking a few steps back. “You’ll die with your eyes open or closed.”

When his opponent had reached the other side, Francis drove his blade into the ground and pulled out the cloth he had put in his back pocket. Tying it quickly over his eyes, Francis took one breath and then grabbed his sword.

Francis heard the approaching steps. He could sense the concern in the men around him by the way they held their breath. Valehart didn’t hold back, attacking from his left side, going for the area his sword arm would struggle to reach.

But Francis saw it all in his mind. He could almost see it better in some ways as he focused on what he could feel. Sidestepping and bringing his sword to parry, Francis moved, his feet sliding across the ground as Valehart paused for a moment before rushing him again.

Attacks rained down upon Francis and a full-on assault of metal sent to kill him came.

Francis endured it, using his Iron Wall once more when another Flurry attack added two more red spots to his outfit.

Groans and moans came from some who watched, but most were silent.

For one to be blindfolded and only now have a little over a dozen small injuries was not the outcome they had expected at all.

And Francis just laughed.

“WHY WONT YOU DIE!?” Valehart screamed. The man’s words were like a beacon; his breathing and rage were a roaring fire on top of a hill. It made keeping up with his presence far easier than the beastkin who said nothing, being silent as they struck from every side.

And so Francis endured each attack he let through, waiting for what he wanted to happen.

Finally, it came.

[ Death’s Dance Activated ]

Francis could sense his vitality slowly going down, his clothes and Endurance causing his wounds to clot quickly. Eventually, after suffering over thirty stabs and cuts, he felt the power grow.

The abilities that had come at Francis had gone silent. Even though Valehart had an Endurance in the proficient rank, the man’s skills were not as high as his. The number of times Valehart could repeat them over and over was far less.

And as his body swelled with the added strength, Francis smiled. “My turn.”

Two words signaled the shift in the entire fight. For so long Francis had played defensively, allowing the man to control the flow of it all. Yet it was his turn to show what kind of fighter he was.

[ Quick Attack ]

Francis felt his sword pierce flesh and heard the cheer of those around them.

Valehart tried to react, but Francis kept up the assault.

[ Flurry ]

Three more times his blade met a moment of resistance as it cut cloth and skin, slicing through muscle.

[ Quick Attack ]

[ Flurry ]

In moments, it was an entirely different fight. The one-sided duel had flipped.

“It’s always fun to play with your meal, isn’t it?” Francis said as he activated Quick Attack again.

Grunts and cries of pain came from Valehart as Francis’ blade struck again and again. His opponents' speed and balanced waned as the injuries piled up.

Yet with each passing moment, a little more power flowed into Francis.

Part of him wanted to use Power Strike, and the other remembered what Stenson had said. One never knew what an opponent might have, and Francis wouldn’t risk having a blow turned against him even if all it meant was dying and doing this again.

No, Francis wanted to do this the first time. He had made a promise and it felt like he would break it if he failed.

Phillip was somewhere in this crowd of spectators to his left, cheering and shouting for him. The sensation in his chest felt strange. For so long every memory of the man had been one who cursed and put him down. Even when he fought against Cutter, Phillip never cheered for him.

Yet right now, all Francis could hear from his trainer was words of encouragement.

And so Francis honored them.

He attacked with everything he had, but his flame was controlled. It did not burn down the countryside but refined an ingot inside a controlled forge. It was a weapon, precise and deadly.

Each attack was more powerful, forcing Valehart’s sword out of position and allowing the next strike to land.

And soon, the moment came and Francis took it, his blade piercing the shoulder socket of his opponent's right arm, causing the weapon to fall to the ground.

“I yield!” Valehart cried out.

So quickly, those words came from a man known for ignoring them.

But Francis paused, blade extended, tip pressed against his opponent's chest.

“I yield!” Valehart called out again.

Francis shook his head and then slowly lifted his left hand, removing his blindfold.

Terror filled those blue eyes, and a little bit of snot dripped from Valehart’s nose.

“Where was the mercy when you did what you did to Phillip and Miren?” Francis asked. He didn’t wait for an answer, stabbing his blade through Valehart’s left shoulder, both arms unable to rise.

There were no more shouts or cries from those around him. Francis scanned the crowd, his eyes finding Phillip. His face bore a smile and his trainer gave him a single nod.

“What if I promise not to kill you?” Francis asked, pausing for a second as he waited for the next part. “ What will you do? Will you somehow repay all those that you have wronged?”

“Yes! Yes, I will!” Valehart cried out. “I will–”

No other words came as a knife ran across the man’s throat. A gurgling sound was heard, and both shoulders tried to move to bring his hands to stop the flow of blood that flowed freely.

“Thank you,” Phillip said as he wiped the bloody dagger on Valehart’s shoulder.

Francis just nodded and used his blindfold to clean his blade. Having kept this promise, a sense of peace filled his soul.

            

    
        Chapter 75

    
    
    
    
                Francis felt reborn. It was unbelievable how a single act had stripped away all of the frustration that had built up over three thousand deaths. Now he roared with fury every second he took the battlefield.

Sometimes Francis wore a blindfold, other times he simply closed his eyes. There were loops he stuffed his ears and nose, relying only on his eyes. Death came, that damn bell rang, and Francis each time moved with purpose.

He mixed things up, not starting at the same spot on the battlefield, finding different paths and clearing through the army that never seemed to run out. Like the sea, each death brought a fresh wave, ready to crash against the sand.

Yet Francis was a stone wall, an immovable object that stopped its advance. Death was harder to come by sometimes. That was until one of the creatures that could kill Stenson would appear. Today, he ran into a new one.

Its fur was pure black, and its yellow eyes reflected the dim light of the sky.

Every beast nearby had moved away as it roared, apparently claiming Francis as a chew toy it would enjoy. The lack of light hid much of the impressive physique this beast had. Muscles filled its ten-foot-tall body in a way that almost seemed impossible. Its legs were as thick as Francis’ chest and the claws looked more dangerous than the two curved blades it carried.

“Who are you?” it spoke. “I smell something… familiar.” Its voice pierced the distance between them, a shout from fifty yards away that carried a weight of power.

“Just a man who is tired of your kind and the death you bring,” Francis replied. “Tell me your name and I’ll tell you mine.”

It laughed, or it appeared that it did, leaning its head back, body shaking, but what came from it was a high-pitched scream. It sounded like children in pain.

“You would know my name? Softskin, you’re not worthy of knowing my name.”

“And yet, you want to know mine,” Francis replied. “Seems unfair, especially since I’ve lost count of how many of your kind I have killed.”

Francis’ night vision struggled to see anything beyond the large shape, but the hair on his neck stood as Francis felt anger coming from the beast.

“You have earned the right to die by my blades. Know I shall save part of you to feed my children so that they may grow stronger off your bones.”

Francis didn’t reply. There was no time as the beast moved faster than he could believe.

One moment it had been before fifty yards away and before him, the next it was on Francis’ left, two massive blades coming at him.

[ Shield Wall ]

A crack came from the secondary blade he held; only the one Baxter had gifted Stenson survived the initial clash.

That curved blade swept across his body, grinding against the bones of his chest, unable to break them, yet the blow sent him rolling through the dirt.

“Impressive,” it snarled.

On his feet the moment he could stand, Francis heard those words and sensed the beasts' approach.

It was quiet, impossibly quiet. No sound came from where it touched the ground. The black fur seemed to absorb light, making it harder to follow with his eyes. But there was a smell. An overpowering smell of musk.

Wherever it moved, the scent was stronger, overwhelming, and Francis used the only sense he could to track the beast.

It struck with single sword attacks, toying with Francis, not killing him when an opening in his defenses was present. Francis could see that it wore what had to be a smile. Multiple teeth displayed, lips curled upward, and the sound of screaming children occasionally came as Francis tried to parry and dodge the blows.

Francis thought he saw an opening and went for it, knowing this thing was toying with him.

[ Power Strike ]

[ Flurry ]

[ Quick Attack ]

His weapon flashed, the speed of them increasing to a point they blurred. The beastkin’s weapons clashed with his single blade, but one strike made it through, nicking the midnight-black skin.

The beast hissed, and the game of cat and mouse was over.

Two blades came at him, faster than Francis could track.

[ Shield Wall ]

His attempts at minimizing the damage that came were pointless. A sword strike took off his left arm at the shoulder, and another removed his right leg.

[ Death’s Dance Activated ]

With an arm and a leg missing, Francis should have been a twitching piece of flesh on the ground, but he didn’t allow that to take place. Francis shouted, the power of his ability and the will to go down fighting combined. In his mind, this fight wasn’t over. Not until the darkness claimed him would he give in.

And so Francis attacked.

[ Power Strike ]

[ Flurry ]

[ Quick Attack ]

Two strikes struck the beast, cutting deeper than the first one had. His opponent backed up, pulling its weapons into a defensive position, but Francis didn’t let it escape so easily.

Lunging off his only leg, ignoring the torrent of blood that came from both his wounds, Francis felt the power of Death’s Dance reaching a culmination. He was going to die in less than three heartbeats no matter what. But all that meant was he grew stronger until that very last breath.

So he attacked again.

And again.

And again.

Over and over those three abilities were used, and he ignored the fatigue that wanted him to stop. The beast struck back, both blades coming together, at Francis’ midsection, cleaving his body in two. Yet Francis wasn’t done.

As his torso fell toward the ground, he willed everything he had, thrusting once more with his blade, using his three skills.

Though Francis didn’t have legs to push off for momentum or power, his will made a way. A single blade strike struck true, slicing up the beast's thigh and into its groin.

A wail, far higher than any other one the beastkin had made, came and Francis smiled.

Death should have come.

But it didn’t.

Something flashed before him, a notification but he didn’t care.

All Francis wanted to do was hurt this opponent like never before.

Chunks of flesh were stripped off its lower leg and ankle as Francis hacked at the beast's leg while he fell. And then Francis felt a force pin him to the ground.

“Die already!” it screamed.

Finally, darkness came as pressure pressed against his skull.

***

Francis sat in the woods, needing a moment to comprehend what was before him.

It had taken effort to answer his brother, ignoring the questions that always came now.

“How are you so big? What happened? Why don’t you share?”

Phillip hadn’t argued once when he told him where they would meet later today. He could see the fear in his trainer’s eyes, and it was far stronger than the questions he might want answered.

But all Francis wanted to do was stare at that notification.

[ Skill Evolution - Death’s Dance (Epic)has Evolved into Warrior’s Resolve (Legendary) ]

[ Warrior’s Resolve - 5 ]

[ Warrior’s Resolve ( Legendary ) - Few will ever know what true resolve is. Those who do understand that death isn’t the end. Anytime you are injured a bonus to speed and strength will be granted, increasing the closer to death you become. Far greater is the power to push past death itself for ten seconds. Only the destruction of your mind will prevent or end this ability. ]

This ability felt earned. Far more than the others. Francis was closing in on five thousand deaths, having pushed himself over and over to become what he must. Every other time he faced one of those monsters that appeared, Francis had been cut down quickly. This time had been different. He had pushed past the moment of death.

Smiling, Francis stood and started jogging. He would beat Phillip to town, and he would keep another promise he had made.

***


“You seem awfully happy,” Stenson said. “Are you always this… excited?”

Francis roared with laughter and shook his head, having not yet told the final part of the last death.

“No, usually I’m all business but this time… well, let’s just say I’ve kept a few promises and it feels good.”

An eyebrow raised on the older man’s face and he nodded slowly. “So, you fought a new beast, one just as strong as the one you say kills me, yet managed to hack its balls off. I would find that to make me excited as well. Even though this whole situation is new to me, I can read when someone is holding back and that smile you’re wearing tells me I’m right.”

“It’s.. I… one of my skills evolved,” Francis finally blurted out.

Stenson leaned forward so fast, Francis was almost certain the older man would lunge at him. At the same time, Stenson’s eyes widened, and he waited like a dog wanting a treat. “Well, tell me, boy! Don’t just tease me!”

“Death’s Dance evolved,” Francis replied. “It became Warrior’s Resolve.”

“No… that’s not possible. Warrior’s Resolve is a…” The general stopped talking, his eyes darting back and forth as they always did when he was thinking. “What does it do?” he asked, almost whispering at how faint his voice was.

“Well, now when I take any damage, my speed and strength are increased, no longer having to wait until my life force is over half.”

“Yes… that does seem… wait,” Stenson’s gaze narrowed, his lips forming a frown. “There’s more… You’re still holding something back.”

Accusing eyes glared at him, and Francis grinned, having been unable to keep a straight face. “Yes. So even if it took an injury that should kill me or suffered enough that I would die, I won’t for ten seconds. Unless of course they chop off my head or destroy it in an attack.”

“Jaegar’s balls,” Stenson muttered. “The legends… they were true.”

“What did the legends say?” Francis asked.

“They’ve changed so much over five thousand years,” Stenson replied slowly. “Tiny pieces of paper, broken stone tablets. Things that are remnants of time long ago. Across the four kingdoms are… stories… we call them legends, of heroes who defied death. Some that even rose to become gods. None of us believes them because that is foolishness. No grandmaster I know of has ever grown strong enough to claim such power and the rare sage was so old they are said to have died from burning out their life force and not an injury.

“But… a few stories from all four kingdoms speak of something,” the general continued. “The Kingdom of Tules is known for having the strongest warriors one can imagine. Where they live breeds men and women who are much tougher than in any of the other kingdoms. Every day is a fight and they make our way of training look like pampered nobles that consume potions and elixirs to grow stronger. Sure, they are rare as the ingredients required to make them are not traded that often, but to be one of the greatest in Tules is a sign of true physical and mental fortitude.

“That is where the legend of the skill, Warrior’s Resolve, is mentioned. Legend says a war chief there could push past injuries far beyond what should have been allowed and with each moment he became stronger, dealing out punishment none could withstand.”

“But if he could do that, how did he live?” Francis asked.

Stenson slowly smiled, his lips curling upward and for a second looked almost evil. “That is the rub, isn’t it? How would a man survive such wounds and still manage to live? How could he lose an arm and a leg and still be the war chief even if he survived? That would make him a target and you and I both know a smart fighter would turn the fight to their advantage. Someone might fight in a way where the chief couldn’t catch their opponent.”

“So he heals? Like… from healing magic or what?”

The general shrugged, still smiling as he leaned back in his chair. “I don’t know. The legend changes based on who tells it. I have read a few scrolls from the last three or four hundred years with different variations of the chief’s power. Even his name changes. The only reason I know the name of the skill you now have and what he supposedly had is because I traded knowledge for knowledge a few hundred years ago.”

“You did what?” Francis asked. “Like got together with other old men and swapped stories over a drink?”

“Not exactly, but something like that,” Stenson replied, chuckling. “You don’t know everything about me, I’m certain. My family, our history, or our ties to the throne. Or do you?”

Francis shook his head. “No, I can’t even get you to tell me the name of your attack skill. Sometimes I get so tired of the games you play but then crap like this happens and I pick up something that’s a legend. It’s hard to argue with results. I guess that’s where that damn Trainer Oidrun gets his crazy method of teaching from.”

“You are correct,” Stenson replied. “Still… I sat down one day… well a month actually, with one person from each kingdom. You’d be surprised who shows up to a meeting like that. If I hadn’t been married…” The general cleared his throat and shook his head. “Another time perhaps for that one, try not to make me suffer if you mention it. I’m a little embarrassed to admit she had such a sway over me, but I later learned it was magic.”

Francis felt his eyes widening and the older man held a hand up before he could ask any questions.

“Still, we traded secrets,” Stenson stated. “Things most don’t share because we were interested in learning what might be possible. We were the ones willing to return home and attempt the impossible.”

“Can you stop reminiscing and just tell me what you’re holding back before I grow old like you?” Francis groaned.

“Patience!” snapped Stenson. “Still, you’re right. I’d hate for you to endure another hour or two in peace when you could be out there killing more creatures. Regardless… it was believed… or is believed there are abilities which allow you to heal faster… regenerate if you will. A few variations, some stronger and some weaker. Part of me is surprised you haven’t acquired one yet but then again, you fight till you die. Not the best way to accrue a skill that lets you heal.”

“So, what?” Francis replied. “I need to get cut and beat up and then stand around and wait?”

“There are those who would say yes. But then ask yourself, how many are willing to endure a thousand cuts every day or can afford to have someone heal them from those cuts?”

“Well, crap, now I have to fight and stop to rest,” Francis muttered. “I guess I’m going to be fighting naked till I am old like you.”

Stenson cleared his throat before shaking his head. “Possibly. But, I think in the next ten or twenty thousand death’s you’ll be strong enough to win.”

Francis coughed and gave the general a one-finger salute.

Twenty thousand more deaths… could I mentally survive that?

Considering that question, Francis looked at his current stats and knew the answer was an easy one.

Yes… yes he could.
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                Francis felt unstoppable. Behind him was an army, cheering for him.

Stenson had helped procure better armor and another sword from the king. Baxter had balked at first at the request of his general to give this kind of equipment to someone so young, but after having watched Francis duel Kels in the training area, he hesitated no longer.

Francis had to turn down plate armor, partially because none fit his physique and the other reason was that he had never trained in it. There would be time, many loops where this moment could happen again, but for now Francis wanted to fight to the best of his ability.

Hundreds of beastkin lay dead, a straight line of destruction carved in a single direction.

Rhino-kins charged, and Francis slaughtered them all, carving flesh from bone, even removing heads from their thick necks, staining the soil with blood like a spring rain.

Snake-kin sent waves of magic, trying to drown him in poison, yet Francis shrugged those spells off, stunning the casters as he used Magical Feedback to stop their casting the moment their threads reached him.

Every creature that came at him found a pair of blades drenched in the blood of their allies waiting for them. Arrows flew toward him and Francis danced to the side, deflecting a few with his weapons, laughing at how much easier all this was in the light of the morning sun.

Elite catkins charged, and while his sword skill was still not an elite one, his Warrior’s Resolve, combined with his skills, made short work of them, even when surrounded by three or four at a time.

Francis didn’t pause, ignoring the roars that carried through the beastkin army; instead, he dodged arrows and finally reached the bear-kins that had pincushioned him so many times in his life.

Each of them dropped their bows which were taller than Francis, reaching for swords on their hips, but it was too late. He was upon them and regardless of how strong they were, Francis was too fast. Their swings felt slow and he parried, riposted and took off hands and arms, eventually removing heads when the bear-kins fell to their knees.

Giant feet of the creatures they had hidden behind tried to step on him, but Francis just laughed, running and jumping, using Power Strike to stick his sword into their thick skin.

Francis climbed his way up the twenty feet or more of legs, parrying an arrow that came at him from one side, racing up the creature as fast as he could.

As Francis neared the spot where he could climb on top, having to weave his way around large spikes that jutted downward to keep him from doing what he was, Battle Sense told him of an incoming arrow. All he could do was twist, feeling the arrow pierce his armor and chest, destroying a pair of ribs as it got lodged inside him.

Pain Resistance nullified what would have caused most men to black out, and Warrior’s Resolve roared with power.

Ignoring the injury and four feet or more of an arrow sticking out of him, Francis sheathed a blade, grabbed a spike, and yanked himself airborne.

One moment, he had been a target for archery practice and the next he was once again death. Francis assaulted the group of bear-kins on top, cutting them to pieces and spotted a different-looking kind of creature, a pair of what looked like bear-kins but with big white faces, black circles around their eyes and a black body holding reins to the massive beast on its head.

Wolf-kin’s came at him, and Francis continued to slay every creature on top of this beast, hacking at thick ropes that bound the siege weapons to its massive body.

Snapping sounds and the fraying of the bindings rang out. While Francis wasn’t a genius or would ever claim to know much about siege weaponry, Francis knew something bad was going to happen as the tension in the equipment started to give. He ran to the area he had climbed, keeping his feet as the giant creature shifted and swayed.

Every second Francis’ speed and strength increased, the arrow still jutting from his back, causing Warrior’s Resolve to fan the flames that burned within.

His attempt at jumping and using his swords to work like anchors in the beast's leg failed and Francis fell, pulling off an incredibly impressive flip that resulted in him landing on his feet and not on his face.

Holy crap!

Impressed with himself and that falling from that height didn’t hurt at all, his Strong Bones and high Endurance and Strength had just revealed a truth he had yet to uncover.

I can fall from that high and not get hurt!

Not that he was planning on running and jumping off cliffs or walls anytime soon, Francis didn’t have time to ponder the other things he might be able to do. A roar growing louder as it raced toward him.

The quartet of elite catkins that had approached were backing off, and Francis grimaced, sliding both swords into their scabbards and quickly grabbed the arrow with one hand and pushed.

Its tip pressed against his armor and Francis continued pushing until it poked through, grabbing the exposed metal with his other hand and began feeding it through his body.

As he did this, the pure black beastkin cat he had fought last night appeared, pausing as it watched him pull out the arrow.

“Impressive… tell me, softskin, what is your name?”

Francis tried not to laugh, finally freeing the arrow from his body and discarding it on the ground.

Blood flowed from Francis’ chest but his body felt alive. Far more than it had ever felt with Death’s Dance.

“I’d ask the same, but you’ll tell me you don’t think I’m worthy of knowing it, so why bother?”

The beastkin’s head reacted slightly, eyelids closing some, hiding a part of its yellow eyes.

“How would you know such things?!” it demanded.

“I’ve faced your kind before. Honor is important, isn't it? But for now, I don’t have time for this.” As he finished shouting at the beast, Francis pulled both swords free and charged.

This time Francis could see the grin appear as his opponent pulled two curved blades from its back and came at him.

It was fast, just as fast as he could remember last time, but Francis saw the way it moved without the aid of night or what might have been some trick of his senses. Somehow, its body blurred as it moved. Both swords came in the same pattern as the first and Francis met them, blade against blade, sparks flying when the metal connected. This time he only slid a few feet, a small rivet of dirt where his boots had dug in.

“You–”

It had tried to speak yet Francis knew this battle wasn’t going to be one where they could spend hours talking about life. His chest ached; the pain was there, a dull throb and one of his ribs had punctured a lung. In his chest, Francis’ heart pounded and Warrior’s Resolve controlled its beat.

Every step he had taken in the last few moments helped him to process the new speed at which he moved.

[ Power Strike ]

[ Quick Attack ]

[ Flurry ]

Two attacks landed and Francis cut the creature on both arms, drawing blood that dripped from its black fur.

It retaliated, crying out like a tortured child. Their blades created a song of battle that played out before all the beasts watching.

Francis dodged, activated Shield Wall, used Riposte and parried every strike that he could.

Each moment an opening came, Francis got close, striking at the beastkin, cutting its leg when it tried to kick him, stabbing at its stomach and chest.

Francis gained more wounds, the cat’s sword having sliced sideways and getting past his defenses. Francis’ attempt at parrying failed and a deep gash that cut through his armor and a good three inches into his right side leaked more of the blood his body needed to keep going.

Yet through all of this, Warrior’s Resolve showed its true power. Death’s Dance had been a small trump card occasionally. It allowed Francis to fight above his level, adding power he wouldn’t normally possess, but was limited to when he was on the losing path already.

His new legendary skill made Francis stronger from the moment he took damage. None of the first creatures he faced had done any damage, and it wasn’t until the snake-kin that Francis truly felt the power waiting to be unleashed. Even with his Magic Resist and Poison Resist being at the level they were, he still took damage, his skin still melted some, and Warrior’s Resolve showed its teeth.

And then came the arrow that had kicked in the door to true power as it rammed through Francis’ back and chest. It was like a forge filled with coals, suddenly surrounded by multiple people with dozens of bellows blowing air over it in a well-timed pattern. The heat grew and now it threatened to burn the very ingot one would try to craft something with.

Francis’ body ached from the sensation inside his muscles. There was so much power that his body almost seemed at risk of damaging itself because it couldn’t contain the strength and speed it gave. Everything felt pressed to its limit, yet it was the greatest sensation he had ever felt in a while.

Francis felt alive. Truly alive. Every death had led to this moment. He was facing a foe far stronger than him, and yet Francis was causing it injuries and pain. Only once had it revealed a skill, right at the start, but Francis knew it had to have more it held back.

Even with all the wounds Francis had inflicted, he was certain it was only inconvenienced. But even a mosquito could cause someone’s life to suffer as it bit them all night long. And Francis was more than happy to be that mosquito that drank deep from the creature before him.

[ Power Strike ]

[ Quick Attack ]

[ Flurry ]

Blood flowed from wounds that Francis’ weapons created. He pulled his sword back from the fourth strike, sensing the beast’s own weapon coming down at his head.

Francis tried to dodge, but another blade was coming from the side, pinning him in.

[ Shield Wall ]

Right arm extended, unable to parry both, Francis parried the blade to his side, shifting and twisting, feeling the metal tear through armor, flesh, and bone. His right shoulder, side and down to his hip was cleaved from his body. Blood ran like a river the moment it realized it could be free from the flesh that held it inside.

And Warrior’s Resolve ignited as if someone had tossed casks of alcohol upon it.

It surprised Francis how much power filled him and it was then he knew what it meant.

I should be dead.

Ten seconds was all Francis would have. Each one would pass quickly but for those precious moments, he was going to unleash the power that needed a release.

His left arm pushed back the attack and Francis struck.

[ Power Strike ]

[ Flurry ]

His blade carved through the creature's right leg, hacking far deeper than ever before, striking bone.

The beast stumbled as the impact of metal on bone radiated up its body and Francis’s arm.

Yet Francis wasn’t done yet. Over and over, Francis used those same two skills again, ignoring the blade that came at his body. He still had easily seven or eight seconds left, but Francis knew his opponent would probably take off his head before that time ran out.

So, he surged as close as Francis could, ramming his sword upward, once again using the inner thigh and the exposed skin as a target. Francis had wondered why it didn’t wear more armor. Others did, this one didn’t. Just some simple garbs that protected its groin.

Maybe it was pride and the desire to show off its impressive stature, but one’s pride often came before their fall.

Francis sent his sword upward, carving through the flesh inside that thigh, finding the artery most had right there, and slit it open for over a foot.

Francis was knocked backward, sent tumbling from the strike that impacted his chest, the sensation of everything from below his ribs gone.

Precious seconds were spent rolling along the ground and Francis found himself face-first in the dirt. Still surging with power, he used his left hand, turning himself over and looked at the beastkin whose eyes were wide, hand pressed against the wound Francis had made, blood rushing out as its heart beat.

“Looks like I got you,” Francis tried to say. His voice sounded weird, blood spewing forth with every word he spoke.

A look of fear came over the creature as it ripped off its loincloth and tied it around its leg near the top.

“I will–”

Whatever it had been trying to say fell on deaf ears. Time had run out and darkness had taken over.

            

    
        Chapter 77

    
    
    
    
                Stenson’s eyebrows had almost become one connected layer of hair.

Francis had seen this expression multiple times in all his deaths, but this particular one was different. There was nothing more than a tiny narrowing of the brows, just barely brought closer and the general’s lips curled in slightly. His jaw didn’t show the tightness it sometimes held; instead, it barely reflected anything beyond teeth held together.

It was moments like this that Francis had been sent to the Spires, or when he had been told to attempt something new, that had resulted in leaps of improvement.

“How long do these conversations go?” Stenson asked. “I mean, I think they must get longer each time.”

“I try to keep them as concise as possible,” Francis replied. “Over a few thousand deaths, one learns what’s important and what’s not. Still, we’ve been talking for almost two hours and you’re at the point where the questions you ask often repeat, or occasionally a new one comes along. Each time I mention a new skill or how these last few major fights went, I’m not always certain what you’ll say. I could try and repeat them as exactly as possibly, but I think I get more from you when I don’t.”

Francis intertwined his fingers and leaned back in his chair. “This next part was something we discussed only two times in all my deaths,” he lied.

He had spent the day traveling with Michael and the others, working through a few things that had bothered him. No matter what he did, there was a wall he couldn’t climb alone. Today would be a day others were called in to help scale this mountain.

At least my ability to lie has grown… I guess one day I’ll find out if there’s a skill for that.

“We need to convince Baxter to join us on the battle line. The time has come to see what happens when no one holds back. That means I’ll make sure Priscilla joins us on the front line as well.”

Stenson frowned and sat there for almost a minute, not saying a word. Finally, the older man spoke. “You’re telling me that I said this would be a good idea?”

“To attempt, yes,” Francis lied again. “Even if we don’t win, we’ll finally see what we can do against this enemy we face. If we win, I’m willing to learn from our successes and failures so that we can improve. That way, we can plan on how to win the battle with the fewest casualties. You also mentioned we won’t tell Baxter about this but this one time. Only you and I will know the true potential of what I can do.”

The stony expression on the general softened slightly and Stenson started to nod his head. “The plan has merit. With what you shared about me being able to survive the one I faced, you being able to stand up to the panther one… I think if you and Kels work together, the two of you could bring it down. Baxter will be able to handle one if not two on his own. And if Priscilla does join the battle… we could possibly end this fight tomorrow.”

“And all I ask is that you keep my brother safe,” Francis said. “He stays back. I know it sounds stupid, but that’s what I need more than anything.”

Stenson’s teeth showed as the man smiled. “You never change on that one point, do you?”

“No, I don’t,” Francis replied. “My family first, the kingdom second. Now then, tell me, what do we need to do to convince Baxter to fight beside us?”

A chuckle came from Stenson, who rose from his seat, motioning for Francis to do likewise.

“Oh, that won’t be a problem. Trust me. He’s been itching to join since the moment we arrived.”

***

“Finally!” Baxter roared, pounding his palm against Stenson’s shoulder. “It’s about time I get a chance to wet my blade with their blood!”

“Dear,” Queen Auri said slowly. “Perhaps you should take a moment and consider the risks of such an action.”

Francis watched as the king spun, his red eyes almost glowing as they locked in on the woman standing next to Francis.

“Did he lie?” Baxter asked, pointing a finger at Francis.

“No, he–”

“Then what is there to fear?” The king asked. “If I die, he’ll die and we’ll reset the loop! If we win, he’ll do the same thing again so that we can learn what we can improve upon. You tested him! You know that he isn’t lying!”

“It’s not that,” Auri replied. “What if he doesn’t restart the loop? What if something happens and you stay dead? What if–”

“What if we stay here, never take a chance and lose everything?” Baxter asked, moving to stand before his wife. “I’m tired of this game. I’ve watched our people and our kingdom suffer. If the gods have given us a chance to win and then help the others, you and I both know what that means.” The king leaned in close, placing his forehead against his wife's. “You know that we could finally be free of this rope that threatens to hang us all.”

She sighed, standing on her toes; Auri kissed him. “I know… just… be safe.”

Baxter laughed, picked her up, and spun Auri around the tent. “That’s what I’m talking about!” When he was done celebrating, Baxter turned and smiled at Francis. “So, now what? You’re certain you can get Priscilla to join the fight? I’m not sure she will even if I ask her to.”

“I can and I will,” Francis said. “And if I can’t this time, I’ll just die and repeat it until I learn how to.”

The king chuckled and gave Francis a tap on his shoulder that showed him a reminder of the moment Baxter had killed him with a single hand long ago.

“You are an amazing gift, Francis. When we win, I will make sure your family is rewarded for your service.”

Rather than get into a discussion on how that wouldn’t be worth anything, Francis just bent his neck slightly. “Thank you, my King. Now, if you’ll excuse me. I have a mage to convince to fight in a war she doesn’t want to be a part of.”

***

“You speak of things that you shouldn’t know,” Priscilla stated, her complexion looking paler by the second. “I… I find it hard to believe, but there’s no other way for you to know what you do.”

“Which is why the King is willing to join the fight tomorrow, and you must as well,” Francis said. “I’m playing a game that I cannot win without your help. The good news is you’ll be getting one over on Stenson by going along with my plan.”

“And yet how do I know you won’t just use all this to your advantage upon the next death?” Priscilla asked. “You’re telling me you just need to die and you’ll relive this moment again. No one but those you tell upon each death knows anything. What’s to stop me from believing you haven’t attempted this moment before?”

“Nothing,” Francis said. “Except that I allowed you to verify that what I said was true.”

“Only that phrase,” she replied, frowning. “Which means there are things you don’t want to verify.”

Francis nodded, smiling as he pointed to the cup nearest to him. “Are you wanting to tell me what that glass is laced with? I know it has something inside it and that it’s not the liquid I pour into it.”

Her cheeks reddened and the mage clenched her eyes shut before opening them a second later. “You… keep saying things you shouldn’t know… just adding more weights to the scale that already tips in your favor and paints me in a bad light.”

“And yet,” Francis said, leaning forward. “I’m here, being honest and telling you I know what it is like to be bound to something you can't escape and wishing you could, but only if the conditions to escape mean getting what you want. I will die as many times as I must, no matter how horrible they are, until my brother is permanently safe and this kingdom survives.”

Francis moved his hand to his belt and slowly pulled a knife from it, keeping it sheathed.

“I could use this, threaten you with it. You could try and use magic to end my life but all that would do is cause you pain and potentially make me stronger. Each time we could do this dance, until the day comes when you cannot harm me. How many deaths would it take? A thousand? Ten thousand? There was a moment I considered this path, but I do not take joy in killing someone I don’t believe deserves it.”

Putting the knife back, he kept his eyes on Priscilla, watching the light in her eyes dim slowly.

“I killed a man who deserved it over a hundred times,” Francis stated. “I used him as a crucible to make me stronger and prepare me for the battle that I need to win. But I haven’t done so in so long. Why? Because his death means nothing anymore. A day will come when I hope the war can be won, and on that last attempt to take it all, I’m going to kill him again, because he deserves it. Because…” Francis leaned forward, locking eyes with her. “The world is a better place without him. Only those who show the world is better off without them need to fear me.”

“That… feels like a threat,” Priscilla said slowly. “Yet… I know it’s not.”

Shaking his head, Francis laughed. “I’m not threatening you. If I wanted, I could kill anyone. Even the King,” he replied. “But I wouldn’t see this kingdom being in a better place because I took that action. Sure, I might get stronger from doing so, but I don’t have that kind of drive in me to kill those who don’t deserve it. So when the army gathers and the battle begins, I need to know who cares more about winning a war that saves the entire kingdom than their own petty things? Baxter is willing to fight, has wanted to fight, and my ability gives him the chance to do what he wants for a moment without the fear of dying.”

“You don’t think he fears death?” Priscilla asked. “Everyone fears death?”

Francis laughed and shook his head. “Think about it for a moment and see it from his eyes. Forget everything you know about death, Priscilla. Let’s say the battle goes against us, and you die? Then what? If I die, you’re back, never knowing the pain of what you felt in that moment. There’s no memory of whatever claimed your life. Even if it’s more painful than you can imagine, you’ll come back to a moment days before now, unaware of it.”

Smiling, Francis leaned forward and raised both of his eyes playfully. “Tell me, Priscilla Obsterano, mage bound to King Baxter. Wouldn’t you for once like to walk across that battlefield and show everyone around you the true power you possess?”

Her blue eyes sparkled, not with magic that Francis could sense, but with what he guessed was finally understanding what he was offering.

A smirk appeared on the woman’s face, and yet Francis knew it wasn’t directed at him.

“A chance to finally let go of all the rage, anger, and frustration I hold inside me?” Priscilla asked. “Why, if I didn’t know better, we’ve had this conversation before, Sage Francis. It seems you know more about what I want than I could ever imagine.”

The pair laughed as Francis rose.

“I look forward to seeing what you can do,” he said. “Perhaps it might make me less likely to test myself against you anytime soon.”

This time, light appeared in those eyes, and the mage’s skin glowed white.

“Fear not, Sage Francis, I’ll show you the true power I possess.”

            

    
        Chapter 78

    
    
    
    
                Francis couldn’t help but stand in awe of the man before him. Baxter had looked intimidating since the first time he had seen the behemoth of a man. Today was no different.

Standing in a black set of plate armor with red wolves etched into it, the King shifted the shield that was taller than Francis with ease. Baxter’s sword hand was free right now, but Francis had seen the blade the king had displayed for a moment and the sight of that red blade with black lines had sent a shudder down his spine.

I can only imagine the kind of magical equipment Baxter has on.

“You ready for this?” Stenson asked.

Nodding at the older man next to him, Francis gazed at the battlefield, which was preparing for a fight that would not be held back. “I’ve been ready for a while,” he replied. “Everything I’ve been doing, all those deaths… it all comes down to this moment to see if we can win.”

He felt the general’s only hand grab his shoulder and squeeze.

“I want you to know, Francis, that I am grateful you’re the man you are,” Stenson said softly. “You have proven yourself to be a true ally of the kingdom. Whatever happens today, the next time we speak after it, know that even if I can’t voice it then, I’m proud of you.”

Francis cleared his throat and smiled. “Thank you. That means a lot.”

The older man nodded and clapped his shoulder once before walking off to join the king and a few of the other officers.

I’m not sure what’s worse… hearing those words from him or wanting to believe he actually means it…

Movement from his other side caught Francis’ attention, and he turned to see Priscilla beckoning him with a finger.

“Mage,” Francis said, giving a small wink after checking that no one was able to see what he had done.

“Sage Francis,” Priscilla said softly, bending her knees. “Your words the other day… I am… excited.” Her lips were curled up into a grin that Francis couldn’t recall ever seeing the woman wear. She looked beautiful and scary at the same time. Her red robes had metallic runes that ran down in lines from the top to the bottom of it. In her hand was a staff he had never seen with four different colored gems set inside the metal rod. She also had on more jewelry than he could recall, with a pair of bracelets on each wrist as well as a necklace laced with rubies. She had two earrings on each ear, all of them set with sapphires that glowed. “Today, you will get to bear witness to what I can do. Perhaps it might make you think twice about how you speak to me in the future.”

He couldn’t help but laugh. Francis tapped his own armor, which was a gift from Baxter and the pair of swords that the King had pulled from his treasury, strapped across his back.

“I’m certain that after witnessing the extent of what everyone can do today, I will be a little hesitant to upset any of you in the future,” Francis replied. “Still, I am grateful for your help. I know the request I made wasn’t an easy one.”

Priscilla nodded, her lips pressed together as her new expression hid her teeth. “Nothing has been easy since the day we stepped foot on this battlefield, but the truth is for over three hundred years, I have been in a battle of sorts. Today is the first time I can allow myself to let loose. Your… secret… allows me to bypass some of the ropes that bind me. Knowing what I do won’t break any of the oaths I am bound to because one way or another, you will die, and this will all start again.”

“I do try to be helpful sometimes,” Francis joked. “Now then, if you’re good, I need to go speak with Kels.”

Priscilla nodded, and Francis moved to where the knight was a little bit away, shouting at different men and giving orders. As he walked away, he could sense a barrier that he passed through, knowing that she had created a bubble of silence.

“Sage Francis!” Kels shouted as he drew near. “I cannot tell you how excited I am about today! You and I, slaying beasts without regard! And to hear we’re going to work together to take down a creature far greater than any of the others we have faced is a dream come true. Now tell me, what can I do for you?”

Admiring the knight who had trained him in so many different lessons beyond simply just how to swing a sword, Francis could see that the young man was wearing equipment better than the last few times they had fought together. He wore plate versus chain armor and had a sword on each hip as well as two more crossed on his back.

“You look like you’re ready to go to war or something,” Francis teased. “But all I wanted to say is I’ll let you lead once we find one of the special beasts.”

“I know you’re not being a coward, but why?” Kels asked, raising an eyebrow. “Are you hoping to learn just how good I am?”

“Maybe,” Francis replied. “I mean, what kind of fool would I be not to watch the great Knight Kels, whom the General handpicked? Besides, I think you’ll have an easier time surviving if they focus on you at first versus me. I need to last as long as I can for this to work.”

“Tsk,” the knight said. “You and Stenson both are so negative. It’s like neither of you expect this to turn out well.”

“Maybe I’m a little… jaded by things,” Francis said. “In the end, I can’t wait to see us destroy every last one of those beasts on the other side of the field and return home. No matter what, today we’re going to take revenge on them for what they’ve done to our people.”

Kels only nodded, a small smile on the knight’s lips. A few seconds later, a warrior called for the man’s attention and Francis didn’t hold him back.

For once, we’ll see what power really lies beyond all these animals… 

“Hey, moron!” a voice Francis knew by heart called out. “Get over here.”

Turning, he saw Michael waving at him, dressed in fine clothes and flanked by two women who he had yet to take up on their offer.

“What are you doing out here?” Francis asked as he reached his brother. “I thought you’d be somewhere safe, in a tent, staying busy while the real men and women fought.”

“Please,” Michael replied, rolling his eyes. “Some of us are tasked with keeping the two most beautiful women in the kingdom safe. Of course, I have been granted that privilege.”

He just smiled and nodded at Bella and Lucy. “Thank you both for watching over him. One day I’ll repay you two for that.”

“It is our honor,” Lucy said. “And we’ll hold you to that promise, Sage Francis.”

“Besides, if you’re half as good as your brother here, we’ll both be satisfied,” Bella said.

Michael’s cheek flushed just slightly as the woman wrapped her arm around his and drew close.

“Well, I won’t keep you all out here then,” Francis said. “I need to go join the army–”

His brother moved faster than he had expected, and Michael had freed his arm from Bella, wrapping Francis up in a hug.

“I love you,” Michael whispered. “No matter what, I’m always here. Let’s talk about what happens soon.”

Squeezing his brother, Francis had to stop when a grunt came from Michael.

“Sorry, I forgot how strong I have become.”

“Lies,” Michael replied, laughing. “You and I both know that was a lie.”

Francis winked. “True.”

***

The horn sounded, signaling the retreat, causing the warriors who were at the greatest risk of the death spell to turn and race toward the camp.

Francis watched as the men tossed down their swords and shields, knowing that there were only a few seconds that would determine who lived and who died. Even though he had watched this play out before, he still couldn’t tear his eyes from the line, urging every man to run faster.

Time ticked down slowly, and the black sheet descended, claiming the lives of those who didn’t make it far enough.

“You weren’t wrong,” Kels said. “That was gruesome. How long till we make them pay for that?”

“Less than a minute. I’ll motion for when to blow the horns,” Francis said, sensing the anger in the knight’s voice. “Focus on the path I lead. We’ll quickly reach the rhino-kin, and then after that, something should approach you.”

“And after that?”

“We kill whatever comes at us,” Francis replied. “Stenson has the one to the right. That leaves Priscilla and the king to manage the ones from the middle on. We’ll have to move as quickly as we can, protecting the other men so they can engage the elite warriors in the back.”

“All this,” Kels said, his eyes locked upon the group of warriors crying out in pain from the spell that was killing them. “Tell me we’ll win.”

“We’ll win. Someday we’ll cleanse this land from these beasts,” Francis said.

Even if it’s not today… one day it will happen.

Both men were silent, waiting for the moment to come when the battle would push forward. Every horse around Francis was waiting for the slightest nudge, telling them it was time to charge.

“Seven seconds,” Francis shouted.

“I still can’t believe you can’t ride a horse,” Kels stated.

“I can, but there’s no time for that discussion. Blow the horn,” Francis replied.

The knight gave the signal, and the horns erupted nearby, stretching across the battlefield field and the wave of warriors surged.

Francis took off running, knowing the horses would eventually catch up and pass him, but he wanted to see what was happening off to his left.

The human army ran toward the beasts, but a swirling of magical power formed hundreds of yards away. Fire rose into the sky and raced toward the first rows of beastkin that had waited outside the range of their death spell.

Soon, large chunks of fiery rocks rained down upon the beasts; any magical shield that appeared to stop the spell seemed to fail, the flames falling toward the creatures below. A single spell from Priscilla erased hundreds of beastkin, creating a massive hole in the enemy army lines as the fire seemed to spread from animal to animal.

“She’s strong!” Kels shouted, his horse having caught up with Francis. “You need to focus!”

Francis nodded, turning his gaze toward the line of beasts that had slowed their approach.

They're afraid… 

Roars came from behind the beasts, barely audible over the pounding of hooves, but it took a moment for the enemy army to race toward them again. During that time Francis watched as the army around him seemed to realize things had shifted. Every warrior present was shouting, their gazes fixed upon the beasts before them.

As the first lines clashed, the healing spell came, stretching across the chaos that quickly turned one-sided.

We’re doing it… We’re fucking doing it!

Every beast that came near Francis was slaughtered in a moment. His swords cut through flesh, bone, and the light armor each opponent wore. He was death to any creature he got near. A little further away, Kels was the better version of him. The knight’s armor began to turn red, blood splashing against the silver metal plate.

A wave of magic struck some of the warriors to Francis’ left as a serpent sent out blasts of poison to try and halt the overwhelming force.

Once the magic healing wears off… they’re going to die.

Changing his original plan, Francis raced toward the snake and roared, drawing its attention.

It smiled, sending out a blast of poisonous magic at him.

Francis laughed, letting his Legendary skill make the caster pay for its attempt at attacking him.

I suppose Kels can handle things until I hear the leader challenge him… in the meantime, I’ll do what I can to save as many men as possible.

Francis’ skin burned, but the pain and damage were minimal. He’d felt worse and, with a clear goal set, did what he was good at. Killing the stronger ones so the other soldiers could handle the easier ones.

Minutes passed as Francis worked his way through the beast army, always keeping his attention focused where he knew Kels was.

As he freed his sword from the corpse of a rhino-kin that once had been his greatest threat, the sound of a cat calling out to his right rang out.

More roars came, and Francis ran with everything he had.

Up ahead, he saw the panther moving toward Kels as beasts began to give the pair room to fight.

He shouted, waving his sword, doing what he could to announce to Kels that he was coming. As Francis ran, he saw firsthand the difference between him and the knight.

Shit… I should have stayed closer!

            

    
        Chapter 79

    
    
    
    
                Francis’s blades came at the panther, who spun, ignoring the knight it had just kicked and sent tumbling across the field.

“Where is your–”

“Screw you!” Francis shouted, attacking with everything he had.

[ Power Strike ]

[ Quick Attack ]

Francis repeated that combination two more times, ignoring the strain of doing so, praying that Kels would join the fight sooner rather than later.

Curved blades came for Francis, and he activated Guarded Stance and Iron Wall. His Battle Sense was struggling to keep up with the musky scent, which alerted Francis to the panther using its ability to shift to the side.

[ Riposte ]

Pain came and Francis ignored it as his Warrior’s Resolve flared with power. A large gash across his side had come from one of the panther’s swords. Francis’ own blade managed to slice off a finger on the beast's right hand. As his blade began to draw back, Francis activated his newest offensive ability, letting the power of Warrior’s Resolve fuel the demand on his body.

[ Flurry ]

[ Quick Attack ]

His blade lunged forward, no longer pulling back, stabbing and slicing the panther’s forearm; the last cut managed to hit something that caused the beast to drop its sword.

Battle Sense went wild as those yellow eyes glowed and the panther unleashed a barrage of kicks, punches, and slashes with its remaining sword.

[ Iron Wall ]

[ Guarded Stance ]

Francis took a claw to his face, losing part of his cheek and his left eye as his swords worked at stopping the metal that tried to cut his body in half.

As the panther raised its foot to kick it, the beast stumbled forward, a pair of swords driven down through both its shoulders.

Francis spotted Kels descending from above, plunging both swords into the beast's oversized traps. One moment, the blades were plunged to the hilt, the next, the knight was kicking off backwards, roaring as he ripped the weapons free.

Taking the opening given, Francis stepped forward, thrusting the pair of swords upward into the exposed black fur that rippled with muscles.

Only because of the injury to his face was he able to summon the power he needed to activate his skills again.

[ Power Strike ]

Both blades pierced the skin, slicing through the sternum and plunging into the beast's heart.

Francis found himself pinned against the beast before he could blink. The panther lifted him upward, its jaw coming down at his face. Inches before the large fangs sank into his skull, its head lifted upward, the glint of steel appearing under its open jaw.

Struggling to breathe, Francis fought against a headless body that was still squeezing him with enough force to crack one rib already, overpowering his Strong Bones.

“One second!” Kels shouted as he flew past Francis, landing on the ground behind him. A flicker of metal removed one arm and then the next, freeing him from the embrace that had almost caused this loop to end sooner than expected.

“What were you doing?” the knight asked, pulling both of Francis’ weapons free for him. “Why did you run off like that?”

“Those mages–”

“Weren’t the things to focus on,” Kels stated. “You should know better… Even now we need to move!”

“I… You’re right,” Francis admitted, taking the swords that the knight held out to him. “It won’t happen again.”

“Don’t waste this moment,” Kels shouted, pointing toward the center of camp. “Stenson’s on his way, and it looks like the king is winning his side!”

Francis ran after the knight, noticing the way his left leg wasn’t working right.

“You’re hurt! Find a healer,” Francis called out.

“No! No time,” Kels replied. “We’re focused on one thing, and I’ve had worse.”

Choosing not to press the issue, Francis joined his partner in slaying every beastkin that got between them and where the King was. Siege beasts were collapsing, spells from the mages who had come with the army unleashing spells upon them, destroying the weapons that were set on top.

More human warriors pushed forward, where they were, facing elite beastkin. Everywhere, the sounds of men and animals dying rang out, but for now, it felt like the battle was shifting in their direction.

When they reached the first section about a third of a mile away, they saw the two parts of a giant gorilla-kin. Both of its hands still held large war hammers in them, its flesh burnt and

Row upon row of beast-kin was slaughtered; the elite warriors who had been with Priscilla and Baxter finished off the last of the enemy army before the siege beasts.

“What is all this?” Francis asked as they ran past the human army that was finally winning a battle. “How strong is she?”

“Strong enough that she’s only using one artifact,” Kels shouted. “Surely someone told you the power she possesses!”

They did… but I didn’t imagine this kind of power. She could easily have changed the battle a long time ago. Surely she can’t be unwilling to do this… so she must be prevented from doing so.

Francis stayed close to the Knight as they made their way to where the King was fighting. When Baxter’s black armor came into view, Francis also noticed a shape that had a few healers around it.

“Is that Priscilla?!” he called out.

Kels grunted and looked at where Francis pointed. “We can check, but we don’t have a lot of time!”

When they got closer, Francis saw the burnt corpse of a different kind of beats-kin. Over a dozen were in different states of having been burnt to death. He could see the circular ring of fire that had traveled about fifty yards from where who he assumed, was Priscilla, lying on the ground.

“What happened?” Kels asked as they slowed down.

“She’s dying,” one of the healers said. “I can’t cure the poison that afflicts her. All of our healing is for naught.”

Francis moved to kneel beside Priscilla, seeing over a dozen different holes on the front and side of her torso. She looked like someone had pierced her over and over with daggers.

“What happened?” Francis asked.

“Lizards… invisible… they–” Priscilla coughed, blood leaking from her mouth with each breath.

“Rest,” Francis said, reaching out and squeezing her hand. “You had your moment. I’ll make sure you’ll get another chance to do it again.”

“How can you give her another chance?” the healer asked. “She’s dying! Do you–”

“Don’t,” Francis growled. “For now, just keep her as comfortable as possible. Kels.”

The knight nodded, and they both began racing toward the area where they could see Baxter killing beastkins.

“My King!” Kels shouted as they drew near.

Baxter spun around, his eyes red and glowing, the man taking deep breaths over and over. A crazed look was upon his face as the King stared at them for a moment.

“King Baxter?” Francis said slowly. “Are you okay?”

“The battle lust has him,” Kels whispered.

The oversized man let out a roar that washed across the area, and Francis felt power wash over him.

A couple of breaths later, the King’s eyes dimmed slightly.

“You two… thank you for not coming closer,” Baxter said. “I couldn’t save Priscilla, but I have killed two of the ones you told us about. Both were–”

As the king spoke, roars came from off to the left, toward the last of the army that had no fighters like Stenson or Baxter.

“It would appear we’re about to find the last two,” the king said, smiling. “We’ve lost many, but we have almost secured victory. All we need to do now is–”

Francis blinked. His eyes struggled to see what he was looking at. Slowly, his hand touched his face, and he felt nothing. There was no wetness to his cheek. One moment, the king had been there, talking with them. Now his lower half crumpled to the ground, the top half of his body gone.

“Kels?” Francis said, his voice squeaking.

There was no reply, and when he tried to turn, it was then that Francis realized his body wasn’t working as he had expected it to.

Notifications had scrolled by, but Francis was trying to figure out what had happened. Trying to use his left arm, Francis found it was gone. His vision was starting to fade, and he saw that half his own torso was gone.

Warrior’s Resolve was keeping him standing, and Francis was certain he would be near death in a few seconds. Straining, he scanned the battlefield, trying to make sense of what had just transpired.

From the edge of the line about a hundred yards away, a beast in long robes stood. A staff of some sort was pointed at them, and everything between it and Francis was basically gone. Human, beastkin, it didn’t matter.

“What the…”

***

The sound of the morning bell rang, and Francis sat up slowly.

"It's earlier than usual," Michael grunted as he sat up. "What gives?"

Francis said nothing, ignoring the words his brother sent his way, his eyes focused on the notifications.

[ Magic Resistance Increased - 53 ]

[ Magic Feedback Increased - 21 ]

[ Warrior’s Resolve Increased - 5 ]

It killed us so easily… a single spell.

“Hey! Francis!” Michael shouted, clapping his hands as well. “What’s going on? Why are you… OH MY GOD! What the fuck happened to you? You’re huge!”

Francis blinked a few times and frowned. “Sorry… I uh…” He paused, not wanting to lie but also knowing this wasn’t the best moment to have this conversation. “I uh… had a dream and the gods said they wanted to use me… It appears they have made certain I can be used.”

“Why would they pick you?” Michael asked. “I mean… How… or… I… I don’t even know what to say!”

Francis stood, moved to where his brother was standing. As with all the loops since his body had evolved, Michael’s eyes were wide like a full moon.

“Listen, I’m going to tell you everything. But first we need to go outside, I need to kick Malcolm's ass, and then we’re going to take our time walking to town.”

“But Phillip… I mean… Malcomb does deserve a beating.”

Laughing, Francis hugged his brother and pointed at the door. “Come on, let’s go scare Phillip after we get a little revenge.”

            

    
        Chapter 80

    
    
    
    
                Stenson’s face was like stone.

Francis had seen this expression multiple times in all his deaths, but this particular one was different. There was nothing more than a tiny narrowing of the brows, just barely brought closer, and the general’s lips curled in slightly. His jaw didn’t show the tightness it sometimes held; instead, it barely reflected anything beyond teeth held together.

It was moments like this that Francis had been sent to the Spires, or when he had been told to attempt something new, that had resulted in leaps of improvement.

“How long do these conversations go?” Stenson asked. “I mean, I think they must get longer each time.”

“I try to keep them as concise as possible,” Francis replied. “Over a few thousand deaths, one learns what’s important and what’s not. Still, we’ve been talking for almost two hours, and you’re at the point where the questions you ask often repeat, or occasionally a new one comes along. Each time I mention a new skill or how these last few major fights went, I’m not always certain what you’ll say. I could try and repeat them as exactly as possibly, but I think I get more from you when I don’t. Kind of like how I mentioned how you shared your life a little and the conversations you had with the others from different kingdoms.”

“That might be why I am thinking what I am,” the general said. “Tell me, Francis. Have I ever mentioned you going to the other kingdoms and training there for a while?”

“As in actually going, like right now or later at some point?”

“Right now. I'll get you some gear, and we’ll tell the King you need to travel to the northern kingdom of Tules to help us and them win against this enemy.”

“We had discussed it,” Francis said, standing. “You’re not wanting us to go back and fight this same battle again and see if we can’t figure out what killed Baxter?!”

“Calm down and sit,” Stenson said.

Francis started to open his mouth and protest, but stopped, his mind reminding him of all the times the general had asked him to do things that seemed weird and yet they had paid off. Sighing, he sat down and waited.

After a moment, the older man grinned and then chuckled. “Francis Lancaster… you are an exceptional young man. I–”

“You give this speech a lot,” Francis interrupted. “I’m exceptional, you’re impressed, can’t believe what I have, think I’m the future to save us.”

Grunting, the general’s smile became a frown.

“And you usually curse,” Francis stated.

“Well fuck me… now I’m really unsure what to say.”

Francis laughed and shrugged. “The real question you’ll ask yourself is if I didn’t say what I did, would you curse or not?”

Both eyes started to dart as the general thought for a moment and sighed. “I don’t have time for this esoteric shit,” Stenson said. “You need to go to Tules. I’m not sure how long you’ll make it before you die, but every time you do and restart here, tell me I said you should do this.”

“This is about the skills you’re hoping I might acquire there, isn’t it?” Francis asked.

“You mentioned I talked about things of legends… when you get to Tules, I’ll have a letter for you to give to whoever greets you. They will take you to meet Glitvall Stormrend. He’s the war chief of Koldrak and will help you on this next part of your growth.”

“Wait, I’m sorry, you’re telling me I can’t stay here and get strong enough to defeat what we’re facing?”

“I don’t think so,” the older man replied, frowning.

“But you told me it might take ten thousand deaths or more. Why change it all right now?”

“I can see how I thought that,” Stenson replied. “But this loop, as you call them, I believe I was foolish. You need to go and see what a true warrior can become in an environment like Tules. Besides, it will also give you a chance to see what that army is facing and learn new ways to fight. Eventually, you’re going to have to learn a skill like mine. You need a way to reach beyond the length of your blade. I think with your Warrior’s Resolve, you also need to learn how to heal your own wounds, and only one kingdom is said to have ever produced a skill that could bring a warrior from the brink of death on their own.”

“So… every time I die, you just want me to open up with this?” Francis asked.

“I would. It might not seem like much, but it will save hours. Learn what’s important that I need to hear. If you need a break, take it. Find a way to enrich your life. Perhaps you can find a warm body to spend time with over there.”

“Wow… not the advice I was expecting,” Francis stated.

“You’d be surprised what the right companion can add,” Stenson said. “A good night filled with a different kind of relief sometimes last weeks in raising one's spirit.”

Francis started to chuckle and nod.

“Did we have this conversation before?” the general asked.

“No, but I might have done that once. And… you’re right. I was a bit happier.”

Stenson slapped his knee and then stood. “Good, now then, let’s get the king informed and get you prepared. I’m looking forward to the next time we talk.”

***

Baxter’s fingers were interlaced, and the King was staring at the two of them.

His wife squeezed his arm and coughed.

“They’re being honest… or at least Stenson is.”

The king’s red eyes narrowed, and he glanced at his wife.

“She can’t read me with her magic, my King,” Francis informed them. “I can stop her threads and if I wanted, could injure her for trying, but I don’t wish to do such a thing.”

Baxter’s attention snapped back to him, and the large man stood. “You can resist magic and hurt the caster?!”

The general and Francis nodded as the booming voice assaulted them.

“He can, and yet when I say he must go to Tules, know that I understand the potential ally Sage Francis is,” Stenson said. “I swear by my oath, my sword, my life, and the life of my daughter that what I am telling you is the path I firmly believe must be taken if we are to win this war.”

“But… he can see the future! He knows so much and to toss that away–”

“Means nothing if the other kingdoms fall before we win our battle.” Stenson’s words cut off the King, whose frown slowly faded.

“Wise words as always from the man I am fortunate to have by my side and leading our army,” Baxter said. “Very well, what do you need from me?”

“Priscilla will need to send him, and you and I should both send a letter to Glitvall. While I believe mine might be good enough, yours would carry even more weight and help in getting him before the war chief. Beyond that, he could use another sword. I have already gifted him with the one you gave me.”

A grunt came from Baxter as he nodded. “I saw that on his hip and for a moment felt slighted, but now I understand why. And we won’t be giving him armor, will we?”

“Why wouldn’t I get armor?” Francis asked. “I thought we discussed giving me armor.”

“I think it would be good for him to show up in armor,” Stenson said. “Lessons like that are best learned through experience, I always believe.”

Both men laughed, and Francis glared at the two of them. “I swear, I’m going to be upset if you two are doing something nasty.”

“Trust me, Sage Francis,” Queen Auri said as both men continued to laugh. “They are giving you a life lesson that is best learned hands-on. You will understand it and it will cause no real harm.”

“No real harm,” he muttered.

Baxter clapped his hands and moved to where Francis was and held one out. “I shall draft this letter. You go with Stenson, and he shall have access to my vault. Are we… going to give anything else?”

The general shook his head. “No.”

“I trust your wisdom. Good luck, Sage Francis. Return soon, and may we one day drink in celebration of this war being over and us having survived.”

Having shaken the oversized hand of the King, Francis bowed and followed the general out of the tent.

“What else would you give?” Francis whispered once they were outside.

“Just wait, you’ll see, and I’ll explain later.”

Later wasn’t long, and Francis struggled to look at the items on the table before him.

“Magical rings, bracelets, belts… why… why don’t I get these?”

“Well, first, they are not common.” Stenson replied.” Ask me how many enchanted items I have.”

“How many?”

“Three. Only three. And they are nothing compared to what lies before you. These will not win a war or a battle; they will simply aid you in being able to fight longer, strike harder, and provide other advantages. Had I given you these in previous times, you wouldn’t be where you are. You’d be dependent upon them, and I doubt you’d have half the skills you do now.

“Magical items work… differently. For whatever reason, the rules we live under make it so that using them limits our growth. One cannot have a ring that provides extra strength and expect to wear it daily for every task and expect it to grow stronger. In some ways it would do the opposite. Nothing is designed for everyday use. These items are for moments when one must eek out the last bits of luck and power they can, knowing that tomorrow may mean death if they don’t have just a slight advantage than before.”

Sighing, Francis nodded. “So had I used these with every loop, I’d have gained almost nothing. And the rings I trained with?”

“Those are so rare you cannot imagine how much they would cost to replace, if that were even possible,” Stenson replied. “You remember what they gave?”

“I do.”

“Those are over three thousand years old. The power inside them is different from what is made today. Had you worn them out of that training area, you would have died. Even now, if you tried, they would most likely make it so you could barely move. Some sort of magic set within them is limited to training areas. I cannot tell you why or how, but that is just how it is.”

“And those boots and bracers?”

“Similar in age and power. Those are gifts passed down to kings to prepare them for battle. One can only get so strong in a training square, and there is a desire for the King to be one who can fight.”

“I guess my dreams of being outfitted in magical equipment are just that… dreams,” Francis said with a sigh.

Stenson patted Francis on the shoulder and nodded. “You’re far more without them. Learn that first. A crutch is good while one heals, but if you keep using it after your body has recovered, it will cause more harm. You’ll never walk right again.”

“So this sword?” Francis asked.

“Is nothing special. The only magic inside it is the strength of the blade. It will not shatter or break unless something so powerful it could level a city strikes it.”

Nodding, Francis accepted the blade and followed the older man out of the tent they were in, wondering when the day might come that he would potentially wear those.

***

“Sage Francis, leaving already?” Priscilla’s tone was one he knew far too well, and he ignored her attempts at causing frustration.

“I am. The gods have ordered it. Now, if you don’t mind, open the gate and don’t be foolish enough to try and use a spell on me as I leave.”

Her blue eyes widened, and she started to open her mouth, but Francis held up his hand.

“Don’t. Lying doesn’t suit you, and I know the bonds you’re bound with from the Concord. Believe what you want, but I know far more than I have time to speak of right now. Time is valuable and I have things to do in Tules. So, summon the gate.”

She stood there only a moment longer, blinking a few times before she bent her neck slightly. “As you wish, Sage Francis.”

The light traveled along the ropes, and a gate appeared before him.

“Keep the King safe, and be careful walking the line you do between both sides,” Francis said before stepping through it. “I’ll return and perhaps one day be able to free you from the bond you’re under.”

She said something, but he didn’t hear what it was, having already entered the portal.

When the light faded, he found himself in a room made from ice. A puff of white came with his breath, and it took only a moment to understand what Baxter and Stenson had just taught him.

God, it’s fucking cold!

The chain suit of armor started to absorb the coldness of the room he was in, and the thin layer of cloth between him and it did little the longer he stood where he was.

“A visitor!”

He turned and saw a massive woman wearing multiple furs and armor that looked like a patchwork of animal skins, studying him. Her blonde hair and blue eyes stood out against the black paint band across her eyes.

She was easily seven feet tall and made him think the gods had been unkind in making him so short.

“I have a letter from King Baxter and General Stenson from the Kingdom of Reevotort,” Francis said. “I need to see War Chief Glitvall Stormrend.”

She scoffed as he pulled out the two letters, each with a seal on it. “Bah, a waste of time. We’re not coming to aid them!”

“I’m not here to ask for aid,” Francis replied with a grin. “I’m here to give it.”

Her eyebrow rose as she looked him up and down. “What could a man such as yourself hope to offer us? Can you cook and clean?”

“If you want, we can fight, and I’ll prove my worth.”

She grinned and laughed, the ice-covered room causing it to echo all around. “Well, at least they sent someone with balls and perhaps no brains, but let’s go, boy! To the Warchief, before I get to kick yer arse all over the snow!”
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Francis bit his lip, keeping from letting out a curse as the tall woman pulled back the curtain made of pelts that was the entrance and exit to the room he had appeared in. A freezing wind blew in, penetrating the metal armor and his thin layer of clothing, immediately causing his skin to break out in goosebumps.

I swear I’m going to punch Stenson the next time I see him.

A chuckle came from his escort as she studied him, her blue eyes seemingly happy with his inability to hold back the shudder he had just released.

“You look angry. I like that,” she said, grinning as she pulled a fur-covered hood from behind her head. “Why they sent you like that… I can only imagine either you upset them or it’s a lesson.”

“Perhaps both,” Francis replied, fighting against his jaw that wanted to bounce up and down. “Any chance I can get something to help with my… outfit?” He motioned to the metal covering which was absorbing the cold by the second.

“Let me take you to the warchief first,” she replied. “If you survive the trek, then you’ll be worthy of meeting him and earning a new outfit. Even our young must prove they are able to withstand the snow.”

She turned and began moving through a well-worn path of brown snow. Most of the snow Francis had seen as a child had been white, occasionally marked with a section of yellow he had learned to avoid. Here, every bit of the snow was tinged with muted brown. Gone was the luster and clean color he had been expecting.

His nose was assaulted by the stench of pine sap and wood burning as smoke from large fires rose up to the sky. Before him were frames held together by fur, some with walls of ice and others that appeared to be half globes of ice with entrances like the one he had just exited.

How do they not freeze in all this?

The sound of metal being hammered carried above the hum of a section of land, filled with an army he had no idea the number of. His eyes swept to both sides, where jagged peaks of ice flanked the army’s camp on both sides. There were clusters of trees, every one of them black. The few that were close had ice crystals frozen on their branches.

A strong wind swept against his face and the taste of copper and something else reminded him that there was death nearby. Even though there wasn’t a cloud of birds hovering over corpses, Francis knew there had to be a place where the snow wasn’t brown, but instead red.

“Who’s the child?” Someone called out as they walked along the frozen path between buildings

“Are we that desperate that we are requesting help from others?” another cried out.

Francis studied the men and women around him, seeing that each was wrapped in furs from head to toe. Like his escort, they all were taller than he, and a few appeared to be easily twice his weight.

It’s like… how are they all this big? Could they all have reached the Advanced rank in their Endurance?

He knew he was closing in on that rank in three of his stats and hoped to have them sooner rather than later.

[ Status ]

Francis Lancaster

Age 17

Strength: 47

Endurance: 49

Agility: 48

Wisdom: 28

Perception: 37

Magic: 10

 

Skills

Swordsmanship (Common) - 71 Elite

Shield Use (Common) - 58 Advanced

Tracking (Uncommon) - 11 Novice

Stealth (Uncommon) - 11 Novice

Traps (Uncommon) - 3 Basic

Rock Throwing (Common) - 7 Basic

Mental Resist (Uncommon) - 45 Advanced

Blood of the Undying (Unknown)- 100+ Sage

Fast Learner (Epic) - 1 Basic (Locked)

Mace (Common)- 11 Novice

Horseback Riding (Common)- 11 Novice

Horseback Handling (Uncommon) - 6 Basic 

Pain Resistance (Uncommon) - 58 Advanced

Poison Resistance (Rare) - 45 Advanced

Power Strike (Rare) - 54 Advanced

Brawling (Uncommon) - 38 Proficient

Strong Bones (Rare) - 56 Advanced

Magic Resistance (Rare) 53 - Advanced

Magic Feedback (Legendary) - 21 Novice

Quick Attack (Uncommon) - 44 Advanced

Guarded Stance (Uncommon) - 31 Proficient

Riposte (Rare) - 36 Proficient

Thick Skin (Rare) - 27 Proficient

Night Vision (Epic) - 38 Proficient

Iron Wall (Rare) - 26 Proficient

Dual Wield (Rare) - 42 Advanced

Flurry (Rare) - 22 Novice

Battle Sense (Epic*) - 15 Novice

Warrior’s Resolve (Legendary) 5 Basic

 

Maybe I’ll figure out what makes them so much bigger without having to die a thousand times.

Unable to help it, Francis let out a laugh, his clenched jaw betraying him and clattering a few times in the cold.

“There it is!” his escort shouted. “I wondered when you’d give in. Still, I am impressed. Many of your kind don’t make it this far without succumbing to the cold.”

“My kind?” Francis asked, having to keep a quicker pace to match her stride. “What does that mean?”

She stopped immediately, the sound of snow crunching under her fur-wrapped boots and turned toward him. “You… think we’re the same?”

Francis could see the way her eyes narrowed, not from the cold wind but from the apparent lack of disbelief at his statement. She was clenching her jaw, waiting for his answer.

He then noticed that the sound of whatever had been going on had stopped, as the barbarians from the north who were nearby had all stopped. Scanning the space around him, over thirty men and women were watching.

“I was going to say yes, but that suddenly doesn’t seem like the right answer,” Francis said. 

She lifted a gloved finger and tapped his chest firmly, the metal armor cracking, ice having formed in the links already. “Who are you? What kind of fool did they send us if you don’t even know an answer to that question?”

Francis’ cheeks felt warm and he held back the frustration that he felt. 

Something I obviously didn’t learn at the Academy or in life.

Part of him wished he had done a few more loops there, but Stenson and he had changed direction after acquiring his Magic Resist ability and Magic Feedback.

“I’m the one who’s going to help your side win,” Francis replied, matching her gaze. “Now, unless you’re having fun keeping an emissary from the King and his General waiting, I’d suggest you take me where I’m supposed to be.”

She snorted and shook her head, about to reply when a deep voice called out, “Kerhi! Do you need me to babysit that one for you?”

His newly named escort, Kerhi, turned around, and Francis saw a mountain of muscle moving toward them. Unlike many, this one wore no fur over his muscular top half. Scars and tattoos covered most of his skin which seemed unaffected by the cold wind. A pair of handles rose over his shoulders and Francis could make out axe blades jutting out past his sides.

“Dravik Frostbane, you owe me honor! He did not know my name!” Kerhi shouted. “He had not earned it and now you have gone and shared it.”

A frown appeared upon the man’s face, a pair of brown eyes no longer focused upon Francis but on the woman he was with. “Forgive me, Kerhi. I did not realize. I didn’t–”

“Think!” she snapped. “Fetch this one a cloak and some armor as payment! You shall cover the trade cost.”

A puff of white air came from the man’s nostrils as he huffed once but said nothing, simply nodding before immediately turning around. 

“Look for something in the children’s tent!” Kerhi called out as Dravik walked off, prompting those still watching to laugh.

Before Francis could say anything, she turned and leveled a finger at him. “Do not think to use my name lightly. You have not earned it and until you do, you may only call me  Gifted One .”

“Gifted one?” Francis asked, using a freezing finger to wipe the cold from his eyes. “What does–”

“No time for that right now,” she said. Kerhi began walking down the path they were on, not waiting for him to follow.

Francis moved beside her, keeping quiet and studying the camp. He was certain he was in a better section of it because the structures they passed looked well-built enough to keep out the cold. Many of them had small trails of smoke exiting from the roof or side, adding to the scent of burning pine that he always smelt. A few of the buildings had what had to be guards outside. 

Kerhi led him down one path, a section of blacksmiths working in the open, whose buildings had walls that blocked the wind on three sides. Men and women pounded hammers against metal, and each was rippling with muscle. He could feel a little bit of heat as they moved past one. A loud hiss came as one blacksmith plunged a thick axe blade into a bucket, the steam blinding the area for a moment.

“Oy! Does that one need a dagger?” a woman called out from inside. “I might have something my baby has outgrown!”

Kerhi and those nearby laughed, each of them seemingly unconcerned by how Francis felt at the constant heckling that was aimed at him.

Further ahead, a pair of buildings were set with a few barbarians sitting outside, their limbs and torsos wrapped with bandages. None of them wore much more than what would be considered underwear, only a fur-lined cloak to help keep the cold at bay.

“What you looking at?” one man asked, half his face and an eye covered with bandages. 

“Don’t reply,” Kerhi said, her voice the quietest it had ever been. “We don’t have time for this.”

“I’m talking to you!” the man called out, earning laughter from the others as Francis kept pace with his escort. 

“Who was that and why did you tell me not to reply?” Francis asked when they were far enough away not to be heard.

She grunted and shook her head, barely giving him a sideways glance. “A berserker, and a rabid one at that. He’s itching for a fight and has been whining like a baby off its mother’s teat for days. You did notice the mark on his shoulder, didn’t you?”

When he didn’t reply, having missed whatever Kerhi was talking about, she sighed. “You need to learn what the tattoos mean. They will tell you who is safe to talk with and who will rip your head off because you spat too close to them.”

“I understand,” Francis replied. “And thank you.”

Kerhi snorted, shaking her head. “You are too kind. I do not have time to feed you like an infant. What kind of child are you that they send here with letters? Has the kingdom of Reevotort become that soft?”

Francis walked faster, getting ahead of her, and stopped, holding out his hand, palm up. “I don’t know your ways, nor do I know much about your people,” he growled, already sensing that weakness was measured by how one presented and held themselves. “If you dishonor me again, I will challenge you to a fight and ensure that everyone here knows I have done so. Then, when I am done kicking your ass, you’ll know better than to mock me again.”

Her blue eyes twinkled, almost like a star in the sky on a clear night, and Francis felt the threads of magic starting to form inside her. 

Shit…

“It’s a challenge!” a loud man’s voice called out from the left. “Someone has challenged Kerhi!”

Before Francis could even hope to change the direction of the path he had just gone down, roars and shouts of men and women cheering began to come from every direction as someone echoed the original man’s shout.

“You, little child, have stumbled into the badger’s den,” Kerhi said, grinning. “And those who find themselves in one of those, never leave with all of their appendages still intact.”

She lay back her head and let out a howl that sounded primal. Threads of magic went with it, causing the sound to make the air reverberate with power.

Dammit Stenson! I’m not even going to get a day before I die because of you…
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        Less than ten minutes passed before Francis found himself in a section of the camp where a circle of frozen dirt was. Unlike the rest of the camp, there wasn’t any snow here. Just dark, black dirt, with the frozen areas of red. 
      

        “What kind of fool are you?” Dravik asked, handing Francis a cup of steaming liquid. “Challenging Kerhi? No one challenges her?”
      

        “And why is that?” Francis asked, taking the offered drink and sniffing it. He could smell a hint of some kind of plant, something fresh and perhaps a mint of some kind. “And what is this?”
      

        “Drink it,” the barbarian grunted. “It will help dull the pain she is about to inflict upon you. Perhaps she’ll be kind and not carve too much of your flesh off if you surrender and promise to serve her for a period of time.”
      

        “Serve her? What–”
      

        A hand waved off his question. “Drink. There is no time for me to teach you what you should know. Now then, I see you have two swords. Can you really use them?”
      

        Francis dipped his finger into the liquid, finding the warmth it gave to his flesh pleasant. Shaking his head, he handed the drink back to Dravik as he tasted the flavor off his warmed finger. “I can. What I really could use is some tips on how to fight her.”
      

        Chuckles and full-out roars of laughter came from the nearby barbarians who had quickly formed around the thirty-yard circle of dirt. 
      

        “Yeah… don’t get hit,” the warrior replied, causing those gathered to laugh harder. 
      

        Shaking his head, Francis turned his attention to Kerhi and where she was. Her eyes were locked upon him as she stretched.  Nearby was a group of barbarians who were given some space on both sides of the section. In the middle of them was an older man and woman, both with grey hair. While they were easily the oldest ones out here, Francis could tell from how they stood that they weren’t weak.
      

        Maybe I should have taken the drink… these people are crazy.
      

        Cheers and shouts rang out as movement off to the right prompted the gathered group to start parting.  Soon, a group of barbarians, all a few inches taller than most, broke through the section of onlookers. Francis noticed one head that was a foot taller than the rest.
      

        “Ahh, it appears you have caused Glitvall to leave his fire,” Dravik said, smiling. “Not many can do that.”
      

        Hearing the barbarian inform him that the warchief he had come to meet was present, Francis studied the mountain of flesh that soon arrived at the edge of the circle.  He was broad-shouldered, easily twice as wide as Francis and covered in fur that almost seemed to be changing colors as he moved.  His beard was braided into two sections and a mohawk of hair formed a braid down his back. Each side of Glitvall’s head was shaved, covered in tattoos.  From behind his back came a shaft that looked thicker than a tent pole and Francis wondered what was connected to the other end.
      

        I guess out here to be the warchief, you’d have to look like that.
      

        Glitvall frowned at him, shaking his head for a moment before turning to look at Kerhi. A smile appeared before he clapped his massive hands, silencing the noise all around.
      

        “A challenge was made?” Glitvall called out.
      

        “Yes!” Kerhi exclaimed, bouncing slightly on her feet. “I have witnesses.”
      

        Half a dozen hands rose and Glitvall nodded. “Little one from Reevotort. You have made a challenge. It has been accepted. Do you wish to continue or offer yourself as a servant for a period of time?”
      

        Every barbarian present was looking at him and Francis could feel the ones behind him leaning forward. His Battle Presence skill was going full tilt, telling him that they all wanted him to select the first option.
      

        Taking a few steps from where he had been, Francis planted his feet, doing his best to appear confident and perhaps taller. “I have come from my Kingdom to offer aid, bearing a letter from both my King and his General. She dishonored me every moment since I arrived and so I told her I would defeat her and earn her respect.”
      

        A murmur moved through those gathered, but Francis focused on the warchief. 
      

        He nodded slowly, his lips curling just a little bit. “Then a challenge has been made and accepted. The price for winning is being honored. The price for losing is what?”
      

        Kerhi moved as Francis had, standing tall and pointing a finger at him. “Death.”
      

        The wind suddenly sounded so much louder as everyone went silent. No one spoke and Francis felt a chill run up his spine.
      

        Gone was Glitvall’s slight smile. His jaw clenched a few times, cheeks and lips dancing before he sighed. “You have heard the cost if you lose. Tell me, do you accept or do you forfeit?”
      

        Francis could see the expressions on those gathered. Everyone of them believed he was going to die and that meant that whoever Kerhi was, she had to have earned her reputation. 
      

        He, however, didn’t care what they thought or believed he should do. Turning toward the woman he was about to fight, Francis started to laugh.  He couldn’t help it. For a solid ten seconds or more, he let out the emotions that swelled inside him.
      

        Stenson had sent him here to get stronger. The man had intentionally withheld information that would have proved useful for this trip. It was so obvious that Stenson wasn’t doing this to be a jerk, but to teach a lesson Francis needed to experience. He had gotten mad at the older man, knowing that the general was playing a game for himself and the kingdom.
      

        Every action Stenson took was for one purpose and that was to prepare Francis to be strong enough to stop the army that threatened Reevotort and the other kingdoms. Like every other fight he had been in, the greatest lessons had come through pain and death. Stenson knew that Francis didn’t fear death. That bastard even seemed to realize that sometimes Francis enjoyed the thrill of it. 
      

        Stenson… you’re a crazy bastard, but you know me too well.
      

        Ignoring the strange look that even Kerhi gave him, Francis grinned. “I am fine with those terms. Only a coward fears death.”
      

        His opponent’s face had been like a frozen block of ice while he had laughed. No emotion, and simply blank. Yet after his words, Kerhi’s lips curled into a wicked smile and she started to laugh, making a fist and shaking it. “Yes! Perhaps the children to the south aren’t cowards after all!”
      

        Cheers came, and Glitvall stood there, shaking his head slightly. Finally, he held his hand and silenced the crowd. “Then it shall be to the death or admitting defeat. One will die or one will be humbled. The words have been spoken and thus cannot be stopped. Warriors to your spot.”
      

        Francis moved when he saw Kerhi turn and walk to where she had been.  Dravik had a perplexed look on his face as he walked toward the barbarian.
      

        “You surprise me. Tell me, may I ask your name so that I can carve it into wood when we send your body back?”
      

        “I’m afraid not,” Francis replied. “You haven’t earned that honor yet.”
      

        A chuckle came from the large man, who nodded and then pointed at the swords on Francis’s hip. “You should make sure you can still use those. I’d hate to see you lose so quickly.”
      

        Frowning, Francis grasped the hilt of one of his swords and started to pull, realizing what Dravik had meant when it didn’t come free. Instead, the scabbard pulled upward, tugging at the belt that held it.
      

        “What the–”
      

        “Frozen,” Dravik said. “That’s why we use axes. One doesn’t want their blade not coming free when they need it.”
      

        Using both hands, Francis twisted the scabbard and the sword, breaking the ice he hadn’t realized had formed on each of the weapons.
      

        “Francis,” he said, holding out a hand. 
      

        Dravik grasped it and smiled. “Die well, young one.”
      

        Pulling both weapons free, Francis turned and saw that Kerhi didn’t have any weapons. She had wrapped her hands with leather and had some metal spiked tips on them.  On her arms were some kind of wrappings with small spikes, also. Two other barbarians were at her feet, strapping what appeared to be similar things to her knees, shins, and boots.
      

        “Uh…”
      

        Laughter came from behind and Francis stood there, not feeling the cold as much as before, knowing that he was about to get pummeled to death most likely by a woman.
      

        After the pair of barbarians had finished attaching the  armor  Kerhi now wore, the war chief clapped his hands and silenced everyone. 
      

        “On the horn. May your blood, which stains the ground, prove to our gods that we will bleed to protect that which they have given us.”
      

        His mind raced with dozens of questions but Francis pushed them all down, lowering his stance slightly, trying to sense what his opponent was about to do. He could see the light in her eyes, yet no threads were coming at him from her.
      

        A horn rang out and as he cautiously took two steps forward, Kerhi came at him, moving with a speed that seemed impossible.
      

        Franci’s mind barely had time to register what was happening, and Iron Wall and Guarded Stance were both activated as a fist came at him. His sword got in the path of the punch, the impact sending him backward and slamming him into the barbarian wall behind.
      

        They absorbed the impact and pushed him back into the circle.
      

        “Yes!” Kerhi shouted as Francis shook his head. “Come to the middle to die. I don’t want to hurt my brothers or sisters.”
      

        Time wasn’t on his side as the two abilities he had activated to handle that punch were already using up their time, so Francis charged, using combinations of attacks. Kerhi used her forearms and fists to deflect and stop his attacks. Not once did she bother to dodge. She let him push her backward, creating room between Francis and those gathered to watch.
      

        She stopped her controlled retreat when they reached the middle and began to go on the offensive, deflecting his strikes and punching or kicking at him.  She moved with a speed and grace that rivaled that of Kels. Where the man used a sword to inflict pain and suffering, her body alone was all the woman appeared to need.
      

        One punch came at him, and Francis felt the opening, his Battle Sense telling him she was toying with him.
      

        [ Riposte ]
      

        [ Power Strike ]
      

        [ Quick Attack ]
      

        [ Flurry ]
      

        His blade moved with speed and power, deflecting her punch and piercing her stomach. Or that’s what Francis believed was going to happen. Instead, as the tip of his weapon struck her fur, it cut through the animal skins but didn’t go any deeper.
      

        A wicked grin appeared upon Kerhi’s lips as a fist came at him. He couldn’t dodge it as the woman’s speed of movement increased.  Faint threads of magic could be sensed around her arm and fist as she hit his left shoulder. The impact sent him tumbling backward.
      

        Pain came, but was ignored. Francis grinned as he saw the notifications that appeared for a moment.
      

        [ Strong Bones Increased - 57 ]
      

        [ Pain Resistance Increased - 59 ]
      

        He didn’t have time to celebrate as Kerhi pressed her attack, not letting him get up. A foot with a two-inch metal spike at the tip impacted his ribs, sending him rolling and once more into the crowd of those gathered.  This time, they pushed Francis back into the circle, a little kinder than they had been before.
      

        Blinking and ignoring the pain that wanted him to acknowledge the damage Kerhi had done, Francis chuckled.  There was a hole in his armor. The woman had managed to puncture the suit Stenson had given him.  Warmth started to flow down his waist, and Francis couldn’t help but enjoy the sensation that was growing.
      

        Warrior’s Resolve was filling him with power and the injuries she had given weren’t life-threatening yet. She would need to land more blows for that to happen.
      

        Francis stood, only the sword in his right hand still with him, the other a dozen yards away, having skidded across the frozen ground.
      

        “Impressive,” Kerhi said, moving a little bit like Cutter had in that small fighting area.  She drifted to the side, light on her feet, motioning at him with a hand to come.
      

        “Next time, I’ll have to try some of those when we fight,” Francis stated, moving like he was seriously injured.
      

        Kerhi and those who were gathered all laughed. 
      

        “Next time he says!” she shouted. “Oh, little one, there won’t be a next time.”
      

        The barbarian came at him, darting to the side, placing herself between him and those gathered.  Francis’s left arm worked, albeit not as well as he wanted.  Warrior’s Resolve helped him to overcome some of the injury, but she had broken or shattered something. 
      

        Punches and kicks came, and more holes were created in his armor and flesh.  Soon, wherever Francis moved or was sent, rolling had spots of blood, freezing quickly against the dark soil.
      

        His lifeforce was burning.  Francis felt the power of his ability flooding him with strength beyond what he should have. Only from experience could he tell that his life force had dropped to about twenty percent. From the amount of blood he was losing and the potential damage a few more attacks might do, time wasn’t on his side.
      

        Limping and holding his sword like he might drop it at any moment, Francis spat at her. “Stop toying with me and end this like a real warrior. Unless you’re–”
      

        Kerhi came at him; gone was the smile she had been wearing, replaced by a serious look of anger.
      

        Her fists moved with even more power and speed but Francis had been waiting, buying his time, wanting to see if he could do any real damage to the woman.
      

        [ Iron Wall ]
      

        He got the ability up before the first fist reached him and Francis went all out.
      

        [ Riposte ]
      

        [ Power Strike ]
      

        [ Quick Attack ] 
      

        [ Flurry ]
      

        Three times, he activated those abilities in succession, drawing upon the power that Warrior’s Resolve fed him.  Each time his blade moved faster than it had before.
      

        Out of all the attacks, five of them struck, and three drew blood.  One to Kerhi’s stomach, one to her left leg, and the other to her chest. Each one pierced a solid inch, somehow stopped by whatever magical threads Francis could sense that covered her body.
      

        Kerhi seemed enthralled at his blows that landed, and then her hand came forward, a hint of something different than before.
      

        Francis couldn’t dodge it or stop the attack and felt a claw of some kind pierce his sternum, grabbing his heart and yanking it free. At the same time, she cried out, and Francis wanted to grin when a notification came.
      

        [ Magic Feedback Increased - 22 ]
      

        With a wet squelch, Kerhi ripped her hand from his chest, a beating heart in her hand, blood flowing everywhere.  The crowd roared, and she laughed, turning to show it off.
      

        Warrior’s Resolve honored her action and her stupidity.  
      

        Francis felt the power that flowed through him and knew it was moments like this, where those who were stronger and believed they couldn’t be hurt showed off. They would come and he needed to use those moments to make them suffer. But he was also here to find some way to overcome the injury she had done. 
      

        Everything Francis had expected this trip to be like didn’t happen.
      

        But still he smiled as he lunged forward, his sword attacking from behind.
      

        [ Power Strike ]
      

        The metal tip pierced the fur covering of her back, striking the spot he had been aiming for, and slid between the bones.
      

        As before, the blade didn’t pierce more than an inch, but where he struck, that inch was all he needed.
      

        Kerhi’s body spasmed as she fell to the ground. His blade had pierced her spine, and her legs buckled like a newborn colt.
      

        “You win,” Francis got out as the world began to darken. “But I earned the right to know your name.”
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“I’m sorry, you what? Got your ass handed to you by a girl?” Michael teased. “Seriously?”

Giving his brother the finger, Francis nodded, glad to see he had finally found a path to convince Michael that he was different. Sometimes it was hard to tell his brother the full truth, but every time he came back to life, it was impossible to hide the physical changes. 

“She wasn’t a girl… this woman… Kerhi… she is a monster,” Francis said. “She uses magic of some kind to enhance her body and the punches she sends… they hurt.”

Michael’s eyes widened, then his brother pointed at the wooden mess on the floor. “Well, I hit you with that table leg as hard as I could and you didn’t even flinch, so to hear what she did to you must mean she’s strong. Stronger than our side?”

Francis shrugged, enjoying the last few hours he was going to have with his brother before heading out early to seek out Stenson. “Some but not all. She had a lot of respect from her people so I’m guessing she’s probably one of the stronger ones.”

A whistle came from his brother. “And you like her, don’t you?”

“What?” Francis said, feeling his cheeks pull back. “How can you say that?”

Michael started to laugh, pointing a finger at him. “The way you talk! You’ve never been one to go after women who seemed… weak. If they don’t make a move or something, you usually ignore them.”

He wanted to argue that Michael was wrong, but the truth was his brother wasn’t. Still, he didn’t have time to consider that right now. Perhaps one loop he might see about that, but at the moment, getting stronger was all that was on his mind.

“Maybe… And thank you for this. I needed it.”

His brother nodded, then shifted on the bed so he could lean his back against the wall. “I… I still can’t believe it all, but seeing how you look and watching what you did to that Cutter guy… how could I argue against that?”

Francis clenched his hand, touching the spot where he had knocked Cutter out. Unlike the times before, he didn’t kill the man. Over so many deaths, he had worked out that anger and just ended the fight, and collected the money. “That reminds me, don’t go wasting those coins on stupid stuff. I’m not sure how long I’ll manage to live, but at least you’ll be able to enjoy life until I die again.”

“And those two women?” Michael asked.

Rolling his eyes, Francis shrugged. “I knew I shouldn’t have mentioned it, but every time I do you seem to accept things better.”

“What can I say?” his brother asked. “I’m an easy man to please.”

---

“It appears that your first trip went well,” Stenson stated, the smirk on his face telling Francis that his intuition was right. “Part of me wants to laugh at how I must be handling all of these  moments  we spend together and the other part is still so surprised by the young man before me.”

Francis sipped on the wine the general had offered, enjoying something he rarely did, but knowing that whatever came next, a treat like this would most likely not come. “I get why you didn’t tell me more, but sending me over in that armor… I mean that was just ugly.”

A chuckle escaped from the older man as he nodded. “Yes… I wonder if the other me feared what you might say or do after freezing like that but it also will help you see the importance of acquiring a basic skill all barbarians are born with.”

“Born with?” Francis asked, feeling his eyes widen at those words. “Wait, how can they be born with a skill? Is it true that we’re not alike?”

The general paused for a moment, his eyes landing on his bookshelf. Rising, he went over and pulled out a book, opening it. After a moment, the older man brought it back with him and sat. “I’d show you what’s written in here, but since you can’t read the language it's in, I’ll just translate. The four kingdoms are all comprised of what some would call an…  original  version of man. Legends, rumors, stories, or whatever else you want to call them, talk about how the gods each took a group of them and had sex with them, giving birth to a different race of man.”

“Wait, what? No one’s–”

“It’s not taught to anyone until the very end of the Spires,” Stenson said. “There is a reason why the little bit that is shared is kept quiet. Our kingdom doesn’t share the same view of its gods as some of the other kingdoms do. The four we worship and gain our power from are different than the ones the other kingdoms do. You’ll be surprised to learn that each kingdom considers its gods the ‘better’ ones.”

“Whose are the strongest?” Francis asked.

“No one knows,” Stenson replied, opening the book. “The last great war showed that our land can’t have the involvement of the gods without causing destruction that could easily wipe out all the kingdoms. That’s why we haven’t seen much from them in so long.”

Before Francis could speak, the general tapped some lines in the book that were written in symbols he had never seen before.

“This says that the barbarians were granted a special seed, a blessing, because of the land they hold. Most other kingdoms would struggle to survive in the area they do, and yet… somehow they have tamed it. Grains that won’t grow anywhere else grow in caves in that harsh environment, fed by light from fungus. The beasts they kill are stronger than most here, and they have also tamed snow-wolves and elk that they ride like horses. Their bodies are hardier and stronger as well.”

“This sounds like they have an advantage over the other kingdoms,” Francis stated. “I mean, an ability on birth, plus their size and strength. How does that work?”

Stenson tapped a few lines below the ones he had just read. “Their weakness is that they cannot cast magic like most of the other kingdoms. You won’t find mages sending out plumes of fire or calling down lightning from the sky. Their magic is here,” the general said, tapping his chest. “As you witnessed firsthand, their shamans have learned how to harness the magic within. They can augment their body in different ways.”

“So wait,” Francis said, holding up a hand. “Are you sending me there to learn magic or gain an ability to heal myself?”

The older man shrugged, then closed the book. “I don’t know the answer to that question. All I know is that they are the only ones who have a record of one of their people learning what you’re seeking. But you’re forgetting the most important thing about magic.”

Shaking his head, Francis frowned. “I haven’t forgotten. Men rarely can cast it. Why is that? Our gods or something else?”

“That’s a question for the kingdom of Shenzen,” the general replied. “The practitioners of magic over there are almost equally male and female. They’re not as strong as the other three kingdoms when it comes to physical things, but their ability to harness magic is incredible.”

“And yet they cannot defeat the army they face,” Francis muttered. “Which means whatever they’re facing can withstand it.”

Stenson nodded. “I will say, I’m not sure if my other version of me in the previous loop expected you to die so soon after arriving. I’ve considered it, and would say I probably gave it a 50% chance of happening. Part of me had hoped you’d get a chance to see the enemy they face over there.”

“Do you know what their fighting against?” Francis asked.

“Not all of it, just some. Beastkin, except ones designed for that environment,” Stenson replied. “However, this is all taking place, it appears that the army we each face is designed specifically for us.”

“Yeah, we discussed that before,” Francis said. “Not that I’m trying to be a jerk when I say that.”

“I’m not worried,” the general said. “So tell me, what are you going to do different this time?”

“I don’t suppose you’re going to give me any tips or education on their kingdom?” Francis asked.

“You’ve learned they are honor-driven, albeit the hard way,” Stenson said. “When you are dealing with them, know that sometimes the smallest offence here would result in great shame or a potential duel. Choose your words carefully as you might just end up challenging someone, as you learned.”

Francis grunted in agreement. 

“Glitvall is a lot like King Baxter, but he’s… involved more in the day-to-day things,” the general stated. “They don’t have as many people but I’d trade a half dozen warriors for one of theirs. I’m not sure who the main Jarl is right now, but that position is somewhat similar to mine, yet different. There are multiple clans, each with its own leader, and then you have Glitvall. Plus, there are shamans and that is a whole different sect as you kind of mentioned in your story.”

“The ones who were surrounding Kerhi?” Francis asked.

“Most likely,” Stenson replied. “If the others were giving them a wide berth as you described, and she used magic like she did, then yeah, that’s probably a sect of them.”

“What about their gods? Should I avoid anyone specifically, like I do here?” 

Clearing his throat, Stenson tapped a finger on the closed book a few times. “I don’t know. Their gods are different from ours. You’ll find out rather quickly if you meet one that they don’t like you or whatever is inside you. The real fun is when you meet one of the stronger shamans and see what they can do.”

“I’m sorry, there are stronger ones? Stronger than Kerhi?” Francis asked, his eyes widening.

“I won’t try to judge her power or ability but if she was one of the stronger ones, she might have held back quite a bit. Spoiling the surprise isn’t something I want to do.”

Francis groaned, pointing a finger at the older man across from him. “I swear, one day you’re going to give me knowledge without making me learn it the hard way?”

“But would you really want that?” Stenson asked, his face completely serious. “Has anything you’ve gained and been worthwhile been something I’ve given or something you’ve earned? What would you be like if I had hand-fed you all the knowledge you now possess, and equipped you with the few magical items we have?”

“A lot weaker,” Francis replied. “I get it… It’s just… sometimes I’m not sure if you’re intentionally being a bastard or it’s just the way you are.”

“It’s both,” the general stated, smiling. “You mentioned Kels… how much do you know about him?”

“Besides his father being Nehemiah, or him having the Physical Fast Learner skill, or that you’re teaching him the Way of the–”

A hand rose and cut Francis off.

“Obviously, you know more than I was certain of,” Stenson said, his other hand tapping his ear. “Some things I don’t casually talk about and you should be aware of that. Even if you’re going to reset after death, I prefer to think you’d learn tact and keep it between each death.”

“You’re right. That was my bad. So what about Kels then?”

“I train him harder and in ways that make learning slower,” Stenson said. “I could help him learn the patterns and movements, but the truth is that wouldn’t help him in the long run. The Way isn’t about knowing the movements. It’s about understanding that the sword you wield is an actual part of you. The truth is…” the general paused, set the book down and moved to his writing table. He returned with a simple pencil, assuming the stance Kels used when practicing the movements.

“There will be a time, I am certain you’ll learn how to do this, Francis Lancaster,” Stenson said, closing his eyes. 

Francis could feel some kind of power build up in the pencil the older man held. The general’s wrist flicked and a blade of something surged forward, striking the rug and ground where he had aimed. Dust filled the air and when it settled, Francis saw that there was a gouge in the ground.

He looked back at Stenson and saw that the pencil was no longer there.

“What happened to it? How did–”

“Some items cannot survive you empowering it like I just did,” Stenson replied. “So that pencil is no more. Yet if I needed to do such a thing, I am never unarmed.”

“Because you’re just an  arm ,” Francis said, emphasizing the singular.

He started to laugh, unable to hold back as the general’s face deadpanned, clearly not enjoying the joke of his singular appendage.
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        “It appears we have a visitor,” Kerhi’s voice said as Francis appeared in the building of ice. “Tell me, what are you here for?
      

        Francis studied the woman, ignoring the temptation to laugh as he recalled the words Michael had spoken a day ago.
      

        She is attractive… especially if you like them able to crush you.
      

        Pulling the two sealed letters out, Francis smiled. “I have come to offer aid and help with the fight your people are currently caught in.” She began to speak, but he raised a hand. “No, we are not requesting aid, and I would prefer to see Warchief Glitvall sooner rather than later.”
      

        Kerhi scoffed, her eyes narrowing slightly. “Tell me, who is it that comes to see the chieftain and is so full of himself?”
      

        “I am afraid you have not earned the honor of knowing my name yet,” Francis said. “Perhaps if you carry out your duty in a timely manner, I will share it with you.”
      

        Her laughter echoed off the walls as she motioned to the door made of pelts. “Well at least you know enough to respond as one should and to wear clothes fitting of our home.”
      

        Francis nodded, thankful that Stenson had been able to produce a set of furs that stopped the cold from reaching him. It had been awfully hot as he waited for Pricilla to open the portal to here, but he would gladly endure that little bit of suffering over the alternative.
      

        As they moved out of the building, Francis made sure to walk beside her, partially leading the way.
      

        Kerhi slowed, not coming to a full stop and Francis turned after getting a few strides ahead.
      

        “Are you not going to take me to the chieftain?” Francis asked.
      

        “I would, but you appear to be leading us instead. Is there a reason why?”
      

        Francis reflected on what had transpired when he was here last time.
      

        Was she taking me to Glitvall? Or was it some other path?
      

        “Ahh, forgive me,” Francis said. “I figured someone would want to take me to where you craft weapons and heal your injured, to show me a different section of the camp.”
      

        Her blue eyes seemed to darken, and Francis watched as she grinned just slightly. “What kind of barbarian would do such a thing?” she asked, her voice sweeter than he had ever heard before. 
      

        “Yes,” Francis said, smiling. “What kind of barbarian indeed? Surely not one who is part of the shaman sect.”
      

        Her face froze and Francis wondered if he had pushed too hard, too fast. 
      

        Well… what’s another death?
      

        As they stood there in silence for a few seconds, neither flinched, the cold air blowing over them both.
      

        “You speak about things most would not know, and yet I sense a knowledge you should not have,” Kerhi said slowly. “You come with letters, wearing the right clothing, giving the right greeting, and walking a path… some might be led down. I am curious to know what I must do to learn your name.”
      

        “Take me to the warchief,” Francis replied. “But I don’t mind if we take this path. It will give us a chance for every barbarian we pass to wonder whose child I am.”
      

        Kerhi snorted and then held a hand to her face. A hint of red made her face go flush, but having learned a few things in a thousand deaths, Francis said nothing.
      

        “Come, let us go,” Kerhi stated, walking in the direction Francis had been heading.
      

        Not much time had passed before the first joke at his expense came, and Francis laughed, earning a chuckle from the barbarian beside him.
      

        “You do not get embarrassed as some would,” Kerhi said. “Have the men from your kingdom finally grown a spine?”
      

        “Some do, while others don’t,” Francis replied. “But…” he waited, knowing what was about to happen as they arrived at the spot and he saw the shirtless barbarian approaching.
      

        “Do not call out her name or ask if you can watch over me!” Francis shouted, stopping the barbarian with his mouth open.
      

        Kerhi’s eyes widened and once again, the space around them went silent.
      

        “I… I–” Dravik stuttered.
      

        “You were going to give away her name, not knowing if I had earned it,” Francis repeated. “And if the stories I have heard are true… You must be Dravik Frostbane.”
      

        The barbarian grunted and stood there, glancing at Kerhi who shook her head. “I have told him no stories,” she said.
      

        “She has not dishonored you as you would have her,” Francis said, seizing the moment and moving closer to the barbarian. “Do you deny that I am wrong?”
      

        Once again, Dravik stood there, his mouth open, words seeming impossible for the large warrior to utter. Finally, he shook his head after a few seconds. “No…. you are right. I was going to say exactly what you just said.”
      

        Murmurs came from those watching, the onlookers drawing closer with each passing second.
      

        “Dravik… you… did not dishonor me but were going to,” Kerhi said, her voice carrying a hint of anger. “Seek out those whom you should and let them determine the price.”
      

        The warrior nodded, stealing one last glance at Francis before turning and jogging away.
      

        Francis turned and saw the way that his escort was studying him.
      

        “Are you… some kind of mystic… a mage I believe they call them?” Kerhi asked.
      

        “Do I look like one?” Francis replied, twirling once.
      

        She chuckled and shook her head. “No… the stories say they are like branches that snap in half if the wind is too strong. You are not like that.” Kerhi paused, slowly nodding. “You… have earned the right to my name. Just my first thought. I am Kerhi.”
      

        I guess I will owe Stenson for sharing this one thing.
      

        Francis gave a slight bow, sensing the reaction of those who were still watching and listening. “Then I am honored to learn it. I wish to share that honor, and share mine. I am called Francis.”
      

        A few barbarians near them coughed and went silent once more.
      

        “Not a mage, yet you know the words and about honor,” Kerhi almost whispered. “Whoever has sent you must have taught you well. That means what you carry must be important.”
      

        “I didn’t lie,” Francis stated. “I am here to help. If you'd like, we can continue walking this path and pass by the blacksmiths. Perhaps one will have a dagger their baby has outgrown.”
      

        Laughter came from all of those still listening, but when Kerhi gave them a look, each one went back to whatever they had been doing before, soon leaving just her and Francis on the path alone.
      

        “We will not waste time,” Kerhi said. “I will take you straight to him.”
      

        ---
      

        Francis found himself outside a circular tent that was covered in mammoth hides. He could see the large bones that helped frame the structure.  Besides the entrance, two of Glitvall Stormrend’s banners snapped in the cold wind. 
      

        What is it with people in charge wanting to have wolves as their image?
      

        A wolf’s skull, split with an axe, was etched in red on a faded piece of tan cloth.  Six barbarians stood in the snow on each side of the entrance.  One barbarian on each side had a large snow-wolf, easily four feet tall, lounging on the ground beside them. 
      

        Probably elite warriors if I had to guess .
      

        The wolves didn’t move, their silver eyes resting upon Francis for a moment before closing them.
      

        “It is good that they didn’t protest,” Kerhi said as she led the way up the path. “Sometimes they do not like someone and if they block your path, that is seen as a sign from the gods you shouldn’t be allowed in.”
      

        “Perhaps I should make sure to always carry some meat with me, just in case,” Francis joked.
      

        She frowned, and Francis lodged that look away, certain he would find out what mistake he had just made.
      

        None of the guards stopped them as they came; a single glance at Kerhi was all it took to get them past.  One reached over and pulled away a thick mammoth hide, and warmth immediately began to come from the entrance to the low tent.
      

        Kerhi didn’t pause and neither did Francis, stepping over the cord that was circling the tent.
      

        The darkness inside was heavy, but with his ability to sense and see in the dark, Francis didn’t have a problem noticing the thirteen individuals seated around a large fire in the center.
      

        Benches surrounded the fire, and every man and woman present turned, looking in their direction.
      

        “Sister, why have you come and who is this child that comes with you?” a woman sitting beside Glitvall called out.
      

        “A messenger and one who walks in our ways,” Kerhi replied. “He has earned my name and just arrived.”
      

        Grunts came, as those who hadn’t paid much attention at first, turned to get a real look at him.
      

        “A messenger? From where?” the woman asked again.
      

        “Reevorort,” Kerhi replied. “He has a letter from both their King and General.”
      

        “We will not come to help them,” one of the men around the fire blurted out.
      

        “Aye, they can–” another man started.
      

        “Silence!” the woman shouted, cutting off the group. “We are dishonoring ourselves before we know what the letters say. Let us read them and then make our decision.”
      

        Francis produced them both, moving closer to where the gathered group was. “I was given instructions to give them to Warchief Glitvall Stormrend. If he decides to share them with his Jarls, that is his choice.”
      

        None of those on the benches spoke, and finally, the woman who had done all the talking rose. “You say you have been given letters for the Warchief. Then give them to him.”  She gestured at all those gathered around the fire on a bench.  
      

        There were thirteen total, six women and seven men.  Francis assumed that the person talking was the Jarl Stenson had mentioned. Anyone else speaking with the authority she did had to mean that.
      

        Smiling, Francis took the bait, sensing the test that was before him.
      

        Of the seven men gathered, four of them matched Glitvall in size and stature. Each one held the air of a man who could easily be considered the warchief. 
      

        Part of him wanted to play and have fun, yet not knowing the rules or etiquette, he also didn’t want to end up dead and having to repeat this process again. So he simply moved toward the woman who had been speaking and bowed.
      

        “I thank you for letting me give the letters to the Warchief. From what I know, and have been told, you most likely are the Jarl.”
      

        She said nothing, but her blue eyes widened enough to let Francis know he was right.
      

        “But since time is important, I will just go ahead and hand these to Glitvall Stormrend,” Francis said, turning and holding out the two letters to the man he knew was the warchief.
      

        A grunt came from the man as he looked at the two letters and the seals upon them. “You are certain that I am the one you are seeking?”
      

        “While I am not completely aware of all the etiquette your people follow in how you live and speak, I will speak freely about General Stenson,” Francis stated. “He’s not the kind of man to tell me anything, making me learn it myself, suffering and enduring pain to do so. I didn’t choose you because he gave me a description and you match it. The truth is, others around this fire carry the air of someone who might be the warchief, but the truth is, you are Glitvall Stormren, Warchief of Tules and I am Francis Lancaster, here to help in your fight against the army you face.”
      

        The sound of wood popping as the fire ignited sap inside was all that came as he locked eyes with the large barbarian.  Seconds passed and finally Glitvall reached out with a scarred hand and took the two letters. 
      

        “You have earned the right to know my name, Francis Lancaster,” the man said. “I am Glitvall Stormren, and I agree, General Stenson is an ass.”
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        Francis felt the gazes of everyone on him as Glitvall read the letter from Stenson. To his credit the warchief didn’t react at all, simply rolling the paper up, tucking both into his clothes.
      

        “It would appear that the General has sent us someone to assist in our war,” Glitvall said. “He will be given all respect and honor as if he were a fourth rank.”
      

        A couple of those gathered around the fire coughed.
      

        “Are you certain?” the Jarl asked. “To give an untested–”
      

        “I have spoken. For me to do anything less is an insult to the trust I have placed in the rare few outside of our kingdom,” Glitvall said. “Francis has earned the honor to know my name and by default all will honor him with theirs when asked.”
      

        Doing his best to appear strong and yet not concerned about the fact they were speaking about him right in front of him, Francis saw Kerhi looking at him from the other side of the tent. Her blue eyes were bright enough that he could tell she was using magic.
      

        “I will not go against the Warchief,” the Jarl said. She turned toward Francis and gave a slight nod of her head. “I am Jarl Keara. For now I would suggest that all questions and needs you might have come to me. In time you may find the other clan leaders and seek their specific aid.”
      

        “I am honored,” Francis replied. “Thank you for yours.”
      

        He watched as Keara looked him up and down, her lip curling up on one side. She too had blond hair and blue eyes like many of the barbarians he had seen. In fact most were either brown or blond with very few red headed ones or black.
      

        I guess that might stand out a little too much in the snow.
      

        The sound of bench being granted mercy came from beside him and Francis turned to see Glitvall rising from his seat. 
      

        “I shall return to my tent, taking Francis with me. There are things that I must discuss with him.”
      

        “Alone?” one of the men around the fire asked.
      

        “Alone,” Glitvall replied. “One day if you hold my position, you can determine who is worthy of a visit in your tent alone. Until then tread carefully upon questioning mine, lest you dishonor us both.”
      

        Francis saw the large man with blond hair frown but not say another word.
      

        Without asking or telling him to come, Glitvall turned and moved toward the entrance to the tent.  Francis gave a slight bow to the others and quickly fell in next to the large man, feeling so tiny.
      

        He’s like three feet taller than me.
      

        Glitvall stopped as they drew near Kerhi. 
      

        “Sister… this one earned your name, you said.”
      

        “He did,” Kerhi replied.
      

        “Then he is yours to watch after when we are done. Follow behind but say nothing.”
      

        Francis smiled as she moved behind them and they made their way outside.
      

        Once the tent flap was open, cold air assaulted Francis’s face. 
      

        “Just two,” Glitvall informed the guard who moved forward. “To my tent.”
      

        No reply came as a pair of guards fell in behind, neither men saying a word as they followed.
      

        “You are young… too young to be what Stenson wrote,” Glitvall said as they moved along a brown path of snow. “Yet I pray he is right. Something must change and soon.”
      

        “I wish I knew what he said about me,” Francis replied, “But I am serious when I say I have come to help.”
      

        “For a price,” Glitvall muttered. “Always a price.”
      

        Unsure how to respond, Francis remained silent. 
      

        Everywhere they went, the barbarians who saw Glitvall and him walking together stared. None said a word, simply pausing whatever task they were doing for a moment before returning to it.
      

        “I guess they must think I am your child,” Francis joked, trying to break the silence.
      

        A single chuckle was all Glitvall let out, but his face softened. “They would feel sorry for me if that were the case.”
      

        “And why is that?” Francis asked.
      

        “Because your mother would be extremely ugly, and short,” the warchief replied.
      

        Francis felt his temper rising but behind him came a trio of laughter.
      

        Obviously talking about one’s mother isn’t against the rules… or maybe it’s allowed if  you’re the warchief.
      

        Choosing to not let his temper go uncheck, Francis smiled, saying nothing at all.
      

        ---
      

        Sitting in the small tent, much similar to Stensons, Francis watched as the older man began to undo the bundle of furs that he wore.  
      

        A fire was stoked and Glitvall motioned at Francis. “Take your furs off before you sweat and then freeze later. We have much to discuss and I need to know what I have in my tent.”
      

        Francis quickly undid the top layer of furs, setting them down near his seat and then waited until Glitvall motioned for him to take it.
      

        “Read this,” the warchief said, holding out the letter Stenson had sent.
      

        -----
      

        Glitvall,
      

        You’re an ugly bastard with an ugly mother.
      

        This one is a gift. He can help us find victory if you help him learn what he must.
      

        - S
      

        -----
      

        “Uh… that’s way less than I expected,” Francis said. “And this top line?”
      

        “A way I know it’s him,” Glitvall replied, shifting on his chair. “So tell me, Francis, how can you help us find victory? I sense… power, yet I’m not sure how to measure it.”
      

        Francis studied the large man before him.  It felt like it would be such an easy thing for the warchief to grab him with both hands and snap him like a twig. There was a sense of power similar to Stenson or Baxter and yet almost a reluctance of some kind.
      

        “Do you want the honest answer or simply what I’m here for?”
      

        “So you do want something,” Glitvall said. “Give me the truth and then I’ll see if you're worth whatever it is you want.”
      

        Francis smiled and nodded. He didn’t pull any punches. He just told the truth. “When I die, I wake up at the same place and day. I’ve died thousands of times and have gained multiple skills. Stenson sent me here because I need to learn how to heal from my injuries and he said you’re my only hope.”
      

        He waited, watching as Glitvall stared at him with brown eyes that gave no hint of what the man was thinking.  The popping of sap and the scent it gave off filled the silent tent.  Minutes passed and Francis wondered if he needed to say more or do something.
      

        “You swear by that? On your life?” Glitvall finally asked.
      

        “I do.”
      

        The warchief nodded. “Remember Grok.”
      

        “Grok?” Francis asked. “What–”
      

        Those were the only two words Francis got out before the world went black.
      

        ---
      

        The sound of the morning bell rang, and Francis lay there in shock.
      

        "It's earlier than usual," Michael grunted as he sat up. "What gives?"
      

        “Uh…” it took a moment for Francis’s brain to work, still trying to remember what had happened.
      

        Did he kill me? I mean he did, but how?
      

        “You okay?” Michael asked. “You sound… stupider?”
      

        “Fuck you,” Francis said, climbing out of bed.
      

        “What the hell happened to you?!” Michael exclaimed. 
      

        Sighing, Francis shook his head. “It’s a long story. But don’t worry, we've got all the time in the world.”
      

        ---
      

        Days later, Francis found himself in Glitvall’s tent, sitting in the same chair he had before.
      

        “You don’t want to read the letter?” the warchief asked, waving it once more before Francis.
      

        “No,” Francis replied. “I can tell you what it says and I can also say something I believe you want me to tell you, which will make what I say next make you believe I’m telling you the truth.”
      

        “And what is that?” Glitvall asked.
      

        “When I die, I wake up at the same place and day. I’ve died thousands of times and have gained multiple skills. Stenson sent me here because I need to learn how to heal from my injuries and he said you’re my only hope. Then you’re going to sit there and try to make sure I’m telling the truth and will finally tell me to remember  Grok  before you kill me.”
      

        Glitvall’s eyes widened and the man leaned back in his chair. “Is your memory good?” 
      

        “What?” Francis asked. “That’s the question you ask me?”
      

        Nodding, the warchief leaned forward. “Remember Grok, Rok, Mua.”
      

        Sighing, Francis glared, feeling the rage inside him rise. “Grok, Rok, Mua.”
      

        ---
      

        The sound of the morning bell rang, and Francis lay there in shock.
      

        "It's earlier than usual," Michael grunted as he sat up. "What gives?"
      

        Resisting the urge to punch the wall, Francis sat up. “I know, I’m bigger, no, you can’t have any, I don’t want to talk about it.”
      

        “What the–”
      

        “Later,” Francis said. “I need to talk to Phillip.”
      

        ---
      

        Once again, Francis found himself inside Glitvall’s tent, unable to hold back the scowl that appeared the moment they were alone.
      

        “You do realize that you are being dishonorable,” the warchief said. “I have invited you into my tent and you–”
      

        “Listen,” Francis growled, moving close enough he could lift an arm and poke Glitvall’s stomach. “I don’t want to read Stenson’s letter, I know what it says and I swear to my gods, your gods and any other fucking gods that if you kill me again I will make your life miserable.”
      

        Glitvall looked down at Francis’ finger that was poking him and shook his head. “You’re crazy, boy. I haven’t–”
      

        “Grok, Rok, Mua,” Francis said, freezing the older man mid-sentence.
      

        “What… you… how…” 
      

        “I’ve told you twice, and each time you’ve killed me to prove that I’m being honest,” Francis growled. “When I die, I  always  come back on the same day and place. I remember everything, and keep my skills and grow stronger. You’ve killed me twice! The first time, I said just 'Grok,' and the second time, I said 'Grok, Rok, Mua.' Now sit down, and help me become what I came for!”
      

        Francis was a little surprised when the warchief reached for the chair behind him and plopped down into it.  Huffing, Francis moved to his and mimicked the older man.
      

        “What have you come for?” Glitvall asked.
      

        “Wait, that’s it?” Francis replied, feeling angrier than he had before. “You’ve killed me twice, making me remember three stupid words and you just–”
      

        Before Francis knew what happened, he was in the air, a single hand holding him by the collar. Glitvall’s eyes glowed in a way that seemed impossible, red fire of sorts in the middle of his iris.
      

        “Two people, both dead, now with the spirits know those three words in that order,” the warchief said slowly, his voice somehow calm. “I will kill you a third time and wait for you to come again if you ever call those words stupid or foolish. Do you understand?”
      

        Grabbing the massive wrist that was connected to the hand that had ahold of him, Francis pulled himself up, nodding after he got some air. “Forgive me, I didn’t–”
      

        Glitvall let go of him, and Francis twisted mid-air, barely managing to land in a crouch position.
      

        “You have spirit and coordination,” Glitvall said, studying him. “Now you know how to get my attention when you come here. Say those words, with respect, and I will believe what you just said.”
      

        Francis took a deep breath and slowly let it out. He moved to the chair that had been overturned and put it back into position, and then sat. 
      

        He wanted to ask why the warchief had done what he did, but Francis knew the answer. The only real way to prove his ability was to say what he had been told. It worked with Stenson and Captain Vella.
      

        Maybe I avoided a few dozen deaths by figuring that out on my own last time.
      

        “I mean no dishonor to those you loved,” Francis said.
      

        Glitvall chuckled and shook his head. “There is no love for those two. Those were words that confirmed they were traitors. No one would be foolish to ever speak them to me if they weren’t told to.”
      

        “You just… I mean…” Francis wanted to groan but instead he joined the warchief in laughing. “Fine… I need you to help me learn whatever legendary skill there is that will let me heal my injuries.”
      

        Glitvall’s face went blank and the warchief sighed. “Well fuck us both then…”
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Francis stared at the warchief, who looked disheartened after having cursed. “I’m sorry, why is my request such a bad thing?”

Glitvall crossed his two arms and leaned back in his oversized wooden chair. “The skill you are desiring isn’t one that most talk about or even know. It has three different names or variations, and each one is almost impossible to acquire. The one you’re seeking is often referred to by names such as regeneration or a lesser version. Life Well is the legendary skill you’re seeking and acquiring it has been… impossible.”

“What… why…” Francis was lost for words, confused by what the large man was telling him and the general's belief that this was where it could be learned. “Then why did Stenson say that if I came here, you could help me acquire it?”

A large finger scratched the warchief’s nose as he frowned. “How many times have you died?” 

“I don’t have an exact number, but thousands,” Francis replied. “I’ve come from nothing, fighting against people and beasts that were far stronger than me, putting in the time and effort to get every skill that I now have as well as the gains I’ve acquired for my body and mind.”

He could see the look of shock on the barbarian leader’s face. Those brown eyes blinked a few times at the number given.

“You say thousands,” Glitvall said, leaning forward. “What would drive a man to endure such things? Power? Wealth? Women?”

“My brother,” Francis replied immediately.

“Your brother?”

Nodding, Francis massaged his eyes for a moment with his fingers. “I have a brother… a half-brother, but one I consider the only real family I have. You know how the nobles work in our kingdom as well as the birth order?”

Glitvall snorted as he nodded. “A foolish thing, but yes, we are all aware of it.”

“I’m the ninth son,” Francis replied.

“The ninth son?” Glitvall repeated. A few seconds later, he burst into laughter, rising from his chair and started pacing in the small area of the tent. “A ninth son! With this kind of power?! How, when, I need to know everything!”

“Because you want to be entertained or because you’re going to help me acquire what I came for?”

The warchief paused his movement, approached Francis and kneeled. Their eyes were at the same level, almost as Francis sat in the chair, leaning backward.

“I asked ‘why you do what you do?’ because I need to know the fire that warms the heart of a man who claims he can do what you do,” Glitvall said. “To have a chance to grasp what you seek will not be easy. Many men and women have tried, spending their whole lives suffering and never tasting the sweetness of success. Yet their reasons were all… selfish. You, Francis, have a spark inside you that I can see  and  feel. Even though you are young, you carry yourself with confidence that most wouldn’t have unless they had lived. It is obvious you have died as many times as you have to have gained that.”

The general took a deep breath and let it out slowly, reaching out with his massive hand and setting it upon Francis’s shoulder. “I have trained many warriors and tamed beasts. I rule a nation that is dying, fighting a foe like nothing we have ever seen. Every clan leader is here, working together, a feat that hasn’t happened since the great war, because we all know the cost if we don’t. Even worse, our hope to hold out lessens by the rising of the sun each day.”

Francis felt the large hand squeeze, not one meant to crush, but to announce its presence and confer something simply. 

“You, boy, may be what Stenson says you are,” Glitvall stated. “We have prayed to Korvald, the Winter Father, that we might endure as he does. The Hearth Mother, Verla, has not given us the warmth that we seek, yet we will not let our fires go cold. Like Skarn, the Iron Gale, we will be the storm that our foes face and not end until the life of every one of my people is gone. And when that moment comes, our prayers to Nyrla is that she will carry our souls and reward us for the honor we have earned.”

The large man pulled at a leather cord around his neck, revealing a piece of broken tusk wrapped in leather.

“This is the symbol for Korvald,” Glitvall stated. “Most outside of our kingdom do not know what this means or how special it is. You will learn what it means to bleed and not fall. Like Korvald, you will be forged of ice, bleeding from every step you take, cracking from that which strikes, yet not shattering or dying. You, Francis Lancaster, will face a test far worse than any you have ever known before, and you must decide right now if that brother you say is the reason you do this is worth that which is about to come.”

Laughing, Francis rolled his eyes. “I’m sorry, but that… speech… was funny.”

Glitvall leaned back, frowning. “You mock the truth that I speak?”

Francis slid his chair back, moving away from the warchief and stood. He then undid the rest of his clothes, pulling off his shirt and pants until he stood there almost naked before Glitvall. “Look at me. There are no scars on my body, yet I have been burnt to death, my skin flayed off with lightning, and frozen so that chunks of muscle shatter at a single touch. I have been poisoned, beaten to death, had my head ripped off, as well as bitten off. The ways in which I have died would make most warriors run away in fear. My own father has killed me, my other brothers have tried to beat me, and yet I stand here untouched on the outside.”

A few tears fell as Francis spoke. He tapped his chest where his heart was. “Inside… I carry those scars, but the love I have for my stupid brother, Michael, is what drives me. He saved me, helped me learn what love was and is the only family I really have. I will die for him ten thousand, or a hundred thousand times or more if that is what it takes to ensure that he lives.”

Francis was getting worked up, his voice growing louder, and he moved closer to the kneeling warchief. “So don’t tell me I’m going to suffer in ways I can’t imagine. I’ve already faced Kerhi and had her rip my heart from my chest.”

A smile formed on Francis’s lips when Glitvall’s eyes widened. “But don’t worry. When she turned, showing off her prize to all those gathered around the circle of frozen dirt, I slid my sword into her spine, paralyzing her from the waist down before I died.”

Francis shook his head, chuckling twice before leaning his face so close to the older man that he could butt heads if he wanted to. “Don’t think I’m some coward or believe I won’t give everything I have. What you should do is fear who I am because there’s one thing you and Stenson have to realize and wonder when I’m not nearby.”

Glitvall’s hand came forward, slowly and pushed Francis back, allowing the older man to stand. A frown formed as the warchief stood, and he shook his head a few times.

“You don’t tell us everything when you return,” the warchief stated.

Francis nodded. “I’ve been fair, honest and tried to do right by Stenson,” he replied. “I know the man is playing a game, trying to use me as a weapon or some tool. I was bothered by it… angry at first when I realized that, but then I also figured out why he was doing it. Stenson cares about the Kingdom. I care about my brother. For both of us to see each of those things survive, he needs me to defeat his army and yours. After that, I have no doubt I’ll have to go help with the other kingdoms as well.”

“That is no small task,” Glitvall said. “And you feel up to that task? One that would crush any other man?”

“I have no choice,” Francis replied. “If I don’t, then my brother will be gone and that is not something I can live with. Especially if I have the power within me to keep him alive.”

A full set of teeth appeared as Glitvall smiled before clapping his hands a few times. “You, Francis, are a man like no other… Stenson is right. And you are right. I am… in awe of one so young who has conviction like you. Very well. I will do everything I can to help you try and acquire this skill. Just know the warning I gave earlier wasn’t me trying to scare you. I was being truthful. Our land is harsh. Children, adults, and elders die every day without war because it does not coddle the weak. No one cares who is born first or in your case, ninth. All they care about is strength.”

“So what do we do now?” Francis asked. “When can we start?”

A sigh came from Glitvall as he pointed at the stack of clothing behind Francis. “Get dressed. There are still a few things I need to learn and I need you to promise me you’ll try to be honest each time you return.”

“I’ll do my best,” Francis said, still not moving toward his clothes. “But I cannot promise that I won’t leave things out or attempt other paths by changing what I say or do between them.”

The warchief’s head bobbed a few times. “I can accept that from you. Now get dressed. You need to tell me everything you’ve faced so far and where you are right now, skill and stat-wise.”

“That could take a while,” Francis stated. “Surely you’re not going to want to do this same song and dance every time we meet?”

Shaking his head, Glitvall moved to where his chair was and sat. “No. I’ll tell you what to say, and then show me. That will prevent me from needing to earn your trust. Knowing those three words means more than you can imagine. But for me to understand what you can become, I need to know where you have been.”

Francis nodded and then retrieved his clothes, happy to put them back on, as the small fire in the tent didn’t completely stop the cold. “Where do you want me to start?” he asked.

A large hand waved in the air, a sign that the warchief didn’t have a particular spot in mind. “You have obviously had this talk with Stenson multiple times. I’ll trust you to know where to start.”

Chuckling, Francis nodded, quickly getting dressed and retrieving his seat.

“Well then, I guess I’ll start at the beginning. Back when I was a baby…”

A deep grunt came from the warchief and Francis laughed, knowing that regardless of how many times he died, Glitvall was going to be a bit more entertaining than Stenson ever was.
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Glitvall played with the brown braid of hair that he had pulled from behind his back. “I… had not expected so much. And those creatures you describe, which are that strong… we’ve faced one, but to know there are more… that is disheartening.”

“And I still don’t know what killed Baxter and me the one time we basically defeated the army,” Francis said. “I wanted to try and do it again, but Stenson was adamant that I forget that for now. The knowledge we could make it that far was enough and acquiring the skills to survive that battle was more important.”

A grunt came from the warchief as he shrugged. “That is his call. I might choose a different path but I see the wisdom in it. Stenson is looking at the larger picture. You are very lucky that he has taken a liken to you and mapped out your growth so well.”

“So well? In what way?” Francis asked.

“You like it when you get a new skill, don’t you?” Glitvall asked, grinning.

“Yah,” Francis replied. “Who doesn’t?”

“But how many deaths did you need to gain some of them? Two hundred? Four hundred? A thousand?” the warchief replied. “Yet even with that kind of obstacle before you, Stenson kept you motivated, using your own natural desire to get stronger and save your brother to keep enduring it. He also had you switch up methods, giving you a break, acquiring growth and knowledge before returning you to the  grind  as you called it.”

Francis knew Glitvall was right and hearing the way the warchief described Stenson’s plans made him appreciate the general even more. There were moments he had wanted to quit or try something different, and yet, Steonson had done just that, directing him in new ways and down other paths, always focused on something else before giving out another goal.

“So what, you’re going to do the same?”

“In some ways,” Glitvall replied. “In other ways, no. I’m a bit disappointed you haven’t learned any crafting skills yet.”

“What’s the point?” Francis huffed. “I mean, it’s not like I have the time to make and use something.”

“That’s because you are focused on the short term and not the long term,” Glitvall stated. “You mentioned Stenson said you should try and learn something, or even find the comfort of another. Tell me, did you ever do that?”

Francis smiled, the memory of the waitress he had gotten to know. “Once.”

“I can see from how your face has lit up that it was worth it,” Glitvall said. “Perhaps you can find one, two, or ten here who will provide you warmth on a cold night. Trust me, many will offer themselves to you when they learn of your strength.”

“Yeah, I’m not a huge fan of those,” Francis replied.

The warchief winked at him. “A wise man finds a woman worthy of a chase and earns her honor. To hear you are that kind of man is another mark of the quality you possess that few do. Now, let me discuss a few final things before I send you to a tent for the evening. Tomorrow I will show you the battlefield and let you cross it.”

“Uh… by myself?”

“Is that a problem?” Glitvall asked. “You told me that you spent many lives fighting an army by yourself. Why would this one be different?”

“Oh… I… it just caught me off guard,” Francis replied. “I guess you and Stenson are more alike than I had thought.”

“Some might take that as an insult, but I see it as a compliment,” Glitvall stated. “You need to see what we face firsthand. You also need to try to fight them on your own. The way my people fight isn’t like your kind and the foes we face are a lot… tougher and resilient than the weak beastkin you slew.”

“Even the rhinokins?” Francis asked.

Glitvall shrugged. “Those sound similar but different. Fighting in snow and ice isn’t like the battlefield you are used to. Besides, you’ll get to see if those swords are worth keeping. Something tells me you’re going to be spending a lot of time learning how to use an axe sooner than you realize.”

Choosing not to groan, Francis nodded.

I guess it’s better than having a Mace skill that’s so low.

“What about the armor and weapons Kerhi uses?” Francis asked. “Can I get something like that as well?”

The warchief tsked his tongue. “That is a question for the shamans. I am certain you could convince them to train you after a few of those loops, as you call them.”

“So then what?” Francis asked. “Tomorrow I’ll see the battlefield, try to learn what I can and then return to you?”

“Correct,” Glitvall replied, rising to his feet. “Going forward, you will find that I may ask you to do things differently than you have before. I’m also certain that you will, at times, not tell me everything and simply bash your head against our enemies. I need you to remember that at some point, I will want you to meet our High Shaman Vornak. I promise you that our gods might not be like the other one you experienced in Reevortort.”

“So he wouldn’t have me stabbed from behind?” Francis asked.

“No, he would rip your head off while you watched,” Glitvall stated. “Similar to what I did but a little bit slower.”

Yeah… because I still can’t recall seeing how fast that happened.

Stretching, Francis began putting on the furs that he had taken off, and once finished, was led by the warchief to the covering over the opening.

“Be safe, Francis,” Glitvall said, holding out his massive hand. “I look forward to our next meeting.”

Stepping out of the tent, Francis felt the cold even through his layer of furs. Two guards stood outside, neither of whom seemed affected by the temperature.

“Take him to a guest house in my pavilion,” Glitvall ordered. “Secure a little extra wood for him.”

Both warriors nodded and one motioned with their hand for Francis. “Come, I shall take you to your den.”

Francis followed the barbarian, feeling the size difference immediately, as both warriors were at least a foot taller. Fires illuminated the camp, with a few large bonfires further down casting a substantial amount of light. Around them were shapes of barbarians, some dancing, others standing still like statues. 

The cold wind blew and the scent of burning pine was stronger than it had been upon his arrival. 

Francis was thankful the trip didn’t take long. He could feel the cold seeping into his body. A small square structure, covered in furs like the tent the warchief and the clan leaders had been in, was where he was dropped off. Inside a fire was already going in a fireplace built from stone.

The temperature difference between the harsh reality outside those walls and where Francis stood was going to be one of his first tests he knew would need overcoming.

How long will it take to learn some kind of resistance… or whatever it is where the cold doesn’t affect me?

He scanned the small space, maybe twelve feet squared, and saw he had a bed, a simple desk and a bowl of near the fireplace. Fur rugs lined the floor and Francis wondered what kind of  luxury  this might be considered compared to the rest of the barbarians in this land.

His nose detected a sweet scent, and Francis followed it, finding out that the bowl was actually filled with a thick stew of some kind. Grains and a few chunks of meat that looked ready to be consumed made his stomach growl. Nearby was a towel and in it was a single spoon.

“I guess Glitvall is giving me my last meal,” Francis joked to himself, scooping up a spoonful and putting the entire bite in his mouth. It was warm, and felt hearty. Some spice was there, adding heat that gradually grew as he chewed the cooked grains. They had a weird texture, almost like dough that had been cooked.

Holding the bowl in one hand, Francis devoured the remainder of the offered meal as he walked to where the bed was and sat on it. Once finished eating, he touched the fur blankets, surprised at how soft they felt.

Knowing that he would soon be facing something he never imagined, Francis considered going outside and testing himself in the darkness. He knew that most likely his ability to evade guards would fail, the snow would give him away, plus his size would stand out.

Setting the empty bowl on the floor, Francis started to undress, about to take his shirt off when a loud cough came from outside his tent.

“Francis Lancaster. May I enter?” a female voice called out.

Sitting there on the bed, with only a single chair in the room, half undressed, Francis tried to consider what was about to happen. He smiled knowing what Michael would be hoping for, but instead, put his shirt back on.

“One moment please,” he called out, trying to hurry up and get his outfit back in order. When he had on enough covering, Francis said, “You can enter.”

That sounded stupid.

The hanging set of furs pulled aside and Kerhi appeared in the doorway, stomping her feet once before entering.

“Forgive me for coming so late,” she said, standing at the entrance to his new accommodations. “I waited until word reached me that you and the Warchief were finished. It appears I barely reached you first.”

“Reached me first?” Francis asked.

“Yes,” Kerhi replied, grinning. “Outside is Jarl Keara. No doubt she has many questions for you. She did not look pleased that my people reached me first.”

Francis felt weird, knowing that suddenly he had two women waiting to meet him and not sure of the intentions of either. 

“So what can I do for you, Kerhi?” Francis asked. 

She stood there, and after saying nothing, he motioned to the chair. “Sorry, please sit.”

“Thank you. I am honored to share your tent.”

His cheeks felt a little warmer as the tall woman took the chair he had offered. With nowhere else to sit, he moved back to his bed and plopped down.

They sat there for a few moments, staring at each other, until she spoke up. “You… are an interesting man, Francis,” Kerhi said, her words very slow and deliberate. “Unlike so many of your kingdom you act like one who has seen battle and death, yet the shadow that often shrouds their minds isn’t there. Even when facing all of the clan leaders and our Warchief, you did not flinch.”

She paused, her lips dancing as she clenched her teeth together. “And then you somehow knew not only Dravik’s name, but that he was going to dishonor himself. Tell me are you a shaman of some kind or an oracle? Your actions seem impossible to explain any other way.”

“Is it that hard to believe that I’m just well prepared and trained in your ways?” Francis asked, keeping his face neutral.

“It is. I spoke with some of the others… those who know what Glitvall looks like in your kingdom would only tell you if the need was great. Very few outside of your King and General would know the test that is given to all who enter that tent. For you to know who he is… either means you are here because the need is that great and the King broke a promise, or that you have some other way… a divination of some kind.”

Kerhi stood, took her chair and moved closer to him, sitting just a foot away.

“Has Nyrla spoken to you? Or perhaps Velra?” she asked.

Shaking his head, Francis wondered what kind of religious beliefs the barbarians had. He knew they were a bit more fanatical or devoted, depending upon how one looked at it. Unlike many of his people back home, the gods were more of a being you prayed to only in times of desperation or when hoping for some kind of luck. Their lack of involvement and the price it cost to be granted an audience with anyone of importance made that connection impossible for all but the top of the kingdom.

“None of your gods or goddesses spoke with me,” Francis replied. “I would tell you if they did.”

A frown appeared on Kerha’s face. “Then tell me… why do you look at me like you know me?”

Francis coughed and shook his head. “What do you mean?”

“Your eyes… your speech. How you look but don’t stare,” Kerhi replied. “There is no fear, no mocking, nothing that most have when they see me. Even my own people often look at me differently. Some might consider me… a threat. Others might consider me an opportunity. You just… look at me in a way I haven’t experienced before.”

Fuck… how do I handle this?

His mind raced. Part of him was intrigued and the other wondered how obvious his signs must have been for Kerhi to notice. Francis was sure he didn't look at her any differently than he did Captain Vella.

Which means she’s accustomed to being treated in a certain way.

“You’re alone, aren’t you?” Francis said.

She frowned, shifting a little bit on her chair. “That is not an honorable question to ask. We do not know each other well enough for such a question.”

Holding up his hand, Francis kept his palm out. “I don’t mean it as an offensive thing. Simply that the way I look at you is different because everyone keeps you at bay. Even your own group of Shamans.”

Kerhi’s eyes widened, then she leaned forward. “How do you know that?!”

Sighing, Francis sat back a little. “Because other than my brother, I’m also alone.”
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        “But you carry the seal of your King and his General,” Kerhi stated. “Our Warchief granted you a rank not given to those outside of someone of your King’s or General’s position. How can a man, your age or any age, be alone?”
      

        Her question bothered Francis more than he had expected. She had somehow, in mere moments, pricked at a wound that was always raw.
      

        He sighed, unsure if he wanted to spend the night sharing his feelings and position with a woman that he would most likely have to redo all of this with multiple times, or if he wanted to put it off until another loop, after he knew more.
      

        I guess my only option is to shut her down and then deal with the Jarl outside or at least start this process now.
      

        Knowing tonight was going to be a long night either way, Francis opted for the one that involved the barbarian across from him.
      

        “I’m a ninth son,” Francis replied. “You know what that means, don’t you?”
      

        Kerhi winced, slowly nodding her head. “I do… which makes me even more curious. Don’t your people kill someone of your birth order and eat them?”
      

        Francis felt his jaw open, trying to find the words to respond with when Kerhi’s face changed from the pained one to her roaring with laughter.
      

        “Oh… your kind!” she exclaimed between laughs. “Believe… everything…”
      

        “I’m not sure if that was honorable or not, but you got me,” Francis said, shaking his head and smiling. “No… they don’t usually eat their children. But it does mean I’m worthless in so many ways.”
      

        “Yet you have the King’s and General’s seal,” Kerhi replied, tempering her laughter. “That is not something a worthless one has.”
      

        “Special circumstances,” Francis replied. “The only family I have is my brother who is back with the army and everything I do is to keep him safe and alive.”
      

        “A brother? Younger?”
      

        “No, he’s older and technically my half-brother,” Francis said. “I’m sure you noticed my white hair.”
      

        “We have a few who are close to that color. It is not uncommon, but I did notice it. White like a snow rabbit’s pelt.”
      

        “Yeah…” Francis said, unsure if she was teasing or simply pointing out a fact. “So my mother slept with another man and my brother, Michael’s hair isn’t white. Every child born of my family’s blood is white.”
      

        “So how does this matter?” Kerhi asked, leaning forward again.
      

        Taking a deep breath, Francis prepared himself to talk about things he often didn’t like discussing. Yet for some reason, he felt he could with her.
      

        ---
      

        “I understand now,” Kerhi said softly. “To live like that and to have endured so much. While my father is not known, the clan raised me and the Shamans took me in when I showed promise. For a while I had a family, but now… I am a lone wolf.”
      

        “And why is that?” Francis asked, guessing at the answer. “Because of how strong you are?”
      

        Kerhi winced and shook her head. “No… they like the power I possess. It is my hunger for battle and blood that scares them. When it overcomes me, I cannot stop until I have defeated whatever is before me. Sometimes I have pushed deeper into the enemy than I should and it has cost many of my brothers and sisters their lives.”
      

        Francis could see the shame in her eyes as she sat there, staring up at the roof. 
      

        “I… I long to hold the heart of my foe in my hands, and many times will eat part of it to absorb their power.”
      

        “Wait… you do that often?” Francis asked, unsure if he should feel special that she had done that to him or it was a normal thing she did which meant nothing.
      

        “I know… many fear me because of that. The whole camp knows to not dishonor me or challenge me. Even Warchief Glitvall would not do so. Not because I would win, but because he would have to kill or seriously injure me before I would leave the state I am in.”
      

        So… simply knocking her out wasn’t going to be an option…
      

        Francis chuckled and nodded. “I get it. Trust me I do.”
      

        “Because you enter a state of rage and scare those closest to you?”
      

        “No,” Francis replied, shaking his head. “Because I have a power that scares many and they know it’s useful. They try to shape how I use it to reach their goals, while I try to find a way to grow stronger and keep those that I love safe.”
      

        Kerhi’s left eye had a tear form, the small droplet of liquid rolling down her cheek when she blinked.
      

        “That is why you look at me differently,” she replied. “You know what it is like.”
      

        Ready to kick himself for what he was about to do, Francis used a hand to rub his face, groaning softly. “No… it’s not just that. There’s more.”
      

        “More?” Kerhi asked, a blond eyebrow lifting as she cocked her head.
      

        “I’m… going to tell you something and share a secret. All I ask is that you swear to tell no one until I say you can. Only a few know this secret–”
      

        “I swear by my life, my power, and my honor,” Kerhi said, placing a hand over her heart. “If I break it, my life is yours to do with as you wish and may our gods slay me if I break this oath.”
      

        Francis felt a shift around Kerhi, as threads of some kind moved and somehow shaped themselves.
      

        “Did something… magical just happen?” Francis asked.
      

        “I swore an oath, and I invoked the three words,” Kerhi replied. “Our gods have heard and the oath will be held fast. If you call it magic, so be it. We call it the binding of our souls.”
      

        Some weird stuff… I can’t even imagine what that would be like… sensing a god in my body.
      

        “I guess that promise works then,” Francis stated. “So let me tell you what makes me special.”
      

        He leaned forward, smiling as he spoke. “I can’t stay dead.”
      

        ---
      

        Francis wasn’t certain how many hours had passed, but finally, the never-ending barrage of questions Kerhi unleashed ended.  Her last one was still there, and he needed to answer it.
      

        “So… I wouldn’t say that I cheated by how I used your name or the previous loops against you,” Francis replied. “I earned it. Even if you ripped out my heart before I stabbed you in the back.”
      

        “A fair exchange and a mistake on my part,” Kerhi replied. “One, I will do my best to remember if we fight again.”
      

        “But you won’t,” Francis replied, frowning. He felt the pain of knowing that for a few hours, he had connected with someone in a way that he hadn’t for so long. All those deaths had been harder than he would admit. Seeing his brother every morning, hearing the same words, and having to endure the constant explaining of what was going on was harder than just dying. 
      

        It was a reminder that, in some ways, he was alone in a way none would ever know.
      

        “I realize that,” Kerhi stated, rolling her eyes. “I was just teasing you. Don’t people from your kingdom do that?”
      

        Groaning, Francis couldn’t help but smile and nod. “We do… I guess I just wasn’t expecting so much  joking  from you.”
      

        Kerhi shrugged and then stood. “It is later than I had intended to stay. I should leave before word spreads around the camp that I stayed all night in your place.”
      

        “And that would be a bad thing?” Francis asked, standing also and suddenly closer than he had expected.
      

        She smiled and lifted a hand, patting his cheek. “You are an interesting man, Francis, but it will take more than a few hours to pull that feat off. Even though I won’t remember it, I hope that you do seek me out. I can confirm this conversation was good. For both of us.”
      

        Glabbing his chest, Francis winced as if he was in pain.
      

        “Does something hurt?” Kerhi asked.
      

        “Sorry,” Francis said, pretending to be hurt and holding up a hand. “It’s just… being put into the friend category so fast… it hurts.”
      

        She shoved him, and his position had left him unprepared for the force that she used, finding himself flung onto the bed. Looking up at her, Francis saw her bite her lip for a moment before shaking her head and moving toward the tent flap.
      

        “You best not tell stories of what took place in here,” Kerhi said. “Or I might just have to rip your heart out again.”
      

        “Wait,” Francis said, holding up his hand as she was going to move the hides aside so she could leave.  “Would you…” He stopped himself and shook his head. “Never mind.”
      

        Kerhi’s eyebrows scrunched into almost one as she frowned. “What were you going to say? Did you get cold feet?”
      

        Shaking his head, Francis regained his composure and stood.
      

        “I… I was going to ask you if there was something you could tell me. A pet name, a special word, some kind of phrase, so that we meet in another loop and talk, you’d know that what I say is true and that I have done this before. But then I decided I don’t want that from you. Not yet at least.”
      

        The left side of her lips curled slighted upward. “And why is that?” Kerhi asked.
      

        “I think I’d rather have more moments like this. Even if I have to endure you whining about no one liking you.”
      

        Kheri turned around completely and moved to where Francis was, reached out, grabbed the shirt near the collar, and pulled him forward.
      

        Francis didn’t fight it; unsure of what was going to happen, he found himself pulled on his tiptoes. For a brief moment, her lips were pressed against his and then he was flung backward again onto the bed.
      

        “Do not believe that will happen often,” Kerhi said, a smile that almost looked devilish present as she spoke. “I do hope one day you prove yourself worthy of another.”
      

        With that she turned and was out the tent flap before he could call out.
      

        What the…
      

        Francis started to laugh, finding himself looking forward to dying and trying this again, and not for a skill.
      

        After about ten minutes, when he was considering lying down, a loud call came from outside his doorway.
      

        “Sir Francis! Are you still awake?” a male voice asked. 
      

        “It depends,” Francis shouted back. 
      

        A muted chuckle could be heard, followed by a grunt a moment later. 
      

        “Jarl Keara was wondering if you had time for another guest.”
      

        Francis knew that his choices were getting a little bit of sleep or continuing to gain knowledge that he would need for the next loop.
      

        Part of him really wanted to get some rest, the other part was content with how things had gone with Kerhi.
      

        “I can spare a few moments,” Francis replied. “Send her in.”
      

        The hides were moved aside and Jarl Keara entered, her face looking like she wasn’t happy at having been forced to wait.
      

        “Jarl Keara,” Francis said, giving a small bow. “Forgive me for making you wait. I was ensuring I was presentable for you. Please come inside and take a seat.”
      

        The older woman's lips were pressed firmly together but she gave him a nod. With what had to be a well-practiced flick of her head, the blond braid that had been resting on the front of her left shoulder was sent flying and landed on her back. “Thank you for allowing me the honor of visiting you,” she replied. “I had hoped to see you earlier in the evening, but it appears you had a visitor for a while. I take it things went well?”
      

        “I learned much about your people and am grateful that my guest was willing to enlighten me. May I inquire what I can do for you?” Francis asked.
      

        Moving to the chair he had offered, Keara sat and gave him an intense look, her blue eyes looking him up and down. “Our Warchief has said nothing of the things you two discussed beyond that you will be visiting the battlefield tomorrow. You both spoke for quite some time, and then you spent a considerable amount of the evening with a barbarian who has a history of… not doing such a thing. I find myself wondering what it is about you that has captured the attention of my people so easily.”
      

        Francis stayed on his feet, not wanting to sit and assume a position that might make it seem like he was giving in. “All I can say is that I have sworn to help your people overcome the enemy you face. Glitvall had a long list of questions about how things fare in my kingdom and the battle there. Tomorrow I shall get a first-hand view of what you all face.”
      

        “And Shaman Kerhi?” Keara asked, one of her eyebrows rising. 
      

        “That is between her and me,” Francis said. “Now, I would prefer not to seem rude, but can I ask why you have really come? While I don’t pretend to play the games many leaders do, I prefer to attack head-on.”
      

        She snorted and shook her head. “Either a good trait or a foolish one,” Keara replied. “I came for many reasons. The main reason is to ask if more of your people are coming?”
      

        “Am I not enough?” Francis asked, grinning.
      

        Keara frowned at his response. “I mean no disrespect… but you are young and have no scars that I can see. To believe that those responsible for your lands would consider you a… gift… or help in a fight they cannot win feels almost like a slight. Yet, Glitvall believes you will be. That combination of things has left me considering how a single person— be it a boy or a man — can make a difference.”
      

        Sighing, Francis felt a portion of the joy he had been feeling from his time with Kerhi vanish, knowing that his time in this camp would be filled with others like Keara. Many would challenge him, and it appeared they had no problem doing so to his face.
      

        “Jarl Keara, do not take this wrong, but I guess you’ll have to wait a few hours and see what kind of help I’ll be. Now then, forgive me if I seem to be rude, but I would like to rest.”
      

        She snorted, standing immediately. “You will need more than a few hours of rest if you hope to prove your worth.” With those words spoken, she turned and left.
      

        It seems I still haven’t lost my touch… 
      

        Francis plopped down onto the bed, choosing not to bother undressing. Soon enough, he’d get to see what the Kingdom of Tules was facing. 
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Francis noticed that the sky had one color and it was a dull grey. The breakfast he had been offered was sweetened grains, similar in texture but with something he couldn’t figure out that made it thicker. Less than an hour after the sun had appeared, Glitvall had arrived with four guards and three other barbarians that Francis recognized from inside the Warchief’s tent. 

With barely any words, they had set out, and the differences between the sections of the camp were just like the ones in his kingdom.

The pavilion section had better paths, neat and straight. Upon leaving the section where the clan leaders and other important individuals were, the group soon found itself in the area where forges and healing tents were set up. The sound of metal being hammered was a steady rhythm, almost as if they were playing a song on instruments.

As they moved, Francis studied the various barbarians, noting the tattoos some of them had. Many bore animals, weapons, or runes. A few were distinct. One barbarian passed Francis’ group, barely moving to the side of the wider path, shirtless, his entire chest covered in blue, green, red, and black ink. Scars had ruined some of the tattoos, but the image that Francis believed had to be the god, Korvald, holding two swords and calling down an ice storm.

The scent of metal, ore, and smoke gave way to the smell of smoke and sweat as the group moved into the commons. The sound of thousands of barbarians living in cramped quarters quieted slightly as Francis’ group moved down a muddy and nasty path. Word had spread, and men and women lined both sides, eyes all fixed upon the small man with white hair.

None joked about Francis’s size as they had the first time he had come. It appeared that the presence of the Warchief muted those kinds of words, or at least for now.

Eventually, the tents faded, and a section of ice, snow, and death announced itself. Spiked logs, half-buried in snow, created a wall of defense around the camp. Frozen chunks of various beastkin were impaled upon them. Spread out between the different rows of spiked logs were fires that smoked, sending up the scent of burning pine and adding a black cloud to the already grey sky.

Past them, hedged between the two ice walls, was a section of land that was covered in red. 

It’s like someone went out there and used red paint on the ground.

A mile away through the mist and smoke, on the other side of the walls of ice was the camp for the beastkin.

“It’s rather hard to see,” Francis said, lifting a hand to shade his eyes. “It almost blends in with the snow.”

“You have no idea,” Glitvall replied, before holding up a fist and stopping the group. “Out there is an army that is nothing like I ever imagined. Before they came, I’ve faced creatures that would crush most men with a single strike, yet those beasts were nothing compared to some of the ones on that side. I–”

Glitvall’s head turned, his words stopping and Francis tried to see around the large man what had made him stop.

“Kerhi… You should not do that,” the warchief said. “Someone might mistake you for them.”

Francis finally saw the barbarian shaman. She almost seemed to rise from the ground near the warchief’s side. 

She was there? I didn’t sense her at all.

His Battle Sense had picked up many things, but her presence hadn’t been one of them.

Kerhi chuckled and shrugged. It was then that Francis noticed the hides she wore started to shift colors, no longer matching the dirty snow and ice.

“What kind of pelts are those?” Francis asked.

“A trophy from some of our foes,” Glitvall said, still frowning at the shaman who had appeared. “I had not planned on sharing that information, waiting to see if you were able to notice them.”

“Do you mind if I join him on this hunt?” Kerhi asked.

Glitvall’s frown grew, and the large barbarian turned to face Francis. “That decision is up to you.”

“She knows,” Francis said, waiting to see how the warchief would react.

“Then I see no point in holding her back,” Glitvall replied, not seeming surprised at all. “She will be a good partner to learn about what is out there and desires to feast upon your flesh.” 

The warchief clapped his hands and those gathered moved back, leaving Francis and Kerhi standing at the line of logs, which served as a small barrier before a desolate, cold battlefield before them.

“So… when can I get some weapons like yours?” Francis asked, pointing at the gloves and boots he had personally experienced. 

“Prove yourself worthy and you can earn a pair, though they are custom-made,” Kerhi replied, checking the straps once. “You will need to find a way to acquire pelts like mine if you hope to survive what we are about to do.”

“And that is?”

“Sneak as close as possible,” Kerhi said, as she bent her head to the side, a popping noise coming from her neck. “I would ruin the fun, but since you told me what you did, I believe you’ll do better by learning things the hard way.”

Francis pulled his swords free, watching as the dull light from the sky reflected off them. “I don’t suppose you have anything I could put on these to help stop the way the sun shows them?”

She chuckled and nodded, pointing at a pile of ash he had passed a little bit ago on his way here. “You could, but there’s no point now. They have already seen it and will be on alert.”

Francis was about to ask her how that was possible and then stopped.

Everything about this place is going to be different than what I’ve faced before. I need to remember that… focus on learning and growing. 

“Well then, when do we set out?” he asked.

“I’m ready when you are,” Kerhi replied. “Just know that when I vanish from your sight, I am still there. Unless I need to, I won’t speak or help out. I’m only here to help if I must.”

“And on the off chance I survive?” 

She chuckled and stepped closer to the snow that was off the path. “We shall cross that frozen stream if we get there. Good luck, Francis.”

He watched as her body seemed to shimmer, and she pulled a thin piece of cloth he hadn’t noticed up over her face. Kerhi vanished as she bent down.

Battle Sense was desperately trying to find her, and Francis knew he would be able to do so if he spent time and she didn’t move much, but it was as if she had truly vanished. His nose couldn’t detect anything over the scent of the burning pine and he realized suddenly why so much was always being burnt.

“The smoke hides your scent,” Francis whispered. 

A chuckle came from off to his left, helping him to get a better fix on where Kerhi was most likely at, but she was gone from his detection almost immediately.

This is going to suck…

Taking a deep breath, Francis closed his eyes, shutting out everything for a moment.

Michael… We need another moment by the stream. You’re going to laugh so hard when I tell you about all this.

With his mind cleared and focused, Francis moved along the path that weaved between the barrier of spiked logs. No scent but the burning wood came; the pieces of flesh that had been impaled were frozen solid.

His eyes tried to watch the ground ahead of him, looking for patterns of anything that seemed out of place. Like the practice he had done at night, there was a sense that something had to be out here, even if he couldn’t immediately see it.

Far across the bloody ice and snow was a camp with no smoke that shimmered as if it were a mirage. He could see large shapes moving but was unable to determine what exactly they were. This enemy seemed to be less than a third of the size of the one his kingdom faced if what Francis thought he could make out was true.

I guess there might be fewer beasts who can handle the cold like this, but still… how hard must it be to–

Movement in the air cut off his thoughts, and Francis saw two shapes he recognized gliding across the sky between the two mountains of ice. 

Black birds… casters!

He remembered the tent with the birds and those feathers that almost killed them on the first day. Stenson had said they hadn’t seen those beasts in a while, yet two were up above.

A half mile or so of open space ended along the walls of ice, and he considered the path he was on.

It would be better to limit the sides I can be attacked. 

Now about a hundred yards from the last set of spiked logs, Francis made his way slowly toward the towering wall of ice. He was careful with each step, making sure his padded hide boots had a firm grip as he moved across the snow and ice.

His steps let out a crunch almost every time, causing him to frown.

Slower… I need to focus on being quieter.

His Stealth skill hadn’t risen in what felt like ages and Francis knew he hadn’t felt the need to train it. Why worry about that when he could just rush headfirst into the enemy before him. Now he felt a twinge of remorse at overlooking what was obviously an important ability, finding himself on terrain that was far less forgiving than a forest floor.

Francis began to walk more slowly, transferring his weight at what felt like a snail's pace, grimacing each time the snow crunched. 

Minutes passed and what should have taken him no time at all to reach the ice wall instead took almost twenty minutes as Francis crept along.

[ Stealth Increased - 12 ]

After almost thirty steps without making a sound, he got a notification that he had been hoping for. The smile he allowed himself messed up his next step, causing a crunch to echo off the wall of ice.

He frowned, his eyes glancing everywhere, trying to pick up something that might announce the presence of a beastkin. Chunks of frozen flesh were packed against the deep blue wall of ice, and yet there wasn’t as much as he had thought. Different colors of fur, most of them a variation of white or some kind of grey, could still be seen on a few of the pieces. 

But why aren’t there bones? Or more flesh? I’ll need to ask if the barbarians are bringing them back or if the beastkin are hauling them off. 

It was then that Francis froze mid-step. 

He couldn’t smell anything but the faint hint of the smoke that drifted through the pass with the wind. He wasn’t sweating, the cold keeping him that, and to his knowledge, there wasn’t a scent he was giving off. 

Yet something tickled his nose. It was there.

Francis was certain that if Nerhi was close, she had to be behind him, most likely not leading. Yet his Battle Sense was telling him that about eight steps before him, something was off to his right. 

The ground looked misshapen as it did everywhere. Streaks of blood that had been frozen, small holes in the ice where something had struck it with enough force to create a pocket. Still, his mind screamed that he wasn’t alone.

With both swords ready, Francis did his best to try and look like he didn’t have a clue that an ambush was most likely about to be sprung. 

He kept his head turning, his eyes always scanning as he moved. Two steps later, Francis barely saw the shape that appeared from nowhere materialize before him like Kerhi had.

He brought his sword up, preparing to parry whatever it was that came, only to realize it wasn’t alone. There were three others, all coming at him from his front, right, and back sides.

Grinning, Francis met the ambush head-on, ready to learn what kind of beasts had come to claim his life.

Four cat-like creatures with fur that soon looked like the shimmering white ones that Kerhi and Glitvall had worn sliced at him with curved claws. A pair attacked from the front, while the other two came at him from the back and side.

Each one was slightly smaller than him, but the speed at which they moved was remarkable. Their attack hadn’t made a sound, unlike his steps.

[ Iron Wall ]

[ Guarded Stance ]

Cuts came across his left side as Francis turned, deflecting the strike that had been aimed at his hamstring. He felt pain from the gash that the one on his right side landed on his quad. His left sword parried the attack aimed at his face, but Francis couldn’t do anything about the claws that tore through his hides, shredding them as if they were paper. His Thick Skin helped to minimize how deep they had sliced him, but their claws still did damage.

Blood flowed as all four retreated, reangling themselves to have a better position as Francis backed himself up to the ice wall.

Warrior’s Resolve had ignited with the first cut. Francis felt the thrill of battle overtaking him as four new foes all seemed to vanish again.

He could sense two of them, the scent of his own blood giving away their position. Part of him wanted to attack, but the other part knew that doing so would mean exposing his back and making it harder for him to defend himself.

Knowing they could potentially wait him out, knowing he might bleed to death, Francis made his choice.

Lowering his sword into a less defensive position, he began moving toward the barbarian camp. His ploy worked as two steps into his change of direction, the four shapes appeared, all attacking in unison. Dashing toward the one between him and the camp, Francis attacked.

[ Riposte ]

[ Quick Attack ]

[ Flurry ]

His right blade sliced down the arm of the beast, the blade Stenson had given him, removing a foot of the appendage before it was yanked back.

Francis’s left blade caught the one that had sliced his claw in the chest. Surprisingly, the blow pierced deeper than he had expected, and the cat let out a scream. With his blade stuck inside the one, the two closest to the beastkin camp swiped with both claws, carving flesh from his side and legs.

He ignored the pain, his skill muting it to a dull throb, turning his focus upon them as they continued their onslaught.

[ Riposte ]

[ Quick Attack ]

[ Flurry ]

[ Power Strike ]

Warrior’s Resolve roared inside him with every gash they had made, and Francis’s sword cut itself free from the beastkin he had run through. Before the closest one could react, its head had been removed. The fourth and only uninjured one tried to disengage, jumping backward as Francis’s sword came at it, but they had all underestimated his true strength and potential.

With a single step, Francis was on the beast as it tried to vanish into the battlefield. His Battle Sense knew where it was, specks of its headless allies' blood having marked it. The gifts from Stenson and Baxter made short work of the beast, ending its life with two attacks.

Spinning, Francis turned to see the fourth one racing off across the field, holding it’s stump as blood dripped to the ice and snow.

He started to turn and chase it, until a voice called out.

“Don’t!” Kerhi said. 

Stopping his pursuit, Francis carefully retraced his steps to where he had killed the three beastkin. A shape appeared from the wall of ice and Kerhi lowered the veil she had been wearing.

“It’s a trap, isn’t it?” Francis asked.

She nodded, a small smile growing larger. “You would have found yourself surrounded before you realized it by more of these Frostfang Lynxkin. And as impressive as you just were, I don’t think you’d have lasted that long.”

“And these are what those furs are made from?” Francis asked, pointing a bloody sword at one.

“They are. Now tell me. Are you going to continue searching for what else is out here or are you planning on taking these back?”

Francis was torn. Part of him wanted to keep pushing forward and see what else was out there. His injuries were not life-threatening at the moment, and the cold was helping his blood to clot. His other option was to return to camp with three corpses and see how long he might last this loop.

After a moment, he smiled, having made up his mind.
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Francis had been expecting a little bit of a cheer or some kind of celebration at him bringing back three Frostfang Lynxkin corpses back, yet all he received were a few grunts and nods.

“You look… disappointed,” Kerhi said as they handed the bodies off to a pair of barbarians. “Like you were expecting something.”

“Was it that obvious?” Francis asked. “The last time I waded into the enemy territory and returned bloody and naked, I got a lot of cheers.”

“Well you didn’t return naked and that probably would only bring laughter,” Kerhi said. 

Francis wanted to reply, seeing how her face gave no hint of teasing or joking. Instead, he pulled at one of the torn pieces of hides and tapped a gash he had made to start bleeding again. “I don’t suppose I could trouble you for some healing.”

This time, Kerhi laughed and shook her head. “We don’t waste that kind of power on cuts like that. Come, I’ll take you to the healing section and you can get someone to take care of you. After that I’m sure Glitvall will want to see you at some point.”

“Yeah… I was kind of expecting him to be here when we returned,” Francis said, following the shaman as she started to walk away. “I guess I’m not that special.”

She stopped, turned and drew close to him. He could see the look in her blue eyes as they narrowed. 

“Killing three of these and returning isn’t that great a feat,” Kerhi stated. “I have witnessed many barbarians slay dozens and return home. Some come with no cuts, and others return missing an arm or two. I believed you were… different, but perhaps you are not if you expect some kind of honor for killing the smallest of the beasts we face.”

“I… It’s not…” Francis found himself in a hard spot, having to look up at the towering woman, sensing the others who were nearby watching and listening to his chastising. With a slightly bloodied hand, Francis rubbed his face and sighed. “Forgive me. I am being foolish and acting in a way that doesn’t honor your people or mine.”

Kerhi stood there for a few seconds, not saying a word, and then nodded once. She spun on her heels and began walking in the direction of the camp, where the healing tents were located.

I'm going to have to get used to not being that important if I want to survive here… I wonder what someone must do to get at least a half-hearted cheer.

As he caught up with Kerhi, he remembered exactly what had been required. All he needed to do was let her rip his heart out.

---

“At least you don’t squirm or complain like some of them do,” the older healer, Hilde, said as she finished up stitching him together. “Those should leave nice scars. All you’ll need now is a few tattoos to speak about your character and a woman might consider you worth a night or two.”

“Only a night?” Francis asked, having endured the older woman's constant teasing for almost an hour. Her fingers were well-worn, but her skill with a needle and thread was impressive. 

“Bah, do you hear that?” Hilde said as she reached for more of the awful-smelling poultice and put some on the spot she had just stitched. “He thinks he can last longer than a single night!”

All throughout the tent, both men and women laughed with her. Some winced in pain as they did, but the fifty or so who were recovering all seemed to enjoy his constant teasing.

Frowning, Francis just stared at the blond and gray-haired woman. Her blue eyes sparkled with a hint of mischief as she grinned at him. 

“Oh, don’t be a sourwort,” Hilde teased. “You wouldn’t be the only one. Many of the men can’t last that long either.”

This time, it was only the dozen or so women in the tent who laughed.

“You’ll need to take a few days and let them heal,” the healer said. “Probably in three days, you should be fine to return to fighting. Just remember to come every morning and I’ll replace the old bandages.”

Three days? Stitches don’t usually heal that fast.

“So I’m good to go then?” Francis asked, sitting up as Hilde finished wrapping his waist.

“You are… though you might need to find some new furs. These are going to go into the cleaning tubs and need to be repaired or converted into something else.”

Francis nodded, not concerned that he was only wearing a thin pair of leather pants. “Well then, I guess I’ll be off. Thank you again for the gentle touch. Maybe next time you could kiss each of the spots before you wrap them up.”

He was surprised to see a slight hint of red shade the older woman’s cheeks and laughter came from all the others who had been in earshot.

“You best not tempt me,” Hilde replied, pointing a finger at him. “I might just pull out a few stitches when you come tomorrow and we’ll see how you handle it then.”

More laughter came and Francis shook his head, ready to escape the scent of blood, sweat and some kind of mixture of herbs that smelled horrible.

Leaving the tent reminded him that he was not accustomed to the cold. Inside the healing tent, it was warm, with a small fire, lots of bodies, and no cold breeze. Now his skin immediately goosebumps as the wind struck his naked skin.

A few barbarians chuckled when he shivered, but Francis didn’t see Kerhi or anyone else who seemed to be waiting for him. Unsure what to do with himself, Francis quickly made his way to the tent he had been given.

Upon arriving, he found no one standing outside and was thankful for the warmth of the small fire and the small bowl of food that was waiting for him. It was colder than warm, but he was hungry and a bit frustrated as he sat there on his bed, eating.

What is it about these people? Sometimes I get right what should be said but then I am totally wrong about how to impress them. Confidence is important but looking for honor or praise is bad. And the whole man and woman thing is intense. It’s like the women hold all the power and the guy just has to accept it. Michael would probably still thrive here. He always understood women better.

His bowl was empty faster than his thoughts and Francis looked at the pile sitting on the small table. Someone had dropped off a few new furs, but the truth was they didn’t look near as nice as the first set.

If I’m not careful, I might end up relegated to the quarters with all the other barbarians.

That thought made Francis shudder. Imagining himself being in a tent with fifty or more barbarians seemed worse than the training area he woke up in every time he died.

His spoon kept tapping the rim of the wooden bowl, his eyes focusing upon the furs sitting on the table.

Grunting, Francis knew what he needed to do. Sitting here, stewing wasn’t going to change a thing. 

---

Francis’s left leg wasn’t working as he tried to change positions. Even with Warrior’s resolve roaring like a furnace that could melt metal, his hamstring being sliced made it almost impossible to stay upright.

Half a dozen of the Lynxkins surrounded him, many of them nursing wounds and injuries. Over twenty were dead as he carved a path toward the enemy camp.

Frustration was getting the better of him, but Francis needed time to think. Sitting in a tent wasn’t going to help and waiting around to see if Glitvall or Kerhi might swing by seemed like a stupid idea. 

He had considered going and watching them work metal, but the truth was, right now, Francis just needed to do what he was good at. Killing beastkin.

Less than a quarter of a mile toward the enemy lines, Francis had encountered pack upon pack of these Lynxkin that always seemed to be in groups of three or four. Until recently, they seemed to stay back if he encountered another group while fighting a pack. But having killed at least five sets, the beastkin appeared unconcerned about whatever rules they operated under.

Two came from each side. A half-second behind them were more beastkin approaching at the angles. They were content, clawing and slicing at him. Their white fur was stained red by their blood and his. Yellow eyes seemed hungry to feast upon his flesh and Francis knew it wasn’t going to be that much longer before he fell.

Still, he fought back.

Every skill he had was used. He was at his limits, calling upon Warrior’s Resolve to not give up. Claws ripped off more flesh, his new leather outfit torn to shreds. He didn’t feel the cold anymore. Even though his body was basically naked, loose shreds of leather stuck to the blood that froze on his skin, Francis hacked at the ones that drew close. 

Two more Lynxkin died to his blades as multiple claws ripped flesh and tendons from his legs.

This is how an animal feels when attacked by a pack.

His legs gave out, both of them injured beyond the ability of Warrior’s Resolve to keep him upright. Even then, Francis swung and thrust, scoring more wounds and managing a strike that pierced a heart.

As he crashed into the icy ground, the Lynxkin pounced upon him, teeth and claws going after any flesh they could find. Francis unleashed one last attack with a Power Strike charged fist, the sound of bone breaking under the impact silencing for a moment the cry of victory that came from the beasts.

---

“So you’re asking me for advice instead of doing what you always do,” Stenson said. “You’re that worked up about all this?”

Groaning, Francis nodded. He could see the way the general was looking at him. There wasn’t shock, or even displeasure. It was something else. “It feels worse than trying to figure out the Spires. At least there, I knew how our kingdom worked. Over there… It’s as if everything I do is either absolutely right or absolutely wrong. There’s no middle ground.”

“That’s the way things are here,” Stenson replied. “You’ll find that there is only right or wrong in life and the ability to stand in the middle is difficult.”

“But you can… at least for a while,” Francis said. “I mean… you’re doing it. I’m doing it.”

Stenson’s eyebrow rose. “I’m doing what? Standing in the middle?”

The tone of the older man had changed and Francis threw up both hands. “See! Right there. I just said something that you consider offensive.”

“Because it is,” the general stated. “I have never played the middle ground. I’ve told you what I care about, and based on the story you just told me, we have agreed to get what we both want. You desire your brother to be alive and safe. I desire our kingdom to survive, which means all the kingdoms must win. For that to happen, you must get stronger and I will help guide your path to get there. How is that the middle ground?”

“I… you… argh.” Francis shook his head in frustration. “I’m just… how did you learn to talk and make friends with those in other kingdoms?”

Stenson shook his head and chuckled. “You use that word  friend  way too easily, son. I think we define it differently. I respect them. They respect me. We occasionally have goals that align and operate in those moments on the same path. Sometimes we are at odds and so we go in the direction we feel we must. There is respect in how we do it.”

“But what do I do?” Francis asked. “I can’t make friends like that. Whatever I do is limited to my time between deaths. How long can I go before I die?”

“Forgive me, but surely I must have told you that at some point you might need to find that out?” Stenson asked. “Have you or have you simply omitted telling me of a time like that?”

Shaking his head, Francis frowned. “But the war! My brother.”

“Will all still be there unless something drastically changes,” Stenson replied. “You’ve died thousands of times and nothing has changed. I don’t see why you can’t try and live a week, two weeks, or longer. I’m fairly certain I’ve also mentioned it would be easier to do it on your own because if you and Michael ran, he would be your limiting factor'.”

The stupid binding… and the only way to break it is to find the mage who cast it and get them to remove it or ask someone like Priscilla to attempt to break it.

Francis knew that wasn’t the best option either, as Stenson had informed him once of how difficult a task it was. 

Feeling trapped, Francis stood. “What if I just want to go and throw myself back at our enemy? Or Glitvall’s enemy?”

“And do you have some kind of time frame in mind that you would be doing such a thing?” the general asked. 

“Until I work out the rage that is inside me or get strong enough, I come to a point where I need help to figure out the next step.”

Stenson chuckled, that slight smile of his appearing. “Well… I guess I would normally say, ‘have at it’.”

---

Francis panted, his breath unleashing a cloud of white as he stared at the army before him. 

Almost two hundred deaths to get this far…

Behind him lay a trail of frozen blood and corpses. Francis had slain well over a hundred of the Lynxkin to get here. And now came a new foe. About twenty of the largest polar bears he had ever seen. A few deaths prior, he had seen them, waiting, almost as if they were challenging Francis to get to them. The barbarians called them Ursaloth Brutes and had warned him that they were exceptionally difficult to bring down.

Each was easily ten feet tall and carried a weapon that was the same size. Some were hammers with massive stone heads, while others had giant stone axes.

Taking a deep breath, Francis smiled. “Well, who wants to die first?”
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        Francis saw the larger one in the middle point at him with a stone axe. It growled and one on the end came toward him.
      

        Unlike the Rhinokin who seemed more comfortable charging on all four legs, these bears walked like a man.  
      

        His opponent carried a large stone hammer and gave a few practice swings before smashing it into the icy ground, sending up a spray of white.
      

        Okay… so I don’t want to get hit by that.
      

        Francis prepared himself, mostly uninjured as he had chain armor on. It had taken a few deaths to get it right, but he was getting to the point where the cold wasn’t bothering him much at all anymore.  
      

        Because he immediately headed out to the battlefield, ignoring the taunts that came from all the barbarians, it also didn’t matter what he wore upon arriving to Tules.
      

        He had gotten stronger and faster. He didn’t want to bother with the gains in skills, happy to have reached the Advanced Perception threshold. Awakening it a hundred or so deaths ago had made it a lot easier to detect the Lynxkin. 
      

        [ Status ]
      

        Francis Lancaster
      

        Age 17
      

        Strength: 49
      

        Endurance: 51
      

        Agility: 50
      

        Wisdom: 31
      

        Perception: 40
      

        Magic: 10
      

        Francis waited for his opponent to get closer and when the Ursaloth was about twenty yards away, he ran toward it.
      

        The bear lifted its hammer, poised to strike but didn’t swing. Francis dodged sideways, using his speed to see if he could draw out its attack but nothing came.  All the Ursaloth did was turn, keeping Francis before him, weapon held ready.
      

        It’s being patient. Like it knows the reach its weapon has and won’t leave itself open.
      

        Surprised at how smart the beast seemed, Francis knew that eventually the others would join in or he’d have to make the first move.
      

        [ Iron Wall ]
      

        [ Guarded Stance ]
      

        He needed to get some other offensive skills, something to close the distance but so far none had been kind enough to be learned. This left him relying upon his natural speed.  Darting in, Francis held both swords at the ready, expecting the attack that would come.
      

        As he got close enough that dodging backward shouldn’t be possible, the Ursaloth swung. The two-handed hammer moved faster than Francis had anticipated. He used both swords to parry the attack; the power of the blow sent vibrations up his arms and sent him backwards a few steps.
      

        With the weapon now out of position, Francis darted in, both swords slicing into the thick white fur.  He managed to get in five slashes before he had to retreat, avoiding the two-handed hammer that was coming for him.
      

        Grunts and low roars came from the line of Ursaloths, and Francis saw why they were making what sounded like a chuckle.  Each of his cuts had barely caused the beast to bleed.  His opponent didn’t seem phased at all by the strikes to its hip and leg.
      

        Well… that’s new.
      

        Facing a thick-skinned opponent was something he was used to, but these bears resisted the cuts from the swords gifted to him by the king and general.
      

        Francis shifted his stance, the snow grinding under his boots. The bear’s eyes, two small yellow dots beneath its thick brow, never blinked. It rolled a shoulder, as if it were some warrior getting ready to fight.
      

        It’s acting like a person. That’s crazy. Fine. Let’s see how patient you stay when I take off one of your legs.
      

        Francis circled low, his swords ready. Each breath he took sent out a puff of white, yet he didn’t notice the cold. The Ursalof gave a low, rumbling growl that vibrated through the ice. Francis dashed in. Once more, the hammer swept wide, just a little too high. He ducked under the arc, both blades flashing across the same patch of muscle just above the left knee.
      

        The blades bit into the fur, red blood appearing against the white.
      

        He backed off a few yards as the Ursalof got its weapon back into position. It stomped twice on the leg Francis had cut, seemingly to test its weight. It had a noticeable effect on the beastkin’s movement.
      

        Good. I guess this is another lesson in wearing something down.
      

        Francis went in again. The hammer smashed into the snow next to him. He used both of his swords to parry the massive stone head. As a cloud of white was sent upward, Francis unleashed another set of attacks on the same spot. This time, the Ursalof let out a roar that echoed across the valley. It was loud enough that it vibrated through his ribs.
      

        Francis kept moving, always using quick, slashing movements. It was the same pattern. Attack then retreat. An unending amount of strikes was placed upon the same wound. It tried to keep up but failed, the left leg was covered in red from the knee down. The Ursalof gave up using the patience tactic; instead, it now charged at him. Something unexpected happened when the beastkin charged. The blood that had been flowing freely stopped. It lunged, bringing the hammer down with a crack that split the ground. 
      

        Francis moved to the right, but as he did, the hammer followed him, moving with a speed and force that hadn’t been there before. It struck his side, the impact sending him flying a dozen yards. 
      

        “Shit,” Francis cursed as he immediately got to his feet, facing the now charging beastkin.
      

        Does it have something like Death’s Dance?
      

        With no time to waste, Francis got serious, using skills he had held back to try and get a measure of the new foe.
      

        [ Riposte ]
      

        [ Quick Attack ]
      

        [ Flurry ]
      

        His blade cut and sliced as the weight of the beast moved past him. It stumbled, dropping its large hammer, dragging its injured leg. It was down on all three. Francis sidestepped a swipe from the Ursalof’s claws, his boots sliding on the blood-slick ice, and chopped with both blades into the same damaged area of flesh. He felt his weapon connect with the bone.
      

        The Ursalof cried out once again, swiping with its free claw. It was becoming faster, making Francis consider the truth that he might be facing an enemy with a dangerous ability. The attack slashed him across the ribs, a pair of claws piercing his armor.  Warrior’s Resolve ignited as the damage it had done was exactly what Francis thought a strike from this thing would cause.
      

        He reset his feet, feeling the warmth of his blood flowing down his side. The cold wind picked up, racing across the battlefield, highlighting the stark contrast between the warmth of life and the coldness of death.
      

        Power flooded his limbs, burning away the ache. Francis moved before the bear could raise its claw again.
      

        [ Power Strike ]
      

        Francis pivoted hard, setting his feet and channeling everything into one strike. The right sword cut deep, severing through tendon and joint; the left sword followed, ensuring that there was no flesh left to hold the limb together. Its leg came free in a red burst of steam and blood.
      

        The beastkin fell sideways, bellowing, pawing at the frozen ground. Francis moved in, using its injured state to his advantage. He planted a boot on its snout and drove his swords down through both eye sockets.
      

        He was panting. Everything was silent when the last breath of a dead Ursalof was given.  Looking up as he yanked the swords free, Francis saw the other Ursalofs watching from their line. A low, angry rumble came from them all.
      

        Then, from the largest one of the ranks, most likely the alpha lifted its head and growled. It was short but carried the weight of a command. One of the bears at the far end turned and began to lumber forward. The stone axe it held was dragged through the snow, leaving a furrow as if planting a field for harvest.
      

        Francis wiped the blood from his face and squared himself toward his new opponent..
      

        “Round two,” he muttered, lifting his weapons.
      

        The second Ursalof didn't do what Francis had expected. Unlike the first, it charged.
      

        Francis barely had time to set his feet before the axe came at him in a vicious overhead chop. He crossed both swords above his head, stopping the stone blade between them.
      

        The impact drove him to one knee, snow exploding outward from where his body struck the frozen ground. His arms protested, Francis’s muscles having to work harder than he had expected to keep the axe from splitting his skull.
      

        This one's way stronger!
      

        The Ursalof didn't pull back for another swing. Instead, it adjusted one hand on the haft and using its weight and momentum to press the advantage. Francis felt his knee sinking deeper into the snow, his arms beginning to shake.
      

        He threw himself sideways, abandoning the block and letting the axe crash down where he'd been kneeling. Francis rolled through the snow, came up in a crouch, and immediately had to throw himself backward as the beastkin swung its axe horizontally. Time felt slow as the tip of the weapon head almost grazed his chest.
      

        Shit! It’s faster too!
      

        Francis backpedaled, trying to create some distance, but the Ursalof kept coming. It swung again and again, each attack flowing into the next with practiced ease. The beastkin was far more skilled than most of the ones he had faced in his kingdom. This thing knew how to fight.
      

        A diagonal slash forced Francis to parry with his right sword. The impact jarred his arm so badly he nearly dropped the blade. Before he could recover, the Ursalof reversed the axe, bringing it back in a rising cut that Francis felt the cold breeze the attack created as he avoided most of it by bending backward.
      

        The stone edge caught the front of his chain armor, tearing through several links and slicing through the skin and muscle of his chest. Blood gushed out of the wound immediately, hot against his cold skin.
      

        Francis tried to counter, lunging forward with both swords aimed at the bear's midsection. The Ursalof simply batted the attacks aside with the haft of its axe, then drove a furry knee into Francis's gut.
      

        Air exploded from his lungs. He stumbled backward, gasping, trying to force his lungs to work again. The beast’s massive fist came out of nowhere striking him across his head and sending Francis to the ground.
      

        Stars burst across his vision. The metallic taste of blood filled his mouth.
      

        Get up! Get up or you're dead.
      

        Francis hadn’t felt this overwhelmed in a while. Even fighting his way through all the Lynxkin hadn’t pushed him to this degree. He forced himself to his hands and knees, his swords somewhere in the snow nearby. The world felt off, and he could hear his heartbeat pounding in his ears. Warrior’s Resolve was filling his body with power that he couldn’t seem to control.
      

        The Ursalof's shadow fell over him.
      

        Francis dove for his right sword, fingers closing around the grip just as the axe came down. He rolled, bringing the blade up in a desperate slash that caught the bear across its forearm. 
      

        [ Power Strike ]
      

        Blood splashed against the white snow, but the wound was shallow.
      

        The Ursalof growled and kicked Francis in the ribs, seemingly unaffected by the cut.
      

        Something cracked. A notification flew by, but the pain he felt overwhelmed him, making it through Pain Resistance. Francis found himself airborne for a brief, terrible moment before crashing down hard enough to knock what little air he'd regained from his lungs.
      

        Each attempt to breathe sent agony through his chest. Francis looked up through blurred vision and saw the Ursalof approaching, its axe held casually in one hand. It wasn't even hurried knowing that Francis was finished.
      

        Francis's fingers searched in the snow, trying to find his sword but couldn’t.  His left arm wasn't working at all. The punch to his head must have done something to his neck or shoulder. Everything on that side felt wrong, disconnected.
      

        The Ursalof raised its axe.
      

        Using the power that surged through Francis's broken body, he moved as his fingers found the hilt he had been trying to find.
      

        Francis lunged at the beast, swaying, driving the blade at the Ursalof’s stomach. 
      

        [ Riposte ]
      

        Francis parried the beastkin’s attack, his blade sliding along the axe's edge, allowing him to get close and land a strike of his own.
      

        [ Power Strike ]
      

        [ Quick Attack ]
      

        [ Flurry ]
      

        Multiple cuts appeared on the bear's stomach yet the Ursalof barely seemed to notice.
      

        Francis unleashed everything he had, his sword moving in a blur of steel. But it wasn't enough.
      

        The Ursalof absorbed the damage, its own version of Death’s Dance, Warrior’s Resolve, or something similar, kept it fighting despite the minor wounds accumulating across its body. With a roar that vibrated Francis’s body, the Ursalof dropped the axe and grabbed Francis by the throat with both massive hands.
      

        Francis's sword fell from numb fingers as those hands squeezed.
      

        A memory of King Baxter doing the same thing to him bubbled up.
      

        Francis’ vision immediately started to darken around the edges. He clawed at the thick fur, but they might as well have been iron bars. The Ursalof easily lifted him off the ground, bringing Francis's face close to its own.
      

        Francis could see his reflection in those small yellow eyes. Even with blurred vision, he could see himself dying again.
      

        The Ursalof squeezed harder.
      

        Something in Francis's neck popped, and the last of Warrior's Resolve faded like smoke.
      

        The last thing he heard was the low, victorious growl rumbling from the beast's chest.
      

        Then darkness took him.
      

        ---
      

        The sound of a bell rang out.
      

        His eyes popped open, and Francis was staring at the familiar ceiling of the room he shared with his brother. Every muscle in his body tensed as his hands moved to his throat, still able to feel the furry fingers that had gripped it.
      

        "It's earlier than usual," Michael grunted as he sat up. "What gives?"
      

        Francis sat up slowly. "Just another day," he muttered, swinging his legs off the bed. "Back to the grind."
      

        Michael frowned at him, clearly not understanding, but Francis barely noticed. His mind was already turning over the fight, analyzing where he'd gone wrong.
      

        The second one was stronger and faster. It was aggressive, whereas the first was defensive. It knew how to fight, possessed techniques, and did not rely just on instinct. And that ability it used when I damaged its leg... some kind of berserker skill that stopped the bleeding and increased its speed?
      

        He needed more information. The Ursalofs weren't just strong—they were trained warriors with their own skills and abilities. Fighting them blindly was getting him killed faster than he could learn their patterns. Even with all the time he had to learn them, not having to fear death, Francis felt the frustration he had felt hundreds of deaths ago vanish.
      

        I'm going to have to talk with Glitvall and figure out his thoughts on this thing. Maybe he knows what abilities these bears have, what I'm actually up against. Because going in blind against warriors this skilled is just asking to get my ass handed to me over and over. Or maybe I’ll let him tell me what I should do next.
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[ Swordmanship Increased - 73 Elite ]

[ Tracking Increased - 15 Novice ]

[ Stealth Increased - 14 Novice ]

[ Pain Resistance Increased - 59 Advanced ]

[ Power Strike Increased - 56 Advanced ]

[ Strong Bones Increased - 58 Advanced ]

[ Quick Attack Increased - 46 Advanced ]

[ Guarded Stance Increased - 34 Proficient ]

[ Riposte Increased - 38 Proficient ]

[ Thick Skin Increased - 30 Proficient ]

[ Iron Wall Increased - 28 Proficient ]

[ Dual Wield Increased - 45 Advanced ]

[ Flurry Increased - 25 Novice ]

[ Battle Sense Increased - 17 Novice ]

[ Warrior’s Resolve Increased - 7 Basic ]

Francis wondered how many more deaths it might take before Swordmanship reached the Master rank. He could feel that it was improving with each death, but it wasn’t as fast as he had hoped. Francis had shared everything that had taken place, and Glitvall was silent, his eyes closed.

I guess Stenson was right… the thought that it takes those who reach that Rank over thirty years is insane. Knowing that Kels has reached it without having to die, like me, and having the Fast Learner skill shows it's possible.

A snap brought Francis back to the room tent he was in. His mind had been wandering while he waited for the warchief to speak. Glitvall's massive fingers were still in the air, and the warchief was frowning.

“Sorry, did you finish thinking about whatever it was you were?” Francis asked.

The older barbarian lowered his hand and leaned forward, his chair creaking under the shift in weight. "Two hundred deaths just to reach those bears. Two hundred times you fought through the Lynxkin alone."

"Give or take," Francis said. "I stopped counting precisely after the first hundred or so."

Glitvall's expression was unreadable for a moment. Then he grunted, something that might have been approval or disbelief. "The Lynxkin are dangerous enough for my people to face in pairs. Fighting them alone, over and over..." He shook his head. "Most of my warriors would think I disliked them if I asked one to fight a pack of four alone."

Most people don't have a brother they'd die for.

"The Ursalofs," Glitvall continued, "are one of our main problems. They hold the center of their battle line, right where the pass narrows between the ice cliffs. Strong, disciplined, and smart enough to use actual tactics. Unlike some of the other beasts we face."

Francis straightened slightly. This was the information he needed. "What else are you dealing with out there?"

The warchief stood and moved to a crude map spread across a wooden table. It showed the valley, the cliffs, and rough positions marked with stones and carved figures.

"The bears hold here," Glitvall said, tapping the center. "But the enemy is not just one type of beast. They have variety, and that makes them deadly. On the flanks, we face Frost Serpentkin. Scaled bastards with blue hides that form shield walls tighter than anything I've seen. Their venom slows your blood until wounds freeze shut. Men die slow from that poison, trapped in their own frozen flesh."

That sounds like a nightmare.

"They breathe a mist too," Glitvall added. "Blind you with it, then close in with spears. We've learned to maintain distance and use fire when possible. But fire is scarce this far north. Wood is getting harder to come by and we have cut down many of the pines that once sealed off so much of this land."

Francis studied the map. "What about the cliffs? Can't you flank them from above?"

"We tried." The warchief's jaw tightened. "Lost two full parties to the Ramhorn Vessers and the Frost Reavers. The rams—goat-like things with black horns—they jump like nothing I've ever seen. Full armor, weighted chains, and they leap across gaps that few men or women I know could hope to jump over. They use those chains to pull you off balance, then cave your skull in with spiked maces."

"And the Reavers?" Francis asked.

"Ravenkin. Crowkin. Whatever you want to call them." Glitvall's voice carried a hint of disgust. "Black feathers, smart as any man, and they fight in threes. They’ll circle you, harass you with arrows, and if somehow you manage to make one land, carry curved daggers. Some of them cast spells—fire, ice, it doesn't matter. They'll burn you or freeze you depending on their mood." He paused, then added, "You want to know the worst part? They mimic voices. Human voices. We've lost men who followed calls for help, only to find three Reavers waiting in ambush. One of the packs that returned had a set of twins. Rare things in our kingdom. His brother had died, ignoring the sense that their mother couldn’t be calling out to him. The fool ran right over a trap, dying before the rest of his pack."

Gods, these things are organized. This isn't just some random horde. They're coordinated, using tactics.

"There's more," Glitvall said. "The Walruskin hold the edges near the frozen shores when the battle line extends that far. Big tusked brutes with blubber so thick arrows bounce off. They use tridents and barbed nets to drag men down. Once you're on the ground with them, you don't get back up."

Francis absorbed it all, his mind already working through the implications. "So the Ursalofs are the backbone, the Serpentkin hold formation, the Ramhorns and Reavers control high ground, and the Walruskin are the anchors on the flanks."

"You learn fast," Glitvall said, a note of approval in his voice. "That's why we don't push anymore. We send out small parties, hit them fast, kill what we can, then retreat before they can coordinate a response. It's not winning the war, but it keeps us alive."

"Like my kingdom," Francis muttered. "The beasts only appear when we go out there. Otherwise, they stay back, waiting."

Glitvall nodded. "Same here. They don't attack the camp. It's like they're testing us, measuring how much we can take." He returned to his chair and sat heavily. "Which brings me to my recommendation."

Francis waited.

"You should go with one of our raiding parties,” Glitvall said. “See how we fight, learn the patterns. Your loop lets you die and try again, but dying blind won't teach you anything you can't already figure out on your own. Watch experienced warriors work together. Learn what works and what doesn't. Even better… You might learn to use a real weapon. Like an axe."

That... actually makes sense. Except the axe part.

"How long will it take to arrange that?" Francis asked. “The party, not hunting with an axe.”

"A few days," Glitvall said, frowning. "I need to convince the Jarl and the clan leaders. Outside of calling for a full assault—which we won't—any decision about who fights and when goes through the council. It's not fast, but it's how we survive up here. Everyone gets a say. Sometimes… some like to talk more than they should, but they are allowed that chance as the leader of their clan."

Francis frowned. "So what am I supposed to do while you're convincing them? Just wait around?"

"No." Glitvall's expression shifted to something that might have been amusement. "You're going to the forges. Learn to work metal."

"What?" Francis blinked. "I need to train, not pretend to be a blacksmith. Every hour I'm not fighting is an hour wasted—"

Glitvall raised a hand, cutting him off. The gesture was gentle but firm. "You asked for my advice, Francis. Here it is: you cannot temper metal all the time."

Francis opened his mouth to argue, but the warchief continued.

"I'm afraid your heart will eventually lose the fire you possess if you burn too hot for too long. Even my people, who are known for our temper and hot flashes, know the importance of cooling off. Perhaps that is why our gods have given us this land—to teach us to control the fire inside. You say your brother is the thing that drives you to get stronger, yet you told me you just died two hundred times because you were  upset  at how we treated you. A warrior doesn’t have time for their feelings to be hurt."

The words hung in the air between them.

He's right. I can feel it. The frustration, the anger, the constant cycle of dying and starting over. It's wearing on me more than I want to admit.

Francis let out a slow breath. "Fine. I'll go to the forges. But I'm not promising I'll be good at it."

Glitvall's laugh was deep and genuine. "Good. A man who thinks he'll be good at everything is a fool. A man who's willing to try anyway? That's someone worth teaching."

He stood and clapped Francis on the shoulder hard enough to make him stumble slightly. "Ask for Tormund when you get there. Tell him I sent you. He'll know what to do."

"Tormund," Francis repeated. "Got it."

As Francis turned to leave, Glitvall called after him.

"Francis."

He paused at the tent flap.

"Two hundred deaths to reach the bears," the warchief said quietly. "Most men couldn't handle that. The fact that you did, and you're still standing here asking how to do better? Stenson was right about you. I won’t promise to coddle you like your general did. I’ll keep my promise, though, to help shape you into what you need to become."

Francis didn't know what to say in response to that statement. He had never felt like he was coddled but rather than arguing, Francis just nodded and stepped out into the cold.

---

The forges were easy to find. Francis just followed the sound of hammers on metal and the orange glow that seemed to defy the perpetual gray of the northern sky. He had originally considered following the smoke, but there were tons of that coming from every part of the camp.

Heat hit him the moment he stepped inside the open-sided building. After so many deaths fighting in the cold, the warmth was almost overwhelming. Sweat broke out across his forehead immediately.

A dozen barbarians worked at various stations, some hammering, others tending fires or quenching metal in barrels of water that steamed and hissed. The air smelled like coal, hot iron, and sweat. It was a reminder of a childhood he tried to forget. Being a Lancaster meant knowing about ore and metal. He hadn’t spent much time in the smelting area or forge of his family's property, but he had more than enough to remember the smell.

This is going to be miserable, isn't it? It’s like having to relive some of my worst memories.

"You lost?" a voice called out.

Francis turned to see a shorter barbarian—though still taller than him—approaching. The man had a thick black beard braided with small metal rings, and his bare arms were covered in old burn scars.

"Looking for Tormund," Francis said. "Glitvall sent me."

The man's eyebrows rose. "Did he now?" He looked Francis up and down, taking in the southern armor and the dual swords. "You're the short one from the south, then. The one who sits alone with our warchief."

Word travels fast up here.

"That's me," Francis said.

"I'm Tormund." The blacksmith gestured to an empty station near the back. "Come on. Let's see if those hands of yours can do more than swing a worthless sword."

Francis followed, already feeling the heat from the nearby forge. Tormund grabbed a leather apron from a hook and tossed it at him.

"Put that on. You'll burn yourself otherwise."

Francis did as instructed, tying the apron around his waist. It was too big, made for someone with a barbarian's build, but it would work. Donning the piece of leather tugged at a memory he couldn’t see. There had been something… a hole was there now, of a time with Michael.

I’ll need to ask him next time we have one of those moments. Just how many memories did they steal from me?

Tormund picked up a pair of tongs and a hammer, setting them on the anvil. "First lesson: metalwork is about patience. You heat it, you shape it, you cool it. Rush any step, and the metal breaks. Understand?"

"I understand," Francis said.

Even if I don't like it.

"Good." Tormund pulled a piece of raw iron from a pile and thrust it into the forge. "Now watch. And try not to burn yourself. Glitvall would have my head if I sent you back looking like a roasted pig."

Francis watched as the metal began to glow, the heat radiating off it in waves. Around them, the other smiths continued their work, the rhythmic sound of hammers creating an almost hypnotic pattern.

Maybe Glitvall's right. Maybe I do need this. Something to clear my head before I go back out there and die another hundred times.

The iron turned orange, then yellow, then white-hot.

"Now," Tormund said, pulling it from the forge with the tongs. "Let's see if you can make something that doesn't look like shit."

Francis picked up the hammer.

Here goes nothing.
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Francis brought the hammer down.

The strike landed on the glowing metal with a dull clang that felt wrong the moment it happened. The iron bent awkwardly under the blow, folding in on itself instead of spreading flat like he'd intended.

"Shit," Francis muttered, pulling back to examine his work.

The piece looked terrible. Misshapen, too thin in some spots, lumpy in others. Nothing like the smooth, even metal Tormund had demonstrated moments before.

Tormund leaned over, arms crossed, and studied the mangled iron. After a long moment, he grunted.

"Well?" Francis asked.

"It's nothing," Tormund said flatly.

"Nothing?"

"Nothing," the blacksmith repeated. "Worthless. Can't use it, can't fix it. Best thing to do is melt it down and start over." He picked up the tongs and thrust the ruined piece back into the forge. "Watch again."

Francis watched as Tormund pulled a fresh piece of iron from the pile. The blacksmith's movements were deliberate, unhurried. He placed the metal in the forge and waited, not bothering to explain what he was doing.

The iron began to glow. First a dull red, then brighter, shifting through shades of orange and yellow as the heat built.

"See that?" Tormund said, pointing with the tongs. "That yellow? That's when it's ready. Not before. You hit it when it's red, and the metal doesn't want to move. You hit it when it's white, you've burned it. Ruined. Can't fix burned metal. You’ll have to start all over."

Tormund pulled the glowing iron from the forge and set it on the anvil. The first strike rang out clean and sharp. The metal spread evenly under the hammer, exactly where the barbarian wanted it to go.

"You hit it too hard," Tormund continued, never pausing his work. "Like many who are first starting, you think more force would make it bend faster. All you did was damage it. Can't burn too hot, boy. Not with metal, not with anything."

Is he talking about the metal, or me?

Francis didn't ask. He just watched as Tormund shaped the iron with practiced efficiency, each strike measured and controlled. Within minutes, the piece looked perfect—flat, even, ready for whatever came next.

"Now you try again," Tormund said, handing him the tongs. "And this time, wait for the yellow."

---

By the end of the first day, Francis had ruined six pieces of iron.

His arms ached in a good way from the repetitive motion of hammering, and his hands were starting to blister despite the thick gloves Tormund had given him. Sweat soaked through his shirt, and the heat from the forge made breathing feel like work. Even with his stats, this new moment had pushed him in ways he hadn’t expected.

How do people do this for years?

"You're thinking too much," Tormund said, appearing beside him with a waterskin. "Here. Drink."

Francis took the offered water and drank deeply. It was cold, probably pulled from snow melt, and it felt like life returning to his body. It had a slight aftertaste, but Francis chose not to comment on it.

Hopefully, none of the snow was yellow.

"Thinking is good," Francis said between gulps. "How else do you figure out what you're doing wrong?"

"Thinking comes after," Tormund replied. He took the waterskin back and gestured at the forge. "Right now, you're standing there trying to plan every strike before you make it. Wondering if the angle's right, if the force is right, if the metal is right. All that thinking makes you hesitate. Hesitation means the metal cools. Cooled metal doesn't move."

"So what, I just hit it and hope?"

Tormund laughed. "No. You feel it. The metal tells you what it needs. You listen, you adjust. Can't plan a conversation before it happens, can you? Same with this."

Actually, I can plan conversations. I've had some of them hundreds of times.

But Francis didn't say that. He just nodded and picked up the hammer again.

---

The second day started before dawn.

[ Blacksmithing - 2 ]

[ Metal Working - 2 ]

Francis wasn’t sure if those gains were good or not. Having spent half a day feeling like he wasn’t accomplishing anything, the first notification had come. Tormund had asked what had been wrong because Francis’s next swing was off due to focusing on the words that had appeared.

Still… I doubt I’d be this far if it weren’t for his constant supervision. No one else is getting this kind of help.

Francis arrived at the forge to find Tormund already working, the orange glow of the fire the only light in the pre-dawn darkness.

"You're early," Tormund said without looking up.

"Couldn't sleep," Francis admitted.

Dreams of dying tend to do that… as well as having the physical stats I do.

Tormund grunted and gestured to the station Francis had been using. "Good. More time to practice. Today you're going to learn about flaws."

"Flaws?"

The blacksmith pulled a piece of iron from the scrap pile and held it up. In the firelight, Francis could see a dark line running through the metal.

"This came from a batch of ore we smelted last month," Tormund explained. "Looked good at first. But when we started working it, we found this. A crack, running deep through the whole piece."

The barbarian set it on the anvil and pointed at the flaw. "Now, some smiths would throw this out. Say it's worthless, can't be used. But that's wasteful. Metal's too valuable up here to throw away just because it's not perfect."

Tormund picked up his hammer. "Finding the flaws is important. You can either learn to work around them or start all over. Sometimes starting over is the right choice. But sometimes, if you know what you're doing, you can work with what you have."

He thrust the flawed iron into the forge and waited for it to heat. When it glowed yellow, he pulled it out and began hammering, but his strikes were different this time. Gentler, more precise, working around the crack instead of through it.

"See that?" he said. "I'm not trying to fix the flaw. Can't fix it. It's always going to be there. But I can shape the metal so the flaw doesn't matter. Make something useful despite it."

Francis watched, fascinated despite himself. The crack was still visible, but Tormund was slowly transforming the piece into something that resembled a bracket or mounting.

"What if the flaw is too big?" Francis asked. "What if it's in the wrong place, and you can't work around it?"

"Then you start over," Tormund said simply. "Melt it down, try again. No shame in that. Better to start fresh than force something that won't work."

How many times have I started over? How many deaths did it take before I figured out the right path?

"Your turn," Tormund said, handing him a flawed piece. "Let's see what you can do with this."

Francis took the iron and studied it. The flaw was obvious once he knew to look for it—a thin line running diagonally through the center.

Work around it. Don't try to fix it. Just make something useful.

Francis felt himself learning lessons he already knew but in a different way. Not sure if Glitvall had expected or known this would happen, he heated the metal and began to work.

---

The piece Francis made was ugly, but it held together.

Tormund examined it, turning it over in his hands, then nodded once. "Not bad. I wouldn't use it for anything important, but it'll do. That's progress. You never know when someone needs a hook for a towel."

Francis didn’t laugh, but neither did the blacksmith.

Progress. Guess that's something.

The rest of the second day passed in a blur of heat and repetition. Francis kept learning that not every problem could be solved by hitting it harder—sometimes a lighter touch was what the metal needed. He was beginning to read the color of the iron, to judge when it was ready and when it needed more time in the forge.

He also learned that Tormund rarely gave direct answers.

"Why do we quench some pieces in water and others in oil?" Francis asked at one point.

"Why do you think?" Tormund replied.

"I don't know,” Francis said. “That's why I'm asking."

"You've watched me do both. What did you notice?" the blacksmith asked, still not giving the answers he sought.

Francis frowned, thinking back. "The water cools it faster. Makes a lot of steam. The oil... It's slower. Less dramatic."

"And?"

"And... the pieces you quenched in water seemed harder? But the ones in oil were... I don't know, tougher?"

Tormund smiled. "There you go. That’s about as simple as you can say it. Water makes it hard, brittle. Good for blades that need a sharp edge. Oil makes it tough, flexible. Ideal for tools that require bending without breaking. Different purposes, different methods. Now, some metal is different, but you’re not ready for that kind of lesson yet."

Like people. Some situations need you to be hard, unbreakable. Others need you to bend.

By the time the sun set, Francis's entire body ached again. His hands were covered in blisters that had burst and formed new ones. His shoulders felt like they'd been beaten with his own hammer.

But he'd made three pieces that Tormund deemed "usable." Not good. Not impressive. But usable.

It was more than he'd expected.

---

[ Blacksmithing - 4 ]

[ Metal Working - 4 ]

The third day was different. Armed with a slightly better understanding of blacksmithing and a few extra points in his skills, Francis felt somewhat prepared.

Tormund handed Francis a longer piece of iron and pointed to a pile of firewood stacked against the forge wall.

"You're going to make a poker," the blacksmith said. "For moving logs in the fire. Simple tool, but we go through them regularly. If you can make one that doesn't break or bend after a week of use, I'll call this time well spent."

Francis looked at the iron, then at the poker hanging near the forge. It seemed simple enough—a long shaft with a hook at one end and a handle at the other.

How hard can it be?

"Before you start," Tormund said, "let me tell you about the first poker I made."

Francis paused, surprised. Tormund rarely talked about himself.

"I was about half your age," the blacksmith continued. "Thought I was clever. Wanted to make the best poker anyone had ever seen. Strong handle, perfect hook, the whole thing balanced just right."

"What happened?"

"I spent three days on it," Tormund said. "Got the hook perfect. Spent hours on the handle, made sure it was comfortable to grip. Was so proud when I finished." He paused. "Used it once. The hook snapped off the first time I tried to move a heavy log."

Francis blinked in surprise. "Why?"

"Because I forgot the most important part," Tormund replied. "The join where the hook meets the shaft. I was so focused on making each piece perfect, I didn't strengthen the connection between them. Looked beautiful. Worked like shit." 

Tormund chuckled, giving a rare smile. He tapped the poker hanging on the wall. "This one? Not as pretty. Handle's a bit rough. Hook's not perfectly curved. But the join is solid. That's what matters. It's been hanging here for five years."

I swear this man’s part blacksmith and part philosopher. The connection is what matters. Not the individual pieces.

Francis turned the iron over in his hands. "So don't try to make it perfect. Just make it work."

"Now you're learning," Tormund said. “Show me that you actually have.”

---

Francis started with the shaft.

He heated the iron until it glowed yellow, then began to hammer, keeping his strikes even and measured. The metal spread under each blow, lengthening, thinning slightly but maintaining its strength.

He worked through the lessons in his mind, remembering what Tormund had taught him.

Don't overthink it. Feel the metal. Listen to what it needs.

When the shaft was the right length, he moved to the hook. This was trickier—he needed to heat just the end, bend it without weakening the connection to the shaft.

The first attempt bent too far. He straightened it, reheated, and tried again.

The second attempt cracked slightly at the bend. He cursed, heated it longer, let the metal flow together, then bent it carefully.

The third attempt looked right.

He worked the join where the hook met the shaft, reinforcing it with careful, precise strikes. Not too hard like so many of the ones Francis had delivered on his first day of smithing. He didn't want to weaken it, but he used just enough force to ensure it would hold.

The handle came last. He flattened the end slightly, gave it a gentle curve that would fit a hand comfortably. Nothing fancy. Just functional.

When he quenched it in oil, he knew why he did so. He needed toughness over hardness. The poker hissed and steamed. He pulled it out and examined his work.

It wasn't beautiful. The hook had a slight wobble to it. The handle was rougher than he'd wanted. But the join looked solid, and the whole thing felt balanced in his hand.

[ Blacksmithing Increased - 6 ]

[ Metal Working Increased - 6 ]

Tormund took it from him and tested it, prodding at the logs in the forge. He moved a heavy piece, then another, applying real force.

The poker held.

"Well," Tormund said, examining the tool one more time. "It's not pretty. But it'll do the job." He hung it on a hook near the forge, right next to his own. "That's what matters."

Francis stared at the poker hanging there, side by side with the one Tormund had made years ago. Something about seeing them together—one worn and proven, one fresh and untested—made his chest feel tight.

I made something. Something that'll last. That's... that's different.

"Good work," Tormund said, clapping him on the shoulder. "You're not a smith yet, and you probably won't ever be. But you learned what you needed to learn."

"What's that?" Francis asked.

"That some things take time. That you can't force results by hitting harder. That flaws don't make something worthless—they just mean you have to work differently." Tormund paused. "And that the connections between things matter more than the things themselves."

Francis looked at the older smith, wondering how much Tormund actually understood about why Glitvall had sent him here.

He knows something. Maybe not everything. But something.

"Thank you," Francis said. "For teaching me."

Tormund waved a hand dismissively. "Glitvall sent you. I taught you. That's how things work up here." But there was a hint of warmth in his voice. "Besides, you weren't terrible. For a southerner with worthless swords."

Francis couldn't help but smile at that.

As he removed the leather apron and prepared to leave, Tormund called after him.

"Boy."

Francis turned.

"Whatever you're trying to forge out there," Tormund said, gesturing vaguely toward the battlefield beyond the camp, "remember what you learned here. Can't burn too hot. Can't force it. And sometimes the flaws are what make it strong."

Francis nodded, not trusting himself to speak.

He stepped out of the forge into the cold evening air, the heat from the past three days still radiating from his skin. His hands ached. His shoulders burned. His body felt like it had been beaten and reshaped.

But something inside him felt different. Steadier. Like metal that had been properly tempered.

Three days. Three days of not dying. Not fighting. Just... making something.

It was strange how much that mattered.

Francis headed back toward his tent. Tomorrow, Glitvall would probably have news about the raiding party. 

But tonight, he'd made something that would last.

That was enough.
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The summons came just after dawn. A bowl of food was delivered with the message that Francis’s presence was requested… or expected at the clan leader's tent. As he got ready, Francis couldn’t help but wonder what was in the poultice the healer Hilde had given him. The skin on his hands was in better condition than he had expected. 

Tormund hadn’t let him use the poultice until last night, mentioning that one of the lessons every blacksmith needed to learn was pain. Each strike of the hammer cost something. At first it was their skin. Then it would be a matter of mental fortitude to push through the pain. 

Francis had been surprised that his skin had even blistered, but he had lost count of the thousands of swings he had taken. 

A young barbarian, barely older than Francis, waited outside his tent to take him to the Jarl and clan leaders.

Here we go.

Francis followed the messenger through the camp, noting how the other barbarians watched him pass. Some with curiosity, others with suspicion. A few nodded in what might have been respect.

Word really does travel fast up here.

The tent was exactly as he remembered. The clan leaders all sat in the same positions they had been, the first time he had come. Glitvall was standing off to the side. Jarl Keara occupied the seat of honor, her weathered face unreadable as Francis entered.

"Francis Lancaster," the Jarl said. "Glitvall has spoken on your behalf. He tells us you wish to join one of our raiding parties."

"That's correct," Francis replied.

"Why?" one of the clan leaders asked. An older man with a scar running from his temple to his jaw. "What purpose does a southerner have risking our warriors?"

Francis met his gaze. "Because in order to help your people and mine find victory, I need to learn how to fight beside you. I've fought alone. I've survived. But that's not enough. If we're going to win this war, I need to understand how your warriors work together."

"Pretty words," a woman with iron-gray braids said. "But words don't keep our warriors alive."

"No," Francis agreed. "They don't. Which is why I’ll make you a promise."

Jarl Keara leaned forward slightly. "What promise?"

"That no matter what happens out there, every warrior who goes with me will return alive." Francis let the words hang in the air. "The next time I stand before all of you, each one of them will be here. Or you can kill me."

Silence filled the tent.

"You can't promise that," the scarred man said. "No one can promise that."

"I just did," Francis said.

And if I have to die on the battlefield to make sure that promise holds, so be it. 

Glitvall's expression didn't change, but something flickered in his eyes. The warchief understood, even if the others didn't.

The clan leaders murmured among themselves. Some looked skeptical, others intrigued. Jarl Keara studied Francis for a long moment before nodding once.

"Very well. You may join the raiding party Glitvall has selected. But know this, southerner—if you break your promise, if even one of our warriors falls because of you, your life is forfeit. No second chances."

If only you knew.

"Understood," Francis said, fighting back a smile.

Glitvall moved toward the tent entrance. "Come. The pack is waiting."

As they turned to leave, Jarl Keara's voice stopped them.

"Glitvall."

The warchief paused.

"Your sudden interest in this southerner is... unusual," the Jarl said. "You've trained many warriors, but I've never seen you take such personal interest in an outsider. Why him?"

Glitvall turned to face her, his expression calm. "If you wish to know my mind, Jarl Keara, you have two choices. You can wait for the results and judge me by them. Or you can trust me."

He paused, then added, "If neither of those works for you, then you're welcome to pick up the axes and bring them to the center of the tent. Challenge me as Warchief. See if you can take my place."

The tent went silent.

Francis saw Jarl Keara's jaw tighten, her hands gripping the arms of her chair. For a moment, he thought she might actually accept the challenge. But then she took a slow breath and steadied herself.

"I will trust your judgment," she said slowly. "For now."

Glitvall nodded once and walked out of the tent. Francis followed quickly, very aware of the eyes boring into his back.

---

They walked in silence for a few moments before Glitvall spoke.

"That was bold. Making a promise like that."

"I meant it," Francis said.

"I know you did," Glitvall replied, glancing at him. "How did things go with Tormund?"

Francis considered the question. "Better than expected. I gained six points in both Blacksmithing and Metal Working."

The warchief's eyebrows rose. "Six points in three days? That's... significant."

"Tormund's a good teacher," Francis said. "Though I have a question about him."

"Ask it."

"He has this way of talking… about smithing that makes it sound like he's talking about life. Is that intentional, or am I reading too much into it?"

Glitvall chuckled, the sound deep and genuine. "Tormund is one of the wisest men in this camp. He could have pursued power. In fact, he could have challenged for leadership in his clan. But he stays at the forge, knowing his ability to equip and provide for all these people is worth more than any title."

"So it was intentional," Francis said.

"Everything Tormund does is intentional," Glitvall replied. "The fact that you picked up on it means you were listening. That's good. You'll need that skill where we're going."

They approached the Commons—a large open area where warriors trained, slept, and gathered. Francis could see a group of six barbarians waiting near the edge, their breath misting in the cold air.

Here we go. 

As they drew closer, Francis could make out more details. Four men, two women. All of them looked like they'd been fighting since they could walk.

"Warriors," Glitvall called out. "This is Francis Lancaster. He'll be joining your pack for the next raid."

One of the men stepped forward. He was tall, even for a barbarian, with a thick black beard braided with small bones. A massive axe hung across his back. His eyes were sharp, assessing Francis with the same intensity Francis had seen in Stenson when they first met.

"I'm Hroden," he said. "I lead this pack. You follow my orders out there, no questions. Understood?"

"Understood," Francis replied.

Hroden nodded, then gestured to the others. "That's Vornak." A stocky man with a war hammer and a face that looked like it had stopped a few too many fists. "Eirik." Lean and wiry, with twin hand axes and scars running down both arms. "Harald." The youngest of the group, maybe only a few years older than Francis, was carrying a spear and shield.

"The women are Selka and Helga," Hroden continued. Selka was built like she could snap Francis in half—broad shoulders, arms thick with muscle, and a two-handed axe strapped to her back. Helga was smaller, quicker-looking, with a bow and a quiver of arrows.

"A southerner," Selka said, her voice flat. "With swords."

The way she said it made it clear what she thought of both him and his weapons.

"Is that a problem?" Francis asked.

"Swords are for dancing," Selka replied. "Axes are for killing. You want to fight beside us, you should learn to use a real weapon."

"I'll stick with what I know," Francis said evenly.

"Then you'll die with what you know," Selka shot back.

"Enough," Hroden said, his voice cutting through the tension. "He's part of the pack now. We test him, we train him, and if he can't keep up, he stays behind. That's how it works."

Selka glared at Francis but said nothing.

Eirik, the lean one with the twin axes, spoke up. "What's your story, Southerner? Why are you really here? Most of your people aren’t willing to endure the cold."

"I’ve come here to learn about the army that you face," Francis said. "And to help."

"Help," Vornak rumbled, his voice like grinding stones. "Right. Because we need a southerner to save us."

"I didn't say that," Francis replied. "I said I want to help. There's a difference."

Harald, the young one with the spear, looked curious rather than hostile. "There’s a rumor that you’ve been learning to smith? That's what people are saying."

"I did," Francis admitted.

"Why?" Harald asked. “How does smithing help us? Especially when rumors are you wasted more metal than most can count.

Francis smiled and motioned to Glitvall standing next to him. “Your Warchief told me I should learn from Tormund. So I did. If I’ve learned anything in the short time I’ve been here, it’s that I should obey him.”

Helga, the archer, hadn't said anything yet. She just watched Francis with dark, calculating eyes. When she finally spoke, her voice was quiet but sharp. "Can you follow orders?"

"Yes," Francis said.

"Even when they don't make sense?"

He chuckled and nodded. “Oh, I’ve thought many of the orders I’ve been given don’t make sense, but I’ve followed them.”

Helga nodded slowly. "Good. Because out there, hesitation kills. You don't have time to question, only to act. If Hroden says to strip naked and run through the commons, just do it."

Grins appeared on everyone’s face except Selka at those words.

Glitvall cleared his throat. "You have two days before the raid. Use them to learn how each other fights. Test him, see what he can do. If he's not ready, tell me. I'll keep him back."

"He'll be ready," Hroden said, though his tone suggested he wasn't entirely convinced. "Or he won't be coming with us."

Glitvall nodded and turned to leave, then paused and looked at Francis. "Remember what Tormund taught you. The connections matter more than the individual pieces."

Francis nodded, understanding the message.

This pack. I need to earn their trust. I have to work with them, not just alongside them.

As Glitvall walked away, Hroden crossed his arms and studied Francis. "Alright, southerner. Let's see what you've got. We're going to run through some basics. How you move, how you fight, how you react."

"Now?" Francis asked.

"Right now," Hroden confirmed. "Eirik, Vornak, you're with me. We'll test his defense. Harald, you watch and learn. Selka, Helga, you two set up on the flanks. We're going to see if this southerner can handle being surrounded."

Selka grinned, and it wasn't friendly. "This should be fun."

“Are we going to use weapons?” Francis asked. 

Hroden frowned, his eyes darting between him and the others. “Not real ones.”

He whistled and a teenager ran up.

“Yes, sir?”

“I need practice weapons and shields,” Hroden replied, pausing. “And… find me two sticks that might work for swords.”

A disgusted look appeared on the teen's face but he nodded, running off.

Soon the boy returned with his arms full of practice weapons, their edges hammered to a flat point and two sticks that were different lengths.

“These will do,” Hroden said as the boy dropped the collection.

Francis picked up the two sticks, seeing that at least they appeared like they wouldn’t break. 

Alright. Let's see what these warriors can do.

Hroden gestured to a clear area of the Commons. "Take position. We start in thirty seconds."

Francis moved to the center, watching as the barbarians spread out around him. Three in front, two on the sides. A classic encirclement test.

I've died to worse. Let's see what they've got.

Hroden raised his hand.

"Begin."
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The sticks felt wrong in Francis's hands. They were too light, poorly balanced, and one was five inches longer than the other. 

They’ll have to do for now. It’s all just another challenge. Something tells me I’m going to get a few repetitions on this moment. 

Francis watched the barbarians spread out around him. Hroden, Vornak, and Eirik formed a loose arc in front. Selka moved to his left, Helga to his right. Harald hung back, spear and shield ready but clearly meant to observe.

A crowd was already forming. Warriors paused their training to watch, apparently drawn by the promise of a southerner getting beaten. Francis could hear their voices, some curious, others already placing bets.

"Twenty copper, he doesn't last a minute!"

"I'll take that bet. The boy's still standing, isn't he?"

Great. An audience. Just what I needed.

Hroden's hand dropped.

Vornak charged first.

The stocky barbarian came in fast, his practice hammer swinging in a wide arc aimed at Francis's ribs. No finesse, just raw power meant to test if he would fold under pressure.

Francis sidestepped, letting the hammer pass inches from his body. He tapped Vornak's shoulder with one stick as the man's momentum carried him past.

"First hit," Francis said, keeping his face neutral

The crowd murmured while a few laughed. Vornak spun around, his face reddening.

Eirik came next, both practice axes moving in a scissor pattern. Francis ducked under the first, parried the second with his longer stick, and drove his shoulder into Eirik's chest. The lean barbarian stumbled backward, and Francis's shorter stick caught him across the thigh.

"Second."

Battle Sense told him that there was movement from his left. Francis turned just as Selka's practice axe came at his head. No warning, no buildup. She was going for a real hit, the kind that would leave most unconscious if it connected.

[ Iron Wall ]

Francis crossed both sticks above his head, catching the axe between them. Selka's eyes widened slightly. 

She put real force behind that swing.

Before she could pull back, Francis shoved forward, breaking her stance. His foot swept her legs, and she went down hard on her back.

The crowd erupted in shouts. Some cheering, others jeering.

Selka rolled to her feet, fury written across her face.

She's not playing anymore. If she was ever playing to begin with.

Hroden attacked while his attention was focused on Selka.

The pack leader moved differently than the others. His attacks were controlled and precise, each strike flowing seamlessly into the next. His practice axe came at Francis in a series of attacks that forced him backward, defensive, working to keep the weapon from landing.

He's good. Really good.

Francis parried twice, blocked once, then had to dodge as Hroden reversed his grip and came back with a strike aimed at his knee. The axe grazed his leg, enough to count as a hit.

"Point to me," Hroden said calmly.

Then Vornak and Eirik came at him together.

Francis moved without thinking, his body reacting to patterns he'd learned through hundreds of deaths. Vornak's hammer came high, Eirik's axes came low. Francis dropped to one knee, letting the hammer pass over his head, and swept both sticks across Eirik's ankles.

The wiry barbarian went down cursing.

Francis rolled forward, came up behind Vornak, and tapped him twice on the back.

The crowd's noise grew louder. Francis caught fragments of conversation.

"Did you see that?"

"He's faster than he looks!"

"Selka's going to kill him!"

That last comment proved accurate.

Selka came at him as if he owed her something. Her practice axe moved in a blur, each strike aimed to hurt rather than test. Francis gave ground, using both sticks to deflect and redirect rather than block directly. The impacts sent vibrations up his arms with each contact.

She's not holding back at all.

[ Guarded Stance ]

Francis's body hardened, his defensive abilities kicking in. Selka's next strike caught his shoulder, but instead of what she had obviously expected to happen, her weapon stopped. Almost as if she had struck stone. Her eyes widened in apparent surprise.

Francis used that moment. He stepped inside her guard, too close for the axe to be effective, and drove his elbow into her stomach. Not hard enough to truly injure, but enough to drive the air from her lungs.

She gasped for air, stumbling a few steps back as she did.

"Enough," Hroden called out.

But Selka wasn't done, ignoring the barbarians words. She straightened, face red with anger or possibly a bit of humiliation, and swung wildly at Francis's head.

[ Riposte ]

Francis's stick caught the axe mid-swing, deflecting it past his ear. In the same motion, he brought his other stick around and tapped her temple. Gently. Just enough to make the point.

"You're dead," he said quietly. "If this were real."

Selka froze as her axe struck the frozen dirt, the reality of what had just happened sinking in. The crowd had gone silent.

"I said enough!" Hroden's voice cut through the tension. He moved between them, glaring at Selka. "Stand down. Now. Do not dishonor yourself or us again."

Selka backed away, breathing hard, her eyes never leaving Francis. The way she glared at him felt like a promise that this wasn't over.

Hroden turned to Francis. "Not bad. But you're not done yet."

Before Francis could respond, all five of them came at him at once.

Oh, you've got to be kidding me.

Hroden from the front, Vornak and Eirik from the sides, Selka from behind, and even Helga charged, having drawn a practice knife. They moved in coordination, not giving him space to breathe.

Francis activated everything he had.

[ Quick Attack ]

[ Flurry ]

His sticks became a blur. He tapped Eirik's wrist, Vornak's knee, deflected Hroden's axe, spun to catch Selka's weapon with a cross-block, and kicked backward, catching Helga in the shin.

The crowd roared.

Francis kept moving, never staying in one spot long enough for them to pin him down. He wove between attacks, his enhanced perception letting him track all five opponents at once. Every opening, he took. Every mistake, he exploited.

A tap to Vornak's ribs.

A strike across Eirik's shoulder.

A jab to Helga's arm.

Hroden came at him hard, forcing Francis to focus. The pack leader's attacks were relentless, each one setting up the next. Francis parried, dodged, and gave ground when he had to.

Then Selka rushed in from his blind spot.

Francis sensed rather than saw her coming. He dropped low, sweeping his leg out in a wide arc. Selka's feet went out from under her for the second time, and she crashed into Vornak as the warrior tried to rejoin the fight, sending them both to the ground in a tangle of limbs and cursing.

The crowd was loving it. Cheers, jeers, and laughter mixed together in a cacophony of noise.

Eirik tried to tackle him. Francis sidestepped, used the barbarian's momentum against him, and sent him stumbling into Harald, who'd been trying to flank from the other side.

That left Hroden and Helga.

Hroden's axe came at his head. Francis blocked with both sticks crossed, but the force of the blow sent him skidding backward. His feet slipped on the packed snow, and he barely kept his balance.

He's strong. Stronger than the others.

Helga darted in with her practice knife, going for his ribs. Francis twisted, caught her wrist with one stick, and pulled her off balance. She stumbled forward, and he tapped her back with his other stick.

"Out," Francis said.

Helga stepped back immediately, nodding in acknowledgment. She didn’t seem to hold any anger.

Now it was just him and Hroden.

The pack leader smiled. "Impressive. But let's see how you handle this."

Hroden attacked with everything he had. His practice axe moved in patterns that Francis recognized. They were professional, efficient, and designed to overwhelm. Each strike flowed into the next without pause, giving Francis no chance to counter.

Francis gave ground, his sticks working overtime to keep the axe from landing. 

He's testing me. Pushing to see where I break.

Francis waited for his opening. It came when Hroden overextended slightly on a downward strike. Francis stepped inside the attack's arc, too close for the axe to reach him, and drove both sticks toward Hroden's chest.

But Hroden was ready. He released the axe with one hand and caught Francis's wrist, using his superior weight to shove Francis backward.

Francis rolled with it, letting the momentum carry him into a backward somersault. He came up on his feet, sticks still in hand.

The crowd was screaming now, completely invested in the fight.

Hroden charged.

[ Quick Attack ]

Francis moved faster than he had the entire fight. He slipped past Hroden's guard, tapped his ribs once, twice, then spun and brought his stick down on the pack leader's shoulder.

Hroden stopped, lowering his weapon.

"Three hits," the pack leader said, slightly breathless. "I'm dead. Or at least out of the fight."

Silence fell over the Commons.

Francis stood there, breathing harder than he had expected to be, his sticks still raised in case someone attacked. The other pack members were scattered around him. Some were on the ground, while others stood, but they were clearly defeated.

He'd beaten all of them.

The crowd erupted. Some cheering, some cursing, many exchanging coins as bets were settled.

Hroden extended his hand. "You're faster than you look, southerner. And stronger. Where'd you learn to fight like that?"

"I've had a lot of practice," Francis said, accepting the handshake.

More than you could ever imagine.

Vornak picked himself up, rubbing his ribs. "That hurt. Even with practice weapons."

"You held back," Eirik observed, dusting snow off his furs. "You could've hit harder. Faster, even."

"No point in hurting people who are supposed to fight beside me," Francis replied.

Harald laughed, clapping Francis on the shoulder. "I like this one. He doesn't show off!"

Helga nodded in agreement. "You move well. Better than most southerners I've seen. You'll do."

Selka said nothing. She stood apart from the group, practice axe gripped tight in her hand, staring at Francis with barely contained rage. The humiliation of being dropped twice in front of everyone was written across her face.

She's going to be a problem.

Hroden noticed the tension. "Selka. Stand down."

She spat into the snow and walked away without a word.

"Don't take it personally," Vornak said. "She's got... history with southerners."

"I gathered as much," Francis said. “Hopefully she can get over it.”

Hroden clapped his hands together. "Alright. Rest period's over. Francis, you've proven you can handle yourself in a fight. Now we need to see if you can work with us. Tomorrow, we run formations. Learn how we move as a pack."

"Understood," Francis said.

As the crowd began to disperse, still talking about what they'd just witnessed, Francis dropped the practice sticks and flexed his hands. He felt good. Better than he had in a while.

I proved myself. Now I just need to make it stick. Perhaps one day I’ll figure out this group of people.

Helga appeared beside him, offering a waterskin. "Here. You earned it."

"Thanks," Francis said, taking a long drink.

"You fight like someone who's fought many battles… like someone who's almost died," she said quietly.

Francis nearly choked on the water. "What?"

"You move like you already know what's coming," Helga continued, her dark eyes studying him. "Like you've… seen the patterns before. Most fighters learn from watching or training. You fight like you've already… lived through the mistakes."

She's too perceptive for her own good.

"I've had good teachers," Francis said carefully.

Helga smiled slightly. "I'm sure you have." She turned to walk away, then paused. "Just don't get any of us killed out there."

"That's the plan," Francis said.

As she walked away, Francis let out a slow breath.

One day down. One day to train with them before the raid. Better make it count.

He looked across the Commons to where Selka stood in the distance, still watching him with that same burning hatred.

And somehow, I need to figure out how to work with her. Or this whole thing falls apart.

Francis picked up his practice sticks and headed toward where the pack was gathering.

One day, he’d find a way to be accepted, but if it wasn’t today, Francis knew there would be many more to come.
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Francis woke before dawn with a headache that reminded him why he usually avoided whatever passed for alcohol among the barbarians.

That stuff tasted like burning leather mixed with piss.

But the night had been worth it. He'd sat with the pack around a fire, passing a skin of something that burned going down and kept burning after. They'd shared stories that helped Francis learn a little bit more about his pack. Harald talking about his first hunt, Eirik describing a fight with a frost bear, Vornak demonstrating how he'd once knocked out three men in a brawl.

Francis had contributed too. He told them about being the ninth son, about the catkin and rhinokin his kingdom faced, about training with instructors who seemed to enjoy making him suffer. He'd kept the loop secret, obviously, but there was enough truth in his stories to satisfy their curiosity.

Helga had asked good questions, always digging deeper into why southerners acted that way, or who cared what birth order you were born in. Vornak had even laughed at some of Francis’s jokes. Selka had been there, though she'd sat apart from the group and said nothing.

Now, as Francis splashed cold water on his face and gathered his gear, he felt the weight of what was coming. Today was about learning to fight as a unit. Tomorrow, they'd face the real thing.

It felt weird to train with a group again. These barbarians were far more skilled than the teens he had learned to  fight  with. Even though it was technically almost two weeks since the last training session with Phillip, it felt like a lifetime ago.

It’s also been a while since I’ve seen Michael.

That thought sent a pang of longing through him. Shaking his head and splashing water once more on his face, Francis knew what today would bring.

No pressure. I just have to look good enough to impress, yet not so great that I make them look bad. 

He arrived at the Commons just as the sun was starting to rise over the horizon. His exposed skin could feel the cold, but it was less than on his first loop. Still, it was cold enough that his breath formed clouds in the air each time he spoke or breathed.

The pack was already together and ready when Francis arrived. Hroden stood with his arms crossed, watching as Vornak and Eirik went through some warm-up exercises. Harald was stretching, and Helga was checking her bow and arrows.

Selka was nowhere to be seen.

"Morning," Francis said as he approached.

"Southerner," Hroden acknowledged with a nod. "Sleep well?"

"As well as anyone can after drinking whatever that was last night," Francis replied.

Vornak laughed. "That's fermented goat's milk with pine needles and a few other things. It builds character and can kill rats."

"I think it builds regret far more than character," Francis muttered.

Hroden glanced toward the camp, his jaw tightening. "Selka should be here by now."

"Want me to go find her?" Harald offered.

"No." Hroden's voice was flat. "We don't have time to wait. Another pack is coming to help us drill formations. We start without her."

That's not going to go well for her.

As if on cue, six more barbarians appeared from across the Commons. They looked just as tough as Hroden's pack, armed with axes, spears, and shields.

"Hroden," the leader called out. A woman with silver-streaked hair and a scar across her cheek. "Ready to get beaten again?"

"We'll see about that, Nessa," Hroden replied with a slight grin. "My pack's been training hard."

Nessa's eyes fell on Francis. "This is the southerner everyone's talking about?"

"That's him," Hroden confirmed.

"He looks small," one of Nessa's warriors commented.

"He fights well enough," Eirik said. "Dropped all of us yesterday."

That earned Francis some appraising looks from the other pack.

"Alright," Hroden said, clapping his hands together. "Formations. We'll start by moving through defensive positions first. Helga is in the center,  always . She's our archer, so she needs protection to do her job."

He pointed to different positions. "Vornak, you're front center. Your job is to hold the line. Eirik, Harald, you take the flanks. Francis, you're with me on flexible positioning. We move where we're needed most."

Francis nodded, committing the arrangement to memory.

"Nessa's pack will act as the enemy," Hroden continued. "They'll try to break through to Helga. Our job is to stop them. No real weapons, practice gear only. But don't hold back. We need to feel what it's like when things get rough."

Everyone grabbed practice weapons and moved into position.

---

The first run was a little chaotic.

Nessa's pack hit them hard and fast, three warriors converging on Vornak while the others tried to slip past the flanks. Francis moved to help Harald on the left, but by the time he got there, two of the enemy warriors had already pushed through.

Even with his speed, Francis had to choose between showing off or waiting till asked for help. He wasn’t sure which was the  right  path as Hroden hadn’t given any instructions.

Helga managed to "shoot" one with a blunt arrow before the other reached her. In a real fight, she'd be dead.

"Stop," Hroden called out. "Reset."

They regrouped, standing in a circle, waiting to hear their leader's words.

"What went wrong?" Hroden asked.

"We didn't communicate," Harald said. "I didn't know Francis was coming to help me… I’m used to Selka just showing up."

"And I moved too slow," Francis admitted. "By the time I got there, they were already past."

Hroden nodded. "Communication is everything. Call out when you need help. Call out when you're moving. And Francis, don't wait to see if someone else will handle it. If you see a gap, fill it immediately. The beasts out there won’t hesitate."

"Understood," Francis replied.

They ran it again.

This time, Francis reacted faster. When Nessa's warriors tried the same flanking move, he was already there, his practice swords intercepting their axes. Harald backed him up, and together they held the line long enough for Helga to take down three of the enemy with her blunt arrows.

However, Vornak became overwhelmed at the center, and without him maintaining his position, the formation collapsed.

"Better," Hroden said. "But we lost our anchor. Vornak, you can't try to fight all of them alone. Fall back if you need to. Let them come to you."

"I can hold," Vornak protested.

"Not against five," Hroden replied. "Pride doesn't win fights. Tactics do."

Vornak grumbled but nodded.

They were setting up for the third run when Selka finally appeared.

She walked across the Commons like she had all the time in the world, her practice axe slung over her shoulder. No hurry, no apology in her expression.

Hroden's face went dark.

"Selka," he said, his voice dangerously quiet. "A word. Now."

They walked off to the side, far enough that Francis couldn't hear what was being said. But he could see Hroden's gestures, sharp and angry. Selka stood there, arms crossed, her expression defiant.

This is going to be a problem tomorrow if they can't work it out.

"She's always late," Eirik said quietly, coming to stand beside Francis. "Ever since... well. Ever since her family lost their standing."

"What happened?" Francis asked.

Eirik shook his head. "Not our story to share. Honor means we don't tell others' secrets or pain."

"But honor also means we shouldn't let our pain affect the others we're bound to," Harald added, joining them. "She's putting the pack at risk."

Francis thought about that. About the connections Tormund had talked about. How the join between pieces mattered more than the pieces themselves.

A pack is only as strong as its weakest link. And right now, Selka's the weak link. Not because she can't fight, but because she won't work with the rest of us.

"Has anyone tried talking to her?" Francis asked. "Really  talking, I mean."

"Hroden has," Vornak said, walking over. "Multiple times. She won't listen. She has too much anger."

"Anger at southerners," Francis said.

"Aye, but it’s more than that," Vornak confirmed. "Something that happened years ago. It cost her family their honor and their standing in the clan. She blames your people for it."

"All of my people?" Francis asked. "Or specific ones?"

"Does it matter to her?" Helga said, appearing from behind. "Pain doesn't care about logic. It just burns. That’s like asking ‘Does a rabbit taste good’. All rabbits taste the same."

“Not true,” Vornak replied. “Depending on the cook, the rabbit can taste like crap.”

Francis watched as Hroden continued his dressing down of Selka. The pack leader's frustration was obvious, but so was something else. Concern, maybe. Or disappointment.

He cares about her. About all of them. That's why this is so hard for him.

Finally, Hroden and Selka returned. She looked chastened, if still angry. Hroden's expression was neutral, but Francis could see the tension in his jaw.

"We continue," Hroden announced. "Selka, you're on the right flank. Don't be late again."

"Understood," Selka said, her voice sounding lifeless.

---

They ran three more formations with Selka present.

The first one went poorly. Selka was out of position twice, forcing Francis to cover gaps she should have filled. Nessa's pack exploited the weakness, and Helga got "killed" again.

The second run was better. Selka stayed where she was supposed to be, and when the enemy tried to break through on her side, she held her ground. Francis moved to support Vornak at the center, and together they managed to keep the formation intact long enough for Helga to do her job.

The third run was nearly perfect.

They moved as a unit, each person covering their assigned position while adapting to the enemy's tactics. When Nessa's pack tried to overwhelm Vornak, Harald and Francis collapsed inward to lend a hand. When they switched to flanking, Selka and Eirik held firm.

Helga picked off four enemies before the last two reached the defensive line, and Hroden finished them both with quick, efficient strikes.

"Stop," Hroden called out, and this time there was satisfaction in his voice. "That's what I'm talking about. That's how we fight."

Nessa walked over, grinning despite the mock defeat. "Not bad, Hroden. Your pack's learning. Though I'd like to see how they do when the enemy doesn't play fair."

"Tomorrow, you'll get to watch," Hroden replied. He had a half smile as he spoke and Francis was trying to figure out what was going on between the two leaders.

The two packs separated. Nessa's headed back to their section of the Commons while Hroden gathered everyone in a circle.

"Alright," he said. "Let's talk about what worked and what didn't."

He pointed at Vornak. "You held the center well in that last run. Didn't try to do everything yourself. That's improvement."

Vornak nodded, looking pleased.

"Harald, Eirik," Hroden continued. "Your flanking work was solid. You adapted when Francis came to help at the center, and didn't leave your positions exposed. Good instincts."

Both warriors smiled.

"Helga, your timing was perfect on that last run. You waited for clear shots instead of wasting arrows. That's discipline."

Helga inclined her head in acknowledgment.

Hroden turned to Francis. "You're learning fast. Faster than I expected. You filled gaps, communicated, and didn't try to do everything yourself. That's what makes a good pack member."

"Thank you," Francis said.

Finally, Hroden looked at Selka. His expression was harder now. "You held your position in the last two runs. That's what I need from you. But being late? That can't happen again. Tomorrow, we're facing real enemies with real weapons. If you're not there, people die. Understand?"

Selka's jaw tightened, but she nodded. "I understand."

"Good." Hroden looked around at all of them. "Tomorrow, we meet here an hour after sunrise. Edge of the Commons, near the outer palisade. Bring your weapons and armor. We're going hunting."

A murmur of acknowledgement went through the group.

"Get some rest," Hroden said. "Check your gear. Make sure everything's ready. And for the love of the gods, don't drink anything Vornak offers you tonight."

That got a few laughs, even from Vornak himself.

As the pack began to disperse, Francis found himself walking alongside Helga.

"You did well today," she said.

"Thanks. I’m still learning how you all work together."

"You'll get it," Helga replied. "You already understand the most important part."

"What's that?" Francis asked.

"That it's not about being the best fighter," she said. "It's about making everyone else better. That's what a pack is."

The connections matter more than the individual pieces.

"I'm starting to see that," Francis said.

Helga smiled. "Good. Because tomorrow, you'll need to remember it. Out there, things get messy fast. The only way we survive is if we trust each other completely."

Francis looked back at where Selka stood alone, still gripping her practice axe, staring at nothing.

Trust. That's what we're missing. And I don't know if one day is enough to build it.

But he'd have to try. Because tomorrow, lives would depend on it.

His included.
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        The cold intensified the moment they passed beyond the outer palisade. 
      

        It wasn't like the cold in the camp, where fires and bodies created some warmth. Out here, the wind cut through everything, carrying with it the scent of smoke. The brown-tinged snow stretched before them, marked with frozen pools of red and the occasional jutting spike of ice that rose from the ground like teeth. Gusts of wind would sweep through, blowing hard for a moment and then vanishing, an eerie silence left in its place.
      

        Francis wore his chain armor with a layer of fur over the top. He didn’t have as much as the barbarians wore, but enough to keep the worst of the cold at bay. The rest of the pack wore only pelts and leather, their bodies having adapted to the brutal temperature, and the cost of a full suit of chain mail was well beyond their wealth.
      

        They look comfortable. 
      

        Hroden raised his hand, signaling the pack to halt. About fifty yards to their left, Nessa's pack was doing the same.
      

        "We split here," Hroden said quietly. "Our packs will stay within a hundred yards of each other. Lynxkin like to hit multiple groups at once, keeping us from helping each other."
      

        "They’re smart," Francis muttered.
      

        "They are," Helga replied. "Never forget that. These aren't mindless beasts like the ones you described in your kingdom."
      

        I’m not sure I ever said they were mindless. More of a horde mentality.
      

        Hroden looked at Francis. "Standard formation. I'll take point, you and Vornak—"
      

        "Let me take point," Francis interrupted.
      

        The pack leader frowned. "Why?"
      

        "Because my life depends on all of yours staying alive," Francis said. "I promised the Jarl that everyone would return. That means I need to be in front, where I can react first."
      

        Hroden studied him for a long moment. "You believe you’ll be able to detect them before me? I’ve been doing this for a long time, and most of the time the entire pack returns."
      

        "I do," Francis admitted. "My ability to do such a thing is why my General and my King sent me here. At some point, I’m going to have to prove to you and every other barbarian that I’m worthy to help."
      

        Selka scoffed, her voice carrying a challenge. “What, like you think you’re special? We know you're stronger and faster, but one needs to have good eyes and see everything. One’s Perception is sometimes more important than the other two.”
      

        "Mine’s Advanced," Francis replied, sharing his stat even though most would never do so.
      

        “Korvald’s blood,” Helga cursed. “His is higher than mine!”
      

        That drew surprised looks from everyone except Hroden, who simply nodded slowly.
      

        "Fine," the pack leader said. "But you call out anything you sense. Don't try to handle it alone. Understand?"
      

        "Understood," Francis said.
      

        They moved forward in formation. Francis took point, with Hroden slightly behind and to his right. Vornak held the center, his hammer ready. Eirik and Harald flanked the sides, while Selka covered the rear. Helga stayed in the middle, bow at the ready, her eyes scanning constantly.
      

        The crunch of snow under their boots was the only sound they could hear. Francis tried to move quietly, placing his feet carefully, but the frozen crust made it nearly impossible to stay silent.
      

        The Lynxkin already knows we're here. The real question is when they’ll show themselves.
      

        They moved deeper into the battlefield, passing frozen corpses half-buried in snow. Some were beastkin, others were barbarians. 
      

        Francis's eyes swept constantly, looking for movement, for anything that didn't fit the patterns of snow and ice. The wind died for a moment, and in that brief stillness, Francis caught something.
      

        A shimmer. Barely visible against the white landscape.
      

        "Ahead, right, about twenty yards," Francis said quietly, not slowing down his gait. “I’ll shift us toward it.” 
      

        The pack immediately moved with him, their weapons coming up, and the formation tightening.
      

        "I see it," Helga whispered.
      

        As she spoke, Francis's Battle Sense sensed movement..
      

        "Four of them!" he shouted. "All sides!"
      

        Four cat-like creatures with white fur materialized from nowhere. They moved quickly, their claws extended, their yellow eyes fixed on their prey. One came at Francis from the front, another from his right. The third went for Vornak, and the fourth he could sense was trying to circle toward Helga.
      

        Francis crossed his swords as the front Lynxkin slashed at him. Claws scraped against steel, and Francis shoved forward, breaking the beast's stance. His right sword came around in a quick slash that opened the creature's shoulder.
      

        The second Lynxkin tried to hit him from the side. Francis's enhanced perception tracked both attackers at once. He parried the claws with his left sword and drove his right toward the wounded one's throat.
      

        [ Quick Attack ]
      

        The blade pierced the white fur with ease, finding flesh. The Lynxkin gurgled and dropped, blood steaming in the cold air.
      

        One down.
      

        Behind him, Francis could hear the sounds of fighting. Vornak's hammer crashed against something solid. Harald shouted a warning. Helga's bowstring twanged.
      

        The remaining Lynxkin facing Francis tried to disengage, backing up to create distance. But Francis had fought these things too many times to let it escape.
      

        [ Flurry ]
      

        His swords became a blur. Three strikes in rapid succession—chest, arm, neck. The Lynxkin tried to block, but Francis was too fast. It collapsed into the snow, red spreading around its body.
      

        Francis spun to check on the others.
      

        Vornak had killed his attacker, the hammer buried in its skull. Eirik and Harald had cornered the fourth one, both of them bleeding from shallow cuts but working together to keep it pinned. Helga's arrow finished it, the blunt practice tip replaced with a real one that punched through the creature's eye.
      

        "Everyone alright?" Hroden asked, breathing hard.
      

        "Few scratches," Eirik said. "Nothing serious."
      

        "Good," Hroden said. Then his head snapped toward Nessa's position. "Damn."
      

        Francis followed his gaze. About eighty yards away, Nessa's pack was engaged with their own group of Lynxkin. But something was wrong. One of the barbarians was down, not moving. Another was limping badly.
      

        "We need to help them," Harald said, already moving.
      

        "Wait," Hroden commanded. "That's what they want. Classic Lynxkin tactic—hit both groups at once, then hit whoever tries to help with a second wave."
      

        He's right. If we rush over there, we'll get ambushed.
      

        "So what do we do?" Selka demanded. "Let them die?"
      

        "No," Hroden said. "We move carefully. Formation tight. Francis, you stay at point and call out like you just did. We had more time than usual thanks to you."
      

        "Understood," Francis replied, immediately getting into position.
      

        They began moving toward Nessa's pack, slower this time, weapons ready. Francis's eyes swept the landscape, his perception straining to catch any hint of movement.
      

        If Stenson were here with a mage, one area spell would clear this entire section. But I doubt he will be able to convince the mages to give us that luxury. 
      

        They'd covered maybe thirty yards when Francis's Battle Sense told him things were about to get exceptionally worse.
      

        "Eight!" he shouted. "Two packs! All around us!"
      

        The Lynxkin materialized like ghosts.
      

        Eight white-furred predators, moving in perfect coordination. Four came at them from the front, two from each flank, and two more circled to cut off retreat.
      

        Shit!
      

        "Defensive circle!" Hroden roared. "Protect Helga!"
      

        The pack immediately formed up, backs toward the center, Helga in the middle. Francis found himself between Hroden and Selka, three Lynxkin advancing on their section.
      

        The first one lunged at Francis.
      

        [ Guarded Stance ]
      

        His body hardened as claws raked across his chest. The chain mail absorbed most of it, but he still felt the impact. Francis countered with a thrust that caught the Lynxkin in the shoulder, forcing it back.
      

        Two more came at him simultaneously. Francis's perception tracked both, his body reacting on instinct honed through hundreds of deaths.
      

        [ Riposte ]
      

        He deflected the left one's claws and redirected the attack into the right one. The two Lynxkin collided, snarling at each other. Francis took the opening.
      

        [ Power Strike ]
      

        His right sword came down with everything he had. The blade carved through the first Lynxkin's spine, dropping it instantly.
      

        The second one tried to retreat, but Francis was already moving.
      

        [ Flurry ]
      

        Three quick strikes. Throat, chest, belly. The Lynxkin collapsed, gurgling its last breath.
      

        Francis spun to engage the third, but it was already dead, one of Helga's arrows protruding from its eye socket.
      

        "Left flank!" Harald shouted.
      

        Francis turned to see Harald and Eirik struggling against two Lynxkin. Both barbarians were bleeding, their movements slowing.
      

        "Francis!" Hroden called out. "Help them!"
      

        Francis charged.
      

        He hit the first Lynxkin from behind, both swords driving into its back. The creature shrieked and collapsed. The second one turned to face him, giving Harald the opening he needed. The young barbarian's spear punched through the beast's ribs.
      

        "Thanks," Harald gasped.
      

        "Behind you!" someone screamed.
      

        Francis spun.
      

        Selka was on the ground, a Lynxkin standing over her. Her axe lay a few feet away, knocked from her grip. The beast's claws were raised, ready to deliver the killing blow.
      

        Francis didn't think. He just ran.
      

        The Lynxkin's claws came down.
      

        Francis's sword intercepted them, the clash of steel on claw ringing out. The force was nothing compared to the Ursaloth or his own strength.
      

        The Lynxkin snarled, trying to push through his guard. Francis shoved it back with ease and stepped between it and Selka.
      

        [ Power Strike ]
      

        His left sword came around in a brutal arc that took the Lynxkin's head clean off. The body collapsed, blood spraying across the white snow.
      

        Francis turned to Selka. "You alright?"
      

        She stared at him, blood running down her face from a gash on her forehead. Her expression was unreadable.
      

        "I... yes," she said quietly.
      

        "Get your axe," Francis said, placing one sword in the snow and offering her his hand.
      

        Selka took it. He pulled her to her feet.
      

        "Clear!" Hroden called out. "All down!"
      

        Francis looked around. Eight dead Lynxkin lay scattered in the snow. The pack was battered, bleeding, but alive.
      

        Vornak had a nasty gash on his arm. Eirik was favoring his left leg. Harald's face was covered in shallow cuts. Even Hroden was breathing hard, blood seeping through his furs.
      

        But they were all standing.
      

        "Everyone accounted for?" Hroden asked.
      

        "Here," Vornak grunted.
      

        "Good," Eirik said through gritted teeth.
      

        "Still alive," Harald added.
      

        "Same," Helga confirmed.
      

        Selka said nothing, but she nodded.
      

        "Francis?" Hroden asked.
      

        "I'm good," Francis replied. His chain mail had taken most of the damage, though he could feel a little bit of warmth where some claws had gotten through.
      

        I can’t play weak much longer… having to protect them makes it way harder to fight. It’s like the first few times back in the army with Michael and the others.
      

        Hroden looked toward where Nessa's pack had been fighting. They were finishing off their last Lynxkin, but Francis could see at least two barbarians down.
      

        "We need to get back," Hroden said. "Now. Before another wave hits us."
      

        "What about Nessa?" Harald asked.
      

        "They're already moving back," Helga observed. "See? They know the drill."
      

        "Then we do the same," Hroden commanded. "Formation. We move fast but careful. Francis, keep sensing. If anything else is out here, I want to know."
      

        They began the retreat, moving as quickly as their injuries allowed. Francis stayed on point, his perception stretched to its limits, searching for any hint of more Lynxkin.
      

        We managed to kill twelve of them, and everyone lived. That's... that's actually good.
      

        But as they passed back through the outer palisade and into the relative safety of the camp, Francis couldn't shake one thought.
      

        Selka was going to die. I saw it happening. And I stopped it.
      

        He glanced back at her. She was walking near the rear, her hand pressed against the gash on her forehead, her expression distant.
      

        Maybe that changes things. Or maybe it doesn't. Either way, everyone came back alive, just like I promised.
      

        
          
‎  
      

            

    
        Chapter 18

    
    
    
    
                Chapter 18

 

They passed through the outer palisade, and Francis immediately started checking on the pack.

"Vornak, let me see that arm," he said.

The stocky barbarian pulled back his furs, revealing a deep gash that ran from elbow to wrist. Blood still seeped from it, though slower now that they were out of the cold.

"Healers," Francis said, pointing toward the medical tents. "You too, Eirik. That leg needs looking at."

"I'm fine," Eirik protested.

"No, you're limping," Francis replied. "Go. All of you. Get patched up."

Harald touched the cuts on his face gingerly. "What about you?"

"I'm good. My chain mail did its job." Francis turned to Hroden. "Can I talk to you for a moment?"

The pack leader frowned but nodded, gesturing for the others to head toward the healers. Selka lingered for a moment, her eyes on Francis, before following the rest.

Once they were alone, Francis spoke. "I'll be back. I need you to stay here."

Hroden's eyebrows rose. "What?"

"The bodies. We need pelts, and the only way we're getting them is if we drag the corpses back."

"That wasn't our goal or job," Hroden said, his voice not hiding the way he felt about Francis’s idea. "We went out to test you, to see how you'd do. That mission's done. I cannot let you go out there alone. Glitvall would be upset with me if something happened to you."

"So you don't want your share of any of the pelts that I bring back?" Francis asked. “Besides you and I both know that Glitvall wouldn’t blame you for me taking this course of action. You’re a good leader. I can see it. But I also know that a prize like those pelts would do much for you and the rest.”

Hroden opened his mouth, then closed it. Francis could see the conflict on his face. Pelts were valuable, especially Lynxkin ones. The fur was thick, warm, and could be traded for other supplies. Plus, their ability to help camouflage someone only added to their worth.

"It's your life," Hroden said finally. "You'll so casually toss it away?"

"If I die, then I did," Francis replied. "If I don't, then you'll understand, as will everyone else."

Hroden stared at him for a long moment, then shook his head. "You're insane. Perhaps you are like some of my people."

"Probably," Francis admitted, chuckling. "But I made a promise. Everyone came back alive. Now I'm going to make sure it was worth it."

He turned and headed back toward the palisade gate.

"Francis," Hroden called out.

He paused.

"Try not to die," the pack leader said.

Francis smiled slightly. "I'll do my best."

---

The first trip went without any problems.

Francis retraced their path, found the nearest Lynxkin corpse, and grabbed it by the legs. The body was already starting to freeze, the blood on its fur turning to ice crystals. He dragged it back across the snow, one sword in his free hand, his eyes constantly scanning.

Just me out here now. It sounds bad if I had to admit it, but with no one to protect, I can actually fight without having to hold back.

When he passed through the outermost palisade, he saw Hroden and Nessa standing near the entrance. Both pack leaders watched as Francis deposited the corpse and immediately turned back.

"He's actually doing it," Nessa muttered.

"Told you," Hroden replied.

Francis didn't stop to chat. He headed back out.

The second trip drew more attention.

A few warriors had gathered near the palisade, watching as Francis dragged another body through the entrance. Whispers followed him, but no one approached. No one tried to claim the corpses or question what he was doing.

By the third trip, a small crowd had formed.

"That's the southerner," someone said.

"Look at him go. Doesn't even look tired."

"How many is he bringing back?"

Francis ignored them all. He dropped the third body, pretended to wipe sweat from his forehead despite the cold, and headed back out.

Fourth trip. Fifth. Sixth.

Each time, the crowd grew larger. Warriors, smiths, even a few clan leaders appeared, drawn by the spectacle of a southerner dragging Lynxkin corpses back alone.

Francis's onlookers commented about how he was able to keep going. He wasn’t sure if they would be tired or wore out, but he felt great. The cold was there, yet the constant movement held it at bay. All he could do was smile as he headed back out, knowing his actions were doing more than just gathering pelts. 

Six down. At least six more from our fight, plus whatever Nessa's pack killed. I can do this.

On the seventh trip, Francis had ventured farther out to retrieve one of the corpses from Nessa's fight. He grabbed the Lynxkin by its hind legs and started dragging it back.

That's when his Battle Sense warned him of what he had wondered might come.

Four of them.

Francis didn't hesitate the moment he sensed them approaching. He hurled the corpse forward, directly at the shape he had seen emerging. The body crashed into the materializing Lynxkin, knocking it to one side.

Three more appeared, surrounding him.

Francis grinned.

Finally! A real fight.

The first Lynxkin lunged at him from the left. Francis sidestepped, his body moving with the ease of someone who'd done this hundreds of times. His right sword came around in a lazy arc that caught the beast across its throat.

Blood sprayed. The Lynxkin collapsed, gurgling.

The second one tried to attack from behind. Francis spun, both swords now in his hands, crossing to catch its claws. He twisted his wrists, redirecting the force, and kicked the beast in the chest. It flew backward, crashing into the snow.

Before it could recover, Francis was on it.

[ Power Strike ]

His sword came down with enough force to cleave through the Lynxkin's neck. The head separated cleanly, rolling a few feet away.

Two down.

The third and fourth attacked together, trying to overwhelm him with coordinated strikes. Francis's perception tracked both easily. He ducked under the third one's swipe, drove his left sword into its belly, and used the dying beast as a shield against the fourth's attack.

Claws scraped against the beastkin Francis held between them. He shoved it forward, forcing the fourth Lynxkin back, then finished the third with a quick slash across its throat.

With the third one defeated, the last Lynxkin tried to flee.

Not this time.

[ Quick Attack ]

Francis closed the distance in seconds. His right sword came around in a slash that took the Lynxkin's head off mid-stride. The body ran a few more steps before collapsing.

Four dead beastkin, two of them headless, lay on the ice, the wind suddenly gone as were their lives..

Francis stood there, breathing easily, not a scratch on him. He looked down at the corpses scattered around him and picked the best one—one of the headless bodies, still mostly intact.

This one's mine.

He grabbed it by the legs and started dragging it back.

---

The crowd at the palisade had grown significantly.

Francis could see at least fifty warriors gathered, maybe more. Among them stood Glitvall, his massive frame impossible to miss. Several clan leaders flanked him, their expressions ranging from curious to impressed.

Francis dragged the headless Lynxkin through the entrance and tossed it to the side, separate from the other corpses he'd retrieved. He turned to face Hroden.

He pointed a sword at the fresh corpse. "That one's mine."

Silence.

Then someone in the crowd started laughing. Others joined in, not with mocking laughter, but with the kind that came from a mix of respect and disbelief.

Glitvall stepped forward, his expression neutral but his eyes sharp. "You killed four more out there. Alone."

"They ambushed me," Francis replied. "Seemed rude not to fight back."

More laughter from the crowd.

"How many more are you bringing back?" Glitvall asked.

Francis looked toward the battlefield. "At least thirteen more. Maybe twenty total if I can find all of Nessa's kills."

"Twenty," one of the clan leaders muttered. "Twenty Lynxkin pelts."

"The southerner works fast," another commented.

Glitvall studied Francis for a moment longer, then nodded once. "Finish your work. No one will touch your spoils or dishonor what you've claimed."

Francis inclined his head in thanks and turned back toward the gate.

Hroden appeared beside him. "You're really going to drag all of them back?"

"Already committed," Francis said. "Might as well finish."

"You're insane," Hroden repeated.

"So you've said," Francis replied with a slight smile.

---

The remaining trips were uneventful.

Francis moved methodically across the battlefield, finding each corpse, dragging it back. Eighth trip. Ninth. Tenth.

The crowd remained, watching in silence now. Some had brought stools or crates to sit on. Others stood, arms crossed, expressions thoughtful.

Eleventh. Twelfth. Thirteenth.

Francis found three of Nessa's kills farther out, partially buried in snow. He dug them out and brought them back, one by one.

Sixteenth. Seventeenth. Eighteenth.

Almost done. Just a few more.

Nineteenth. Twentieth.

Francis dragged the final corpse through the palisade and let it drop with the others. He stood there, staring at what he had just done.

Twenty Lynxkin corpses lay in three piles. The crowd stared at them, at him, processing what they'd just witnessed.

Glitvall stepped forward again. "Twenty corpses. Twelve from your packs' fights, four from your solo encounter, and four more you went back for."

"Twenty," Francis confirmed, wiping his face with a hand.

"The pelts are yours to claim or distribute as you see fit," Glitvall said. "But I'm curious—why did you do this? The fight was over. You'd proven yourself. Why risk going back out alone?"

Francis looked at the pile of corpses, then at Hroden's pack, who had returned from the healers and were now standing at the edge of the crowd.

"Because promises mean something," Francis said. "I told the Jarl everyone would come back alive. They did. But I also told Hroden his pack would get their share of pelts. That means bringing them back."

He pointed at the pile. "Twelve of those belong to the pack. Four are mine. The rest go to Nessa's warriors, since they killed them."

Nessa pushed through the crowd, her expression a mix of surprise and something else. "You brought back our kills?"

"Your warriors earned them," Francis replied. "Seemed wrong to leave them out there."

Silence again.

Then Glitvall started laughing. Deep, genuine laughter that echoed across the gathered crowd. "Stenson was right about you. You're either the bravest fool I've ever met or the wisest warrior. Perhaps both."

The warchief clapped Francis on the shoulder hard enough to make him stumble slightly. "Rest. You've earned it. Tomorrow, we'll discuss what comes next."

Francis nodded, suddenly feeling like he was starting to figure out this nation.

As he walked toward his tent, passing through the crowd that parted for him, Francis caught sight of Selka.

She stood near the back, her forehead bandaged from the healer's work. Their eyes met for just a moment.

She nodded once. Just once.

Francis returned the gesture and kept walking.

Maybe that changes things. Or perhaps it doesn't. Either way, today was a good day.

He made it to his tent, acknowledging those who called out, not bothering to stop. Every step felt like a small victory. One of many he would have to do countless times. Even if it didn’t last long, it felt almost like making the poker. It felt like it had been forever since he started fostering relationships that might last a while.
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                Chapter 19
         
      

        The summons came for Francis after he had finished eating breakfast.
      

        The same young warrior who had brought him to the tent to meet with the clan elders stood outside his tent with the message that Glitvall wanted to see him. Francis grabbed his weapons, threw on his furs, and followed the messenger through the camp.
      

        The warchief's tent was exactly as Francis remembered. Warm, with a fire burning in the center and the smell of pine smoke heavy in the air. Glitvall sat in his chair, a cup of something steaming in his hand.
      

        "Francis," the warchief said, gesturing to the seat across from him. "Sit. We have things to discuss."
      

        Francis sat, noting the serious expression on Glitvall's face.
      

        This feels different than before. More formal.
      

        "The council of clan leaders is impressed," Glitvall began. "Twenty Lynxkin pelts were brought back in a single afternoon. Not just that, but four more were killed by you alone while you worked. And  every  member of both packs returned alive, just as you promised." He paused, taking a sip from his cup. "They're trying to figure out just who you are."
      

        "And what have they concluded?" Francis asked, unable to hold back his grin.
      

        "That you're either exceptionally skilled, exceptionally lucky, or exceptionally foolish," Glitvall replied with a slight smile. "Some think all three. But the important thing is that they're open to seeing what more you can accomplish."
      

        "That's good, right?"
      

        "It can be," Glitvall said. "But it also means you've caught attention. Not all of it is friendly."
      

        Francis frowned. "What do you mean?"
      

        The warchief set his cup down. "Jarl Keara is vying for my position as warchief. She has been for some time. Now that you've proven yourself valuable, she may seek ways to earn your favor. To bring you to her side."
      

        "Why would she need me on her side?” Francis asked. “Isn’t the fact I’m here to help all of you good enough?”
      

        "Because if you continue to prove yourself, you'll have influence," Glitvall explained. "The warriors respect strength and results. You've shown both. If she can claim you as her supporter, it strengthens her position against me."
      

        Politics. Even up here in the frozen north, there's always politics.
      

        "How would she try to earn my favor?" Francis asked.
      

        Glitvall smiled, though it didn't reach his eyes. "She's known for using the cabbage or a hammer."
      

        Francis blinked. "The... what?"
      

        "The cabbage or a hammer," Glitvall repeated. "Rewards or threats. Gifts or violence. She'll offer you things—better equipment, training, even her daughter's hand in marriage if it serves her purpose. And if you refuse, she'll find ways to make your life difficult."
      

        "You mean the carrot or the stick?" Francis asked.
      

        "Sure, but here it's a hammer and cabbage," Glitvall said. "She will continue to try to get you on her side the more fame you gain. As you endure more loops, you might experience both sides of her methods. For my people, it’s not so much of problem as it involves clans. You are loyal to your clan first, and that is where the leaders play the game of who to back."
      

        Francis leaned back in his chair, processing another problem to overcome. "So what do I do?"
      

        "Stay focused on your goals," Glitvall advised. "You came here to learn how to fight these beastkin, to help both our kingdoms. Don't get pulled into clan politics unless you have to. And if Keara approaches you, be polite but noncommittal."
      

        "Understood," Francis said. “And if she doesn’t want to accept that? I did mention that she visited me at night on one of my previous loops. She was very upset that Kerhi had taken up most of the evening.”
      

        “You did… and I can only imagine the things she might have offered you that evening,” the warchief said. “Her tact is sometimes… lacking. She is a strong warrior, but there is more to leading a nation in times of war than just being a good fighter.”
      

        Francis studied the way the warchief was sitting. He could see that this problem bothered him; his shoulders pulled tighter than usual. “I’ll do what I can.”
      

        "Good." Glitvall picked up his cup again. "Now, as for your next steps. This afternoon, return to Tormund at the forges. Continue your training there."
      

        "More smithing?" Francis asked, surprised.
      

        "More smithing," Glitvall confirmed. "In a few days, we'll do another excursion to the battlefield. I’m sure I can convince the leaders to let you try to bring back more pelts. Perhaps we'll eventually draw out some of the stronger beastkin."
      

        "The Ursaloths?"
      

        "Or worse," Glitvall said. "If we can provoke them into showing themselves, I'll need to put you with a different pack. One that can help face them. Hroden's warriors are skilled, but they're not equipped for that level of threat."
      

        A different pack. That means leaving Hroden, Helga, and the others. And Selka.
      

        "What about my current pack?" Francis asked.
      

        "They'll continue their regular patrols," Glitvall replied. "But you'll need warriors who specialize in fighting the larger threats. Ones who've faced Ursaloths before and lived."
      

        Francis nodded slowly. "That makes sense. I just thought… that this was a group… I might get to know over some of my loops."
      

        The warchief nodded, a slight frown forming. "I can see how you might think that. If you desire, ask it of me in another loop. But you didn’t come here to make friends, did you?”
      

        “Not really,” Francis replied. “But after my time with Tormund and the pack, I’ve kind of realized how alone I’ve been.”
      

        “Then tell me so in your next life. For now, focus on your smithing," Glitvall said. "Tormund has more to teach you than just metalwork. Pay attention to what he says. The man's wisdom goes deeper than most realize."
      

        "I've noticed," Francis admitted.
      

        Glitvall smiled. "Good. Then go. Learn what you can. We'll talk again in a few days. I must return to the tent and deal with my responsibilities. One of them, which is preparing you for why you have come."
      

        “So you’re doing all this to help me acquire the Legendary skill I’m seeking?” Francis asked.
      

        “I am… part of what is required is more than just enduring pain or even dying. You must learn who we are, how we live and what drives us. In those moments, you will learn about yourself as well. When that time comes, we will be ready to pursue the next path that leads to what you seek.”
      

        Francis stood, nodded respectfully, and left the tent.
      

        ---
      

        The forges were busy when Francis arrived.
      

        Hammers rang out against anvils, fires roared, and the heat hit him like a wall the moment he stepped inside. Tormund stood at his usual station, working on what looked like a spearhead. He glanced up as Francis approached and nodded in greeting.
      

        "Back already," Tormund said. "I heard about yesterday. Twenty pelts. Impressive work."
      

        "Word travels fast," Francis replied.
      

        "It always does." Tormund set down his hammer and studied Francis. "It appears you've learned the importance of the join. Bringing back pelts for your pack, for Nessa's warriors. That's what holds people together."
      

        "Seemed like the right thing to do," Francis said, shrugging.
      

        "It was." Tormund gestured to the forge. "Today, you're going to make as many pokers as you can before sunset."
      

        Francis blinked. "How many?"
      

        "As many as you can," Tormund repeated. "It takes practice to do the same thing over and over. I'm certain that if you continue the same path you're on, you're going to have to learn how to do that."
      

        I know there’s no way he can know about my loops and yet... It feels like he does. I’ll have to ask Glitvall if he told him. 
      

        "You're a wise man, Tormund," Francis said carefully.
      

        "I've lived long enough to see patterns," the blacksmith replied with a slight smile. "Now get to work. Iron doesn't shape itself."
      

        Francis tied on his leather apron and got started.
      

        ---
      

        The first poker took him about forty minutes.
      

        He heated the iron until it glowed yellow, hammered it into the proper length, bent the hook carefully, reinforced the join, and shaped the handle. When he quenched it in oil, the poker hissed and steamed before cooling into a functional tool.
      

        Once again, what he had created wasn’t perfect, but it was usable.
      

        As he worked on the second one, Francis's mind wandered to yesterday. To the crowd that had gathered at the palisade. All those warriors watching him drag corpses back, one by one. The whispers, the respect in their eyes.
      

        I proved something to them. But what exactly? That I'm strong? That I'm dedicated? Or just that I'm willing to do what others won't?
      

        His hammer rang against the iron, shaping it with steady, measured strikes.
      

        He thought about the pack. Hroden's leadership, Harald's enthusiasm, Eirik and Vornak's solid reliability. Helga's sharp observations.
      

        And Selka.
      

        That single nod she'd given him. It was brief, almost reluctant, but it had been given. A possible acknowledgment that something might have changed between them.
      

        I saved her life. Does that matter to someone who hates southerners? Or does it just make her angrier that she might feel she owes me a debt?
      

        Francis finished the second poker and started on the third. This one went faster, maybe thirty-five minutes. His hands were learning the rhythm, the patterns. Heat, hammer, shape, quench.
      

        He remembered Tormund's words from before. About bending the hook carefully, about not rushing it or the metal would crack.
      

        That's how I need to approach Selka. Like bending the hook. Carefully and slowly. If I push too hard and try to force it, I may end up ruining everything. But if I'm patient, if I give her time and space, maybe she'll come around. Then again… if every loop starts me at the same spot, is that something I need to worry about?
      

        The third poker took shape under his hammer. The hook curved properly, the join was solid, and the handle felt right in his grip.
      

        "Better," Tormund commented, appearing beside him to inspect the work. "You're learning. Each one's a little faster, a little cleaner."
      

        "How many more life lessons do you have to teach me?" Francis asked.
      

        Tormund chuckled. "The only way to find that out is to learn to craft better. I can't teach you everything in a day. It takes a lifetime to learn how to forge as well as to understand the barbarian clans."
      

        "A lifetime," Francis repeated. “I’m not sure I’ll have one to give.”
      

        Tormund smiled, giving him a strange look. "Depending on how long you're willing to keep learning, you might just find out."
      

        Francis nodded and went back to work.
      

        ---
      

        By the time the sun started setting, Francis had made seven pokers.
      

        Each one was better than the last. The seventh took him only twenty-five minutes, and when he held it up to examine, he could barely see any flaws.
      

        "Good work," Tormund said, inspecting the row of completed pokers. "You're getting faster without sacrificing quality. That's the mark of someone who's actually learning, not just repeating motions."
      

        "It helps having a good teacher," Francis replied.
      

        "It helps being a good student," Tormund countered. "Some people I could teach for years and they'd never understand what you've grasped in days."
      

        [ Blacksmithing Increased - 7 ]
      

        [ Metal Working Increased - 7 ]
      

        It feels weird… those skills improve so fast, and the others that I use to stay alive are slowing down. Even the stat gains aren’t as fast as before.
      

        Francis removed his leather apron and hung it on the hook. His arms ached in that good way, the kind that came from honest work. His hands had new blisters forming, though not as bad as the first time.
      

        "Tomorrow?" Francis asked.
      

        "Tomorrow you rest," Tormund said. "Let your body recover. The day after, come back. We'll work on something different."
      

        "What?"
      

        "You'll see." Tormund smiled. "Now go. Get some food, get some sleep. You've earned it."
      

        Francis nodded and headed out of the forge into the cold evening air. The temperature drop was immediate, almost nipping at his exposed skin after hours near the heat.
      

        As he walked back toward his tent, he passed groups of warriors. Some nodded to him in greeting. Others whispered as he went by. Francis caught fragments of conversation.
      

        "That's him."
      

        "The southerner who brought back twenty pelts."
      

        "Heard he killed four more while he worked."
      

        Fame… Glitvall was right about that. I've caught their attention now. For better or worse.
      

        He reached his tent and ducked inside, grateful for the relative warmth. A small fire burned in the center, and someone had left a covered plate of food near his cot.
      

        Francis sat down and uncovered the plate. Roasted meat, some kind of root vegetable, and a chunk of dark bread. Simple but filling.
      

        As he ate, his mind kept turning over everything that had happened. The fight with the Lynxkin. Saving Selka. 
      

        Retrieving all of the corpses and the crowd that stood there watching him. 
      

        Francis also spent some time trying to understand Glitvall's warning about Jarl Keara. He had known she was predatory in some ways that first night. Part of him also knew he was listening to one side of the story. 
      

        Politics, combat, smithing, and pack dynamics. It's like… juggling knives while walking on ice. One wrong move and everything falls apart.
      

        Francis let out a sigh. So far, he'd managed not to drop the knives. Everyone had come back alive, just like he'd promised. The pack was starting to accept him, even Selka in her own grudging way. And he was learning things that would help not just in this loop, but in the ones to come.
      

        Tormund's right. It takes a lifetime to understand all this. Good thing I have plenty of those.
      

        Francis finished eating, he added a log to the fire, and lay down on his cot. Tomorrow, he'd rest, maybe spend time with the pack. Then the day after, head back to the forge.
      

        And eventually, back to the battlefield.
      

        Francis smiled, staring up at the ceiling of his tent. Tonight, he could rest knowing he'd done well.
      

        The connections were forming. The joins were holding.
      

        That's what mattered.
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                Chapter 20
         
      

        Fuck, this stuff is cold.
      

        Francis's breath misted in the frigid air as ice crystals formed along his armor. Every muscle in his body screamed in protest, the magical cold seeping through even his Magic Resistance. Five days of constant skirmishes had pushed him harder than he'd anticipated, and now he faced something new.
      

        A piercing shriek split the air again. The Frost Serpentskin's cry of pain as Magic Feedback reflected a portion of its spell back at the caster. The sound was almost musical, as air moved through its gill-like vents, sending out the freezing mist. It cried out in agony, echoing across the frozen battlefield.
      

        [ Magic Feedback Increased - 22 ]
      

        Francis allowed himself a brief glance at the three packs scattered across the icy field they were on. Each struggled against a single Ursaloth, the massive polar bear-like beasts swinging weapons that could crush bone with a single strike. One pack worked in practiced coordination, their curved blades finding gaps in their beastkin’s guard. The second pack was taking a beating, two of their members already bleeding heavily into the snow. The third pack was holding their own, barely.
      

        But he couldn't help them. Not yet.
      

        The Frost Serpentskin demanded his full attention.
      

        The creature was unlike any of the serpentskin he'd faced in the south. Where those had been brown and tan, this one gleamed with scales of ice-blue and silver, each one catching the pale light like frozen diamonds. It moved across the snow with unnatural grace, its lower body undulating in a serpentine glide that left barely a trail. Ten feet of coiled muscle and magic. Its torso rose into a humanoid upper body, complete with four arms that wove patterns that glowed blue in the air.
      

        Francis had faced fast opponents before. The elite catkins, the jaguarkin champion, and even some of the Frostfang Lynxkin that had tested him during his time in the north. But this serpent combined speed with the advantage of terrain that Francis distinctly lacked.
      

        The ice beneath his feet was treacherous. Every step had to be measured, every movement calculated. Meanwhile, the serpent glided across the frozen ground as if it were made for it.
      

        Something has to be choosing these beasts for each kingdom, because this one is too much at home here!
      

        The creature's yellow eyes fixed on him, slit pupils narrowing. Its forked tongue tasted the air, and Francis knew it was intelligent.  So far, his attempts to get it to speak like the others had back home had not worked. He knew this was a thinking opponent, one that had likely killed many warriors before him.
      

        "Come on then," Francis muttered, adjusting his grip on both swords.
      

        The serpent struck.
      

        Ice erupted from its outstretched hands, shards like crystalline daggers hurtling toward Francis with deadly precision. He dove left, his feet sliding on the frozen ground, nearly sending him sprawling. The ice shards tore through the spot where he'd been standing, and Francis felt the cold intensify even as his Magic Resistance pushed back against the spell's effects.
      

        [ Magic Resistance - 54 ]
      

        The cold wasn't just uncomfortable; it was slowing him down. Not enough to cripple him, but enough to matter. His muscles took a fraction of a second longer to respond. Each of his movements seemed to lose the razor's edge of speed that often meant the difference between life and death.
      

        Warrior's Resolve burned within him, compensating where it could, but Francis knew this was going to be a problem. The serpent seemed to know it too. Those yellow eyes gleamed with what could only be described as satisfaction.
      

        The creature launched forward, closing the distance with frightening speed. Two of its arms wielded curved daggers made of what looked like solid ice, while the other two continued weaving spells. Francis brought his swords up to meet the physical attack, steel ringing against the frozen blades.
      

        [ Riposte ]
      

        His skill provided an opening as he parried one dagger and redirected its force. His left blade came around in a counterattack, aiming for the serpent's exposed side.
      

        The creature twisted impossibly, its serpentine lower body coiling beneath it to change angles mid-strike. Francis's blade cut through air, and suddenly he was overextended, off-balance on the ice.
      

        A hand blazing with frost magic pressed against his chest.
      

        Cold exploded through his body. It wasn’t the discomfort of winter air, but the bone-deep, tissue-destroying cold of pure magical ice. His sister had shown him what pain could feel like when flesh was frozen. This beast’s spell was far more powerful. Francis felt his armor freeze instantly; the metal was so cold that it burned his skin even through his padded underlayer. Worse, he could feel the spell trying to freeze his blood, to turn his organs into brittle, crystalline structures.
      

        [ Magic Resistance - 55 ]
      

        [ Pain Resistance Increased - 60 ]
      

        [ Magical Feedback - 23 ]
      

        Power surged through Francis's body as his legendary skill recognized the threat to his life. His opponent let out another cry as a portion of the magic struck back. The world became sharper. The colors of those blue scales seemed more vivid, and the sound of everything nearby was more distinct. The serpent's movements, fast as they were, seemed to slow just enough for Francis to track them.
      

        He slammed his pommel into the creature's hand, breaking the spell's connection, and kicked backward, sliding across the ice to put distance between them. The serpent hissed at him and pressed its advantage.
      

        More ice magic came, this time in waves. Frost spread across the ground, trying to trap Francis's feet. Icicles formed in the air and launched themselves at him as if someone was shooting crossbow bolts. A wall of frozen wind tried to push him backward.
      

        Francis wove through it all, his Battle Sense telling him where to move and how to react before each attack arrived. He dodged left, rolled to the right, and brought his swords up to shatter icicles that almost struck him. But he couldn't get near the serpent. Every time he tried to close the distance, the creature glided backward across the ice, maintaining perfect spacing while continuing its magical assault or until it chose to get close.
      

        [ Quick Attack ]
      

        [ Flurry ]
      

        Francis burst forward with everything he had, his enhanced speed from Warrior’s Resolve and his high Agility pushing him faster than the serpent expected. His blades became a whirlwind of steel, each strike aimed at vital points. 
      

        The serpent's ice daggers came up to meet him, blocking, deflecting. But Francis's Dual Wield skill, combined with the power surging through him, was overwhelming its defense. Francis finally managed a shallow cut along one of the serpent's four arms. Then another, this one deeper across its chest.
      

        The creature shrieked again, and Francis felt the air temperature drop even further. His exposed skin burned from the cold, and he realized that his fingers were starting to go numb. If he couldn't grip his swords properly, he was going to die and have to restart this loop.
      

        The serpent's tail whipped around with devastating force. Battle Sense gave him a fraction of a second warning, just enough to bring up both swords in a cross-guard.
      

        [ Iron Wall ]
      

        The impact still sent him flying. Francis crashed into a snowbank and had to roll immediately as ice magic exploded where he'd landed. He came up in a crouch, both swords ready, and assessed the situation.
      

        This wasn't working. The serpent was too mobile on this terrain, and every second that passed, the cold sapped more of his effectiveness. Warrior's Resolve was keeping him in the fight, but Francis could feel the clock ticking down. He had maybe two minutes before the cold became a critical problem.
      

        He needed to change tactics.
      

        Francis's eyes scanned the battlefield, taking in details he'd ignored while fighting. The ice wasn't uniform; there were patches of snow, exposed stone, and areas where the ground was rougher. The serpent avoided those areas, staying where the ice was smoothest.
      

        It needs the ice to move like that.
      

        A plan began to form in his mind.
      

        Francis charged again, but this time, he wasn't aiming for the serpent. He was aiming for the ground. His first sword came down in a massive overhead strike enhanced with Power Strike, shattering the ice. His second sword followed, and then he was moving, sprinting in a circle around the serpent, shattering ice with every attack.
      

        The serpent realized what he was doing and launched a desperate volley of ice magic. Shards tore into Francis's shoulder, his thigh, his side. He felt his ribs crack from the impact and warm blood begin to freeze almost immediately before shattering and bleeding again.
      

        [ Warrior's Resolve Increased - 8 ]
      

        But he didn't stop. The more ice he destroyed, the more the serpent's advantage decreased. And with each wound he took, Warrior's Resolve grew stronger, pushing him beyond what should have been possible.
      

        The serpent tried to retreat to a different section of ice, but Francis was ready. He threw one of his swords, not at the creature, but ahead of it, shattering the ice where it was heading. The serpent had to swerve, and in that moment, Francis attacked.
      

        [ Power Strike ]
      

        His remaining sword took the serpent in the side, the blade punching through scales that had resisted lesser blows. The creature's cry this time was pure agony, and it lashed out with all four arms and its tail simultaneously.
      

        [ Guarded Stance ]
      

        Francis took the hits. There was no dodging, no blocking. He was committed, his sword buried in the serpent's body. Claws raked his face, his chest. Ice daggers pierced his shoulder and leg. The tail wrapped around his waist and squeezed, and Francis heard something in his torso crack.
      

        But his left hand was free, and he still had one more weapon.
      

        [ Power Strike ]
      

        [ Power Strike ]
      

        [ Power Strike ]
      

        Francis's fist, enhanced by Warrior's Resolve and every ounce of strength his Brawling skill could muster, slammed into the serpent's face. Once. Twice. Three times. Each one was empowered by his skill. The creature's head snapped back with each impact, its scales cracking, and its yellow eyes losing focus.
      

        On the fourth punch, something gave. The serpent's movements became sluggish, its tail loosening around Francis's waist. He wrenched his sword free and struck again, this time at the throat.
      

        The Frost Serpentskin collapsed backward, its body convulsing. Magical threads formed around it, frost spreading across its own scales, freezing it from the inside out.
      

        Francis stood over it, breathing hard, watching to make sure it was truly dead. When the light finally faded from those yellow eyes, he allowed himself to stagger back a step.
      

        [ Swordsmanship Increased - 74 ]
      

        [ Dual Wield Increased - 46 ]
      

        [ Brawling Increased - 39 ]
      

        The notifications could wait. Francis turned to check on the packs.
      

        What he saw made his stomach sink.
      

        One pack was scattered across the blood-stained ice. Francis counted quickly—all five of them down, maybe dead, maybe just wounded. Too far away to tell.
      

        Two Ursaloths lay dead, their massive forms still upon the snow where they'd fallen. The remaining two packs had combined forces, working together to bring down the third Ursaloth even as Francis watched. Their coordination was impressive, blades finding gaps between the creature's fur armor, but Francis could see they were exhausted and wounded.
      

        He didn't waste time. Francis retrieved both of his swords, and then he sprinted across the broken ice, his body protesting with every step. Honor wasn’t important at this moment, so he attacked the last Ursaloth from behind.
      

        [ Power Strike ]
      

        [ Power Strike ]
      

        Both swords plunged into the creature's spine, punching through thick hide and muscle to sever the spinal column. The Ursaloth let out a roar that cut off mid-cry, its massive body going rigid before toppling forward.
      

        The barbarians from the two surviving packs stumbled back, chests heaving, covered in blood and frost. One raised a hand in acknowledgment, too tired for words.
      

        "The others," Francis panted, pointing. "We need to check on them."
      

        Francis's injuries called out, his Warrior’s Resolve giving him an seemingly endless amount of energy. Every breath he took sent pain through his chest.
      

        Definitely a few broken ribs. 
      

        His left arm protested at being used, his shoulder torn up by the serpent's ice daggers. Blood had frozen along his face, making it hard to see out of his left eye.
      

        But he'd survived.
      

        The fallen pack hadn't been as fortunate.
      

        Three of them were definitely dead. The remaining two were barely breathing, their injuries severe. One had taken a hammer strike to the chest. Francis could see the caved-in armor, could see how each shallow breath brought pink bubbles to the warrior's lips. Punctured lung, maybe worse.
      

        The other survivor had lost most of his left side to a crushing blow. His arm was gone above the elbow, and his hip was shattered. He was conscious, though, his eyes meeting Francis's with a mixture of pain and grim acceptance.
      

        "We'll get you back," Francis said, kneeling beside him.
      

        "Not far," the warrior rasped. 
      

        Francis knew it wasn't denial. It was a fact. The barbarian knew he wouldn't survive the journey back.
      

        The surviving pack members from the other groups had gathered around. Francis did a quick count. They had started with fifteen warriors across three packs. Now they were nine, and that was only if the two injured ones survived the trip back. The two surviving pack leaders, who were both older and massive warriors, were silent, their eyes upon him.
      

        "We carry them," Francis said, his voice brooking no argument. "All of them who still breathe. The dead..." He looked around at the battlefield, at the four Ursaloth corpses and the serpent's frozen body. "We can't take them all."
      

        It was a bitter truth. The corpses of their fallen comrades, warriors who had fought bravely, wouldn’t be left by him. Ursaloth pelts were valuable, their meat even more so in these lean times. The serpent's body alone would be a prize, its scales potentially useful for armor, its organs for medicine or magic.
      

        But Francis could see movement in the distance. The beastkin camp was responding to their fight. Three lines were forming up. If they didn't move now, they'd be caught in the open, exhausted and wounded, facing fresh enemies.
      

        "Take what weapons and personal effects you can carry," Francis ordered. "We leave in two minutes."
      

        He moved to the serpent's corpse, wrapping his hand with leather strips cut from one of the fallen barbarian’s outfits. He'd seen what happened when poorly handled serpent remains were touched bare-handed in the south—a cloud of poisonous gas that could drop a man in seconds. Better safe than sorry.
      

        The scales were freezing cold even through the leather, but they didn't react with poison or gas. Francis grabbed the corpse by what passed for its shoulders and began dragging it toward the group. It was heavy, especially the tail section, but Warrior's Resolve gave him the strength to manage it.
      

        "You're taking that?" one of the surviving barbarians asked, incredulous.
      

        "It's valuable," Francis said. "We’re going to need more medicine, so we can't leave it."
      

        The warrior nodded, understanding. They hastily fashioned a litter from spears and furs for the two injured, and each took what they could carry from their fallen comrades—weapons, personal totems, anything that could be returned to families or honored in funeral rites.
      

        Francis took one last look at the battlefield. Three lives lost. He knew there would be countless more in the coming days and loops, but for some reason, this one felt harder.
      

        "Move out," he said quietly.
      

        The journey back to the barbarian camp was a slow, painful affair. The beastkin lines in the distance were definitely moving now, but they seemed content to reclaim the battlefield rather than pursue.
      

        Francis kept the serpent's corpse with him, dragging it stubbornly through the snow. His arms burned with effort, his breathing came in ragged gasps, and several times he thought he might pass out from the pain of his own injuries.
      

        But he didn't stop.
      

        Francis was surprised to see Kerhi and a group of warriors meet them at the entrance. Her eyes glanced over the group, counting quickly, and Francis saw her jaw tighten as she registered the losses.
      

        "Three," Francis said, before she could ask. "Three dead on the field, two badly injured."
      

        Kerhi nodded slowly, her eyes shifting to the serpent corpse Francis was still dragging. "That's what killed them?"
      

        "No. The packs faced three Ursaloths. We got them all." Francis let go of the corpse, his hand cramping from the cold. "But it wasn't cheap."
      

        "Victory rarely is," Kerhi replied. She raised her voice, calling out orders. "Get these warriors to the healing tents! Now! Move!"
      

        The injured were whisked away on their litters, healers already running to meet them. The surviving warriors shuffled past, exhausted, heading for food and rest and trying to process what they'd just survived.
      

        Francis stood at the entrance of their defenses, glancing back out at the frozen battlefield. In the distance, he could see the beastkin moving among the corpses, reclaiming their own dead.
      

        It felt like defeat, even though they'd won the fight.
      

        "You can't save them all, southerner," Kerhi said quietly, standing beside him. “Some days, the ice takes what it wants."
      

        Francis didn't reply. He couldn't. The words wouldn't come past the tightness in his throat.
      

        After a long moment, Kerhi placed a hand on his uninjured shoulder. "Come. You need healing. And the Warchief will want to hear what happened out there."
      

        Francis allowed himself to be led into the camp, leaving the serpent's corpse for others to process.
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                Chapter 21
         
      

        The healing tent smelled of herbs and smoke, a combination that Francis was growing used to sooner than he expected. Hilda, the healer who had been assigned to him, worked with practiced efficiency as she cleaned another wound along his ribs. One of the shamans had come through earlier, her hands glowing with power as she reset the rib that had punctured his lung. That sensation had been unlike anything Francis had experienced from the healers back home.
      

        Different, but not bad. Just... more raw, more direct.
      

        The shamans here didn't have the gentle touch of Claudius or the clinical precision of the other healers from his kingdom. Their magic felt wilder, like it came from the land itself rather than from careful study and practice. It worked, though. His lung no longer gurgled with each breath, and the pain that had accompanied every movement was gone.
      

        "I'm surprised you made it back alive," Hilda said, her voice sounding like an upset mother. "The amount of injuries you have, and the lack of complaining from you, proves you're strong."
      

        She paused in her work, her eyes studying him with the kind of knowing look that made Francis wonder what she saw. "But strength alone doesn't explain it. Some of the berserker warriors possess a skill that helps alleviate pain. One that negates it or at least makes it bearable. The cost to acquire it, though, is one many don't pursue. Tell me, do you have such a skill?"
      

        Francis nodded slowly, not seeing any reason to hide it. Pain Resistance wasn't exactly a secret, and if she'd already guessed, denying it would only make him seem like he had something to hide.
      

        Hilda grunted and went back to her work, threading a needle with practiced ease. "Thought so. Not many your age would have it, though. Most who acquire it do so after years of battle. You must have started young, or you've been through more fights than your face suggests."
      

        She began sewing up a particularly deep gash along his shoulder, the one where the serpent's ice dagger had pierced through his armor. Francis watched her work, letting the silence stretch between them. 
      

        After a moment, Hilda reached for a clay jar and began applying a thick, greenish salve to the newly stitched wound. The smell was pungent, like pine and something else Francis couldn't identify, but the cooling sensation was immediate and welcome.
      

        "I also heard," she said, her tone shifting to something more conversational, "that you returned with a Frost Serpentskin. And that you defeated it all on your own."
      

        That caused a stir in the healing tent. Francis hadn't noticed how many others were present, scattered across various cots and bedrolls, but now he could feel their attention shift toward him. A few of the wounded warriors propped themselves up on their elbows, their eyes fixed on him. Even the other healers paused in their work, glancing his way.
      

        Francis sighed, closing his eyes for a moment. "Are you wanting to hear a story or confirmation?"
      

        Hilda laughed, a sound that was surprisingly warm and genuine. She gestured at his wounds with the hand holding the salve jar. "Look at you. The whole camp knows what you did. I didn't bring it up to hear you say that you had done it. These wounds tell their own tale well enough."
      

        She settled back on her stool, her expression shifting to something almost eager. "But it's been a while since I've heard a good story, and you aren't going anywhere until I finish. So why don't you humor an old woman and tell us how it happened?"
      

        Francis opened his eyes and looked around the tent. Every face was turned toward him now, waiting. Some were young warriors, probably on their first campaign, their eyes bright with curiosity. Others were older, scarred veterans who had likely seen their share of impossible fights. All of them wanted to hear what he had to say.
      

        Well, at least they're honest about wanting entertainment.
      

        "Fine," Francis said, shifting slightly on the cot to find a more comfortable position. Every movement sent small jolts of pain through his body, but his Pain Resistance skill kept it manageable. "We were out on the ice field, three packs and myself. We'd been hunting for smaller groups, trying to thin their numbers without taking unnecessary risks."
      

        He paused, gathering his thoughts, trying to decide how much detail to include and how much to leave out. "The Ursaloths we expected. Three of them, each one a challenge for a full pack. But the Serpentskin was different. It appeared from the mist like it had been waiting for us, and the moment I saw it, I knew things were going to get complicated."
      

        Hilda made an approving sound and went back to applying salve to his other wounds, but Francis could tell she was listening. Everyone was.
      

        "It had four arms," Francis continued, "and scales that looked like ice itself. When it moved, it didn't walk or run. It glided across the frozen ground as if the ice were made for it. And the cold it could summon wasn't like anything I'd faced before. It tried to freeze me from the inside out."
      

        One of the younger warriors spoke up. "And you killed it? By yourself?"
      

        Francis glanced at the young man. "I did, but not because I was stronger or faster. The serpent had the advantage in that terrain. Every step I took was calculated, every movement had to be precise or I'd slip and fall. Meanwhile, it moved like the ice was part of it."
      

        He let that sink in for a moment before continuing. "So I changed the terrain. Started breaking the ice beneath it, shattering the smooth surface until it couldn't glide anymore. Once I took away its advantage, the fight became more even. But even then, it nearly killed me. Cost me a few ribs, this shoulder, and more blood than I'd like to admit."
      

        Hilda chuckled and patted his good shoulder. "And yet here you are, alive and whole enough to heal. That's more than most can say after facing such a creature."
      

        Francis grunted, letting his head rest back against the rolled-up furs that served as a pillow. "The fight with the serpent was one thing. But by the time I finished with it, one of the packs had already fallen. Three good warriors are dead, and two more are wounded so badly they might not survive. That's the part of the story that matters more than how I killed the beast."
      

        The tent fell quiet at that, the earlier excitement dimming. Everyone in this tent had most likely lost someone, Francis knew. That's how war worked. You celebrated the victories, but the cost was always there, waiting in the shadows.
      

        "Rest now," Hilda said, her voice softer than before. "I'll finish these bandages, and then you need sleep. The body heals faster when you give it the chance."
      

        Francis didn't argue.
      

        ---
      

        Francis was in his tent, resting on the pile of furs that served as his bed, when a knock came at the entrance. His eyes had been closed, but he wasn't sleeping. Sleep had been hard to come by lately, his mind too active with thoughts of the fight, the losses, and what would come next.
      

        "Enter," he called out, pushing himself up to a sitting position. 
      

        The tent flap opened, and Jarl Keara stepped inside. She was dressed in her usual combination of leather and furs, but her hair was braided in an intricate pattern that must have taken considerable time to create. Francis also noticed, as he had during her previous visits, that she smelled better than most in the camp. It wasn't overpowering, but there was definitely a scent of something floral, likely a perfume or oil she had used. He couldn't identify what kind of flower it was, but it was pleasant enough.
      

        "Jarl Keara," Francis said, gesturing to the small stool near his bed. "Please, sit."
      

        She accepted the offer without hesitation, settling onto the stool with the kind of grace that spoke of confidence and practice. Her eyes studied him for a moment, taking in the fresh bandages that covered most of his upper body.
      

        "I heard about the fight," she said, getting straight to the point. "Three Ursaloths and a Frost Serpentskin. That's no small feat, Francis Lancaster."
      

        Francis shrugged, then immediately regretted it as his shoulder felt like it wanted to pop. "It was necessary. The packs needed support, and someone had to deal with the serpent."
      

        "Three dead, though," Keara said, her tone thoughtful rather than accusatory. "That's a heavy price. Tell me, how do you feel about that? About the cost of the victory?"
      

        Francis met her eyes, seeing genuine curiosity there. She wasn't trying to trap him or judge him. She wanted to know what kind of person he was, how he thought about these things.
      

        "I think it cost more lives than it might have been worth," Francis said honestly. "We killed three Ursaloths and a serpent, gained some valuable materials, but three warriors died, and two more might not survive their injuries. If I had to make that trade again, knowing what I know now, I'm not sure I would."
      

        Keara nodded slowly, something like approval flickering across her face. "That's a more thoughtful answer than most would give. Many warriors here would count it a great victory, especially bringing back the serpent's body. But you see the weight of it, the real cost. That's good."
      

        She shifted on the stool, her posture relaxing slightly. "So tell me, how long are you planning on staying with us? Surely your kingdom will want you back at some point, and this war of ours could drag on for quite some time."
      

        "Until we defeat the enemy," Francis said simply.
      

        Keara laughed at that, a genuine sound of amusement. "That could be years, you know. These beastkin aren't going to just roll over and die. We've been fighting them for months now, and they show no signs of weakening."
      

        "Then that's how long it takes," Francis replied. "My kingdom is fighting the same enemy on a different front. If I can help here, by learning how you fight and sharing what I know, then that's time well spent. When I go back, I'll be stronger and more knowledgeable than when I left."
      

        The Jarl studied him for a long moment, her expression unreadable. Then she leaned forward slightly, her elbows resting on her knees. "Glitvall mentioned you've been spending time with Tormund. Learning to work metal, getting put into packs to fight alongside our warriors. What do you think of our ways so far?"
      

        Francis considered the question carefully. "Most of what I'm doing now is proving myself and learning your culture. The blacksmithing teaches me patience and precision. The packs teach me how you fight as a unit, how you trust each other in battle. It's a little different from my kingdom, but not so much."
      

        Keara smiled at that, and there was something playful in the expression. "And if you wanted to learn more about our ways? Perhaps something less focused on warfare and smithing? There are other aspects of our culture that might interest you."
      

        The implication was clear enough, and Francis felt heat rise to his face despite his best efforts to remain neutral. He gestured at the bandages covering his torso, at his shoulder, and at the careful way he had to breathe to avoid aggravating his ribs.
      

        "At the moment," Francis said, keeping his voice even, "I'm not sure I would be able to handle any kind of fun. These wounds need time to heal properly, and I don't think I could do justice to whatever you might have in mind."
      

        Keara didn't seem offended by the deflection. If anything, her smile widened slightly. "Fair enough. The offer stands for when you're feeling better, though. We northerners know how to celebrate life, especially after brushing so close to death."
      

        She settled back on the stool and shifted to other topics, asking about his kingdom, the war there, and how their armies were organized, as well as the strategies they employed. Francis answered as best he could, giving her information that wasn't exactly secret but wasn't common knowledge either. He talked about the different types of beastkin they faced, about the way the battles were structured, and about the challenges of fighting an enemy that seemed endless.
      

        This is going to get old fast if she's like this every time.
      

        The questions kept coming, one after another, and while Francis understood that she was trying to gather information about a potential ally, part of him wondered if this was how every conversation with her would go. Probing, testing, always looking for angles and advantages.
      

        ---
      

        Two days later, Francis found himself standing in the forge, watching as Tormund worked with several of the younger blacksmiths.
      

        Tormund was demonstrating how to fold metal properly, his hammer striking the glowing metal with rhythmic precision. Each blow was measured, controlled, shaping the metal into something stronger than it had been before. The younger smiths watched with the kind of focus that Francis recognized from his own training sessions with various instructors. This was knowledge being passed down, the continuation of a craft that had been in existence for generations.
      

        After finishing the demonstration, Tormund handed the work to one of his apprentices and made his way over to where Francis stood. The older man's face was streaked with soot, and sweat dripped from his brow despite the cold air that seeped in through the forge's entrance.
      

        "You earned more honor by bringing back the bodies of the three who died," Tormund said without preamble. "Most would consider it a waste to leave the Ursaloth corpses rather than to focus on carrying back the fallen. They'd say the pelts and meat were more valuable, especially with how lean our supplies are."
      

        Francis shrugged, the movement easier now after having gotten some rest. "We couldn't have carried an Ursaloth back in that condition. The survivors were exhausted, wounded, and we had two more who needed to be carried on litters. Taking the time to butcher one of those beasts would have left us exposed to the beastkin who were already moving to reclaim the battlefield."
      

        Tormund shook his head, a smile playing at the corners of his mouth. He reached out and tapped Francis's chest with one thick finger, the gesture surprisingly gentle despite the man's obvious strength.
      

        "That's the reason you tell others," Tormund said. "But I know the real reason why you did it. I can see something in your eyes, Francis Lancaster. There's a longing there, and it's not the battle lust that many show. You don't just want to kill well. You want to live well, and you want others to live well too."
      

        Francis opened his mouth to respond, but Tormund held up a hand to stop him.
      

        "It's like a blacksmith who only makes weapons," the older man continued. "Eventually, the knowledge that all he does is create instruments of death will be too heavy for him to continue. That's why we also make tools, pots, hinges, nails, and other things. We need balance, or the weight of what we do will crush us."
      

        Francis felt something settle in his chest at those words. Tormund had put into words something Francis had been feeling but hadn't quite been able to articulate. The weight of all the deaths, all the loops, all the killing. It accumulated, and if he weren't careful, it would become too much to bear.
      

        He sees it. Somehow, he sees what I've been carrying.
      

        "But," Francis said slowly, working through the thought even as he spoke it, "don't some times, like right now, require a lot of weapons to be made? So that there might be another time when you can make tools again? When the war is over, you can go back to making pots and hinges. But right now, the warriors need axes and armor. Isn't that balance too? Knowing when to focus on one thing so that you can eventually return to the other?"
      

        Tormund's smile widened into something genuine and warm. He clapped Francis on the shoulder, the good one.
      

        "Glitvall said you were wise," Tormund said. "Each day you prove that more true. Yes, you're right. There's a balance in knowing when to focus on one thing and when to return to another. The key is not losing sight of what comes after. Not letting the weapons become all you know."
      

        He gestured toward the forge, where the apprentices were now working on their own pieces, their hammers creating a symphony of metallic strikes. "These young ones, they're learning to make weapons now because that's what we need. But I also teach them to make horseshoes, to forge hinges, to create beauty when they can. So that when the war ends, they remember how to do more than kill."
      

        Francis nodded, watching the apprentices work. One of them was struggling with the angle of his hammer strikes, and Tormund moved to correct him, showing the proper technique with patient hands. It was a small thing, teaching someone how to strike metal properly, but Francis understood its importance. Every skill learned, every piece of knowledge passed down, was a thread connecting the past to the future.
      

        "When I get some free time," Francis said, "I'd like to continue learning from you. Not just about weapons, but about the other things too. The balance you mentioned."
      

        Tormund turned back to him, his expression serious but pleased. "Good. You'll be welcome here whenever you wish. Just don't push yourself too hard, too fast. Hilda would have my head if I let you injure yourself further, and that woman is terrifying when she's angry."
      

        Francis laughed at that, a genuine sound that felt good after the weight of the conversation. "I'll keep that in mind."
      

        He stayed in the forge for another hour, watching the work, asking questions when something caught his interest, and slowly beginning to understand the deeper meaning behind what Tormund had said. It wasn't just about smithing. It was about finding purpose beyond immediate needs, about maintaining one's humanity even when surrounded by war and death.
      

        As Francis finally made his way back to his tent, he found himself thinking about loops to come. About the deaths he would experience, the battles he would fight, the knowledge he would gain. But also about the moments like this, where someone saw him as more than just a weapon, more than just a means to an end.
      

        Tormund was right. Balance was key. And Francis was beginning to understand what that truly meant.
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                Francis couldn't believe he had been in the north for almost a month now. It was the longest he'd ever been alive since his first one, and he was beginning to remember what it was like to truly live. He found himself smiling as he worked the metal in Tormund's forge, the rhythmic strike of his hammer against heated steel creating a melody that felt almost meditative. The blade he was shaping wasn't perfect, far from it, but it was his work, and there was satisfaction in that.

His eyes were focused upon the glowing piece of metal he held in one hand against the anvil. Francis could see where he needed to strike next.  As his hammer came down, the world went dark.

The sound of the morning bell rang.

Francis bolted upright in surprise, his heart hammering in his chest as the forge vanished and he found himself staring at the familiar wooden ceiling of the barracks.

"What the fuck!" he exclaimed, glancing around the room in disbelief.

"Yeah, it's earlier than usual," Michael grunted as he sat up in the bed next to him. "Not sure that it deserves—"

Francis was on his feet before his brother could finish, spinning around and then lunging forward to grab Michael by the shoulders.

"Hey!" Michael exclaimed, his eyes widening. "What are you... How are you—"

"You're real... It's not a dream," Francis muttered, his hands tightening on his brother's shoulders as if he might disappear at any moment.

"No... or maybe," his brother replied, confusion clear in his voice. "When the fuck did you get so big? How can I—"

Francis let go of Michael, his mind swimming with questions that had no immediate answers. A month. He'd been alive for a month, learning, growing, finding something that resembled peace. And now he was back here, at the beginning, with no warning, no death, no explanation.

"Hey," Michael called out, waving a hand before Francis's face. "You there? What is—"

"I don't have time for this," Francis said, his voice more gruff than he had intended. "I need... I need to go. I promise I'll make it up to you, but for now..."

The confused look on Michael's face tugged at all the emotions Francis had been feeling during his time in Tules. The peace, the sense of belonging, the friendships he'd been building with warriors like Glitvall and Kerhi, the wisdom Tormund had shared. All of it was gone now, ripped away without warning. Unable to help it, he wrapped his arms around his brother and hugged him tight.

"I love you," Francis whispered.

"I... can't... breathe," Michael gasped.

Letting go of his brother, Francis gave him a gentle tap on the arm, making sure not to hurt him. His strength was far beyond what Michael would remember, far beyond what anyone here would expect. "I need to go. I'll see you soon."

He was halfway to the door when the thought struck him like a blade between the ribs.

I didn't die. But someone did.

Francis froze, his hand on the doorframe. A month of peace, ripped away in an instant. Not because he'd made a mistake. Not because some enemy had finally caught him. The reset had come from somewhere else, triggered by something he hadn't done.

What if they have one too? What if they've been doing this to us the entire time?

The implications cascaded through his mind faster than he could process them. Every battle where the enemy seemed prepared. Every ambush that caught them perfectly. Every strategy that failed before it could succeed. What if it wasn't superior tactics? What if someone on their side was learning the same way Francis did—dying, resetting, trying again until they got it right?

With that, Francis ran, ignoring the shouts of the other teens he had trained with before he had first died.

The familiar faces, the familiar voices, all of it felt wrong now after experiencing something different for so long.

Phillip was in the courtyard, his usual frown upon his lips as he prepared for the morning training session.

When Francis burst onto the grounds, the man started to speak and then froze, his eyes widening at Francis's sudden appearance.

"I don't have time," Francis shouted. "I need to see the General! The gods have sent me!"

Phillip called out something, but Francis didn't care. He just ran, his bare feet carrying him down a dirt road and toward the command tent he needed to reach. Each step did nothing to lessen a desperation he'd never felt before.

***

Stenson sat in his chair, a worried look upon his face as Francis waited for the words the man would say. The general had listened to everything Francis had told him, from the month spent in Tules to the sudden return without dying. There had been no warning and no explanation for why the loop had reset.

"You're certain you didn't die?" Stenson asked, his voice careful and measured. 

"Not unless someone like Glitvall came up from behind and destroyed my head before I could register it," Francis said. He knew how absurd it sounded, but it was the only explanation that made any sense. "I was working metal in the forge one moment, and the next I was waking up here. No pain, no warning, nothing."

Stenson leaned back in his chair, his hand coming up to stroke his chin. "A month. That's far longer than any of your previous loops. We discussed the possibility that there might be a time limit, but we never thought it would be measured in weeks rather than days or hours."

"I didn't either," Francis admitted. "I was starting to think... I was starting to hope that maybe the loop had stopped. That I could just live and not worry about dying and resetting."

The general nodded slowly, his expression sympathetic but troubled. "We need to consider what this means. If there's a time limit to how long you can stay alive, then—"

He stopped mid-sentence, and the older man’s face went white. The color drained from his features so quickly that Francis felt a spike of alarm shoot through his chest.

"What?" Francis asked. "What is it?"

"What if they have another—"

"Like me on their side," Francis finished, his voice hollow. "I know. I thought the same thing on my way here."

Stenson's eyes widened. "You've already considered it?"

"It's the only thing that makes sense." Francis forced himself to sit, though every muscle in his body wanted to pace. "I didn't die, General. But someone did. Someone with the same ability, somewhere else, and when they reset, so did I."

Francis could see the fear of that idea settling on the man like someone had dropped a Rhinokin on him. The general's hand trembled as he reached for the cup of water on his table. It was the first sign Francis had ever seen of the man looking truly scared.

"Think about it," Francis pressed, needing Stenson to see what he'd already pieced together. "The ambushes that always catch us at the worst moment. The way their forces are positioned exactly where they need to be. Every time you’d find a weakness in their formation, they've already adjusted for it by the next battle."

"It's not superior tactics," Stenson said, his voice barely above a whisper. "It's foreknowledge. They've been fighting this war the same way you have. Dying, resetting, learning." He set his cup down with a sharp crack. "We've been fighting an impossible battle from the start."

Francis stood abruptly, pacing the small space of the tent. "But if they have a looper, why haven't they won yet? Why haven't they just kept resetting until they found the perfect strategy to destroy us completely?"

"Perhaps they're limited in the same ways you are," Stenson suggested. "Or perhaps they're working toward a different goal. We don't know enough about how these parasites function."

Francis stopped pacing. For dozens of loops, he and Stenson had kept his ability secret from nearly everyone. A handful of people knew. They were his trusted allies who had proven themselves across multiple timelines. But the King and Queen had been kept in the dark for most of this, told only what they needed to know, never the whole truth of what Francis was or what he could do.

This has to change.

"We need to tell them," Francis said. "Baxter and Auri. Everything. Not the half-truths we've given them before, but the complete picture. If we're facing an enemy who can reset like I can, we can't afford to have our own leadership operating blind."

Stenson studied him for a long moment. "You're certain? Once they know, there's no taking it back. Every loop, you'll have to decide whether to tell them again or let them forget."

"I know." Francis met the general's gaze. "But right now, I need people who can think about this problem with me. People with resources and knowledge I don't have. We've been playing this close to the chest, and maybe that was the right call when I was just trying to survive. But this is bigger than survival now. If there's an enemy looper out there, we're in a war that neither side can win unless one of us stops resetting permanently."

Stenson nodded slowly, then called for a runner. Within minutes, the orders were sent, and Francis found himself waiting once again, his mind churning through possibilities and implications that grew more disturbing the longer he considered them.


***

King Baxter and Queen Auri arrived together, their expressions guarded as they took seats across from Francis and Stenson. The king's presence filled the tent the way it always did, commanding without effort, while the queen's sharp eyes moved between Francis and the general, already sensing something significant.

"Stenson's message said this was urgent," Baxter said. "That you had information that couldn't wait."

Francis glanced at Stenson, who gave him a slight nod. This was his story to tell.

"What I'm about to say will sound impossible," Francis began. "But I need you to hear all of it before you decide whether to believe me."

He told them everything. The parasite he'd absorbed in the south. The ability to reset time upon death. The thousands of loops he'd lived through, dying and coming back, learning and growing stronger with each death. He told them about the month he'd just spent in Tules, living and training with the northern warriors, only to wake up this morning back in the barracks with no death to explain it.

When he finished, silence hung in the tent like smoke after a fire.

Baxter's face was unreadable, the expression of a king who had learned long ago not to show his thoughts. But Auri leaned forward, her eyes sharp with skepticism.

"You're claiming you can die and return to a fixed point in time," she said slowly. "With all your memories intact. All your skills preserved."

"Yes."

"And you expect us to believe this?"

Francis had expected this. He turned to meet Baxter's gaze directly. "In one of my early loops, you and I had a private conversation. You told me that, unlike my family, the royal line doesn't allow more than three son. Sometimes only two, if the test to become king was difficult enough. You said it was because each son creates stress and potential problems as the desire for the throne grows."

Baxter's eyes narrowed, but Francis continued.

"You told me the rumors about royal brothers killing each other aren't rumors at all. That you killed your brother when he tried to take what was yours by birth. You said you never had conversations with him like I have with Michael, that you learned early he would be a rival, and when the day came, you didn't hesitate."

The king's face had gone pale. Beside him, Auri's hand had found his arm.

"You also told me," Francis said quietly, "that your wife is like a shield in battle or a blanket on a cold night. That she protects you and keeps you warm. That she's what keeps you grounded and going forward every day."

Baxter's throat moved as he swallowed. When he spoke, his voice was rough. "I have never spoken those words to anyone but her."

"You spoke them to me," Francis said. "In a timeline that no longer exists. We sat together after a war council, and you let your guard down because I asked for nothing but honest conversation. I've carried those words through hundreds of deaths since."

The king and queen exchanged a long look, the kind that spoke of years of partnership and unspoken communication. When Baxter turned back to Francis, something had shifted in his expression. Not quite belief, but the willingness to consider the impossible.

"A month," Auri said finally, her voice unsteady but her analytical mind already working through the implications. "That's a significant amount of time. Far longer than any previous loop you've described."

 "That's a significant amount of time. Far longer than any previous loop you've experienced."

"Which suggests there may be a limit to how long the loop can sustain itself," Baxter added. "Or perhaps the parasite has restrictions we don't understand."

"The more pressing question," Stenson said, "is whether the enemy has their own looper. If they do, it changes everything we thought we knew about this war."

Auri nodded slowly, her fingers tapping against the arm of her chair. "The gods can see all potential outcomes, all possible futures branching from every decision, or that was my belief. That's what the old texts say. If these parasites are fragments of divine power, or if they're connected to different gods in some way, then having multiple loopers would create a kind of... chess match. Each side resetting, adjusting, trying to outmaneuver the other."

"But how do we win?" Francis asked, the frustration clear in his voice. "If they can reset just like I can, then how do we defeat them? What happens if we kill their entire army and the looper they possess dies? They just start over, armed with the knowledge of how we beat them."

The silence that followed was heavy with implications none of them wanted to voice.

"You would need to find the parasite," Auri said finally. "Identify their looper and kill them in a way that prevents the reset. However, I'm not sure if that's even possible. We don't fully understand how your ability works, let alone how to stop it permanently."

Francis thought back to the cave, to the moment when the parasite had tried to infect him. "Last time it tried to take me as a host, we mingled blood. It entered through a wound. What if... what if killing the host isn't enough? Maybe I'll have to locate their looper and find a way to kill the parasite itself, not just the person it's inhabiting."

"Does killing a host not cause them to reset?" Baxter asked, his brow furrowed.

"I don't know," Francis admitted. "When I die, I reset. But what triggers it? Is it my death, or is it the parasite recognizing that its host is dying? If it's the latter, then maybe there's a way to kill both the host and the parasite simultaneously, before it can trigger the reset."

"But if you fail," Stenson said, his voice grim, "they'll know who you are. They'll know that we have a looper as well. That knowledge alone could be catastrophic."

"Or they might already know," Auri said quietly. All eyes turned to her, and she met their gazes with a troubled expression. "Think about it. Francis has been gone for a month in his timeline, living in the north. If the enemy has a looper and is resetting their timeline as well, surely they've sent messengers asking where the one Francis killed is. Or perhaps they know a loop is happening and they remember the reset also."

Fear gripped Francis's heart at all the potential problems this idea was creating. If the enemy knew about him, if they understood what he could do, then every advantage he'd gained through his deaths and resets might be worthless. They could be planning around him, preparing countermeasures, setting traps specifically designed to neutralize his ability.

"We're operating blind," Baxter said, his fist clenching on the arm of his chair. "We don't know if they have a looper. We don't know if they know about Francis. We don't know what their goals are or what they're working toward. Every assumption we make could be wrong."

"Then we need to test it," Francis said. "We need to find out if they're resetting. Look for patterns in their behavior across multiple loops. Things that change when they shouldn't, or things that stay the same despite different circumstances."

"And if we confirm they have a looper?" Stenson asked.

"Then we adapt," Francis said, though he wasn't sure he believed it himself. "We find their looper. We learn how to kill them permanently. And we end this war before it can reset again."

Auri stood, her expression unreadable. "There's another possibility we haven't discussed. What if both loopers reset simultaneously? What if your month in the north didn't end because you died or because of a time limit, but because their looper died and triggered a reset for both of you?"

The room fell silent as they all considered that possibility. If the loops were connected, if one person's death could trigger a reset for everyone with a parasite, then the implications were staggering. It would mean that Francis wasn't just fighting to save his kingdom. He was locked in a cosmic struggle with an enemy he'd never met, both of them trapped in an endless cycle that neither could escape.

"We need more information, but I have to believe there is a way to change the point one starts at," Baxter said finally. "They have had to change for us to be where we are; otherwise, we’d be back to the first battle we fought. Francis, I want you to continue as you have been. Train, fight, learn everything you can about the enemy. But also watch for patterns. Anything that might indicate they're resetting their timeline as well."

"And if I find their looper?" Francis asked.

The king's expression was grave. "Then you do whatever it takes to end them. Because if they're resetting like you are, then this war will never end. Not unless one of you stops looping permanently."

Francis nodded, though the weight of what was being asked of him felt heavier than anything he'd carried before. It was one thing to die repeatedly, to learn, adapt, and try to save his kingdom. It was something entirely different to hunt down someone like himself.

But if that's what it took to break the cycle, to finally win this war and save everyone he cared about, then he would do it.

He had to.
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When Glitvall and Francis were finally alone, Francis told him everything. The month in Tules that had been ripped away without warning. The discussions with Stenson, Baxter, and Auri about the possibility of an enemy looper. The implications of fighting a war where both sides could reset, learn, and adapt indefinitely.

Glitvall listened without interruption, his massive arms crossed over his chest, his expression unreadable. When Francis finished, the warchief was quiet for a long time before he finally spoke.

He shrugged. "You still have the gains you made since the last time you died, right?"

"Yes," Francis replied, somewhat taken aback by the casual response.

"Then we continue what we're doing. Everything is the same." Glitvall's voice was matter-of-fact, as if the cosmic implications Francis had just described were no more concerning than a change in the weather. "Knowledge is power, but we don't know what knowledge they have. We can worry about what they know, or we can prepare you for what you need to become. So tell me, Francis, are you ready to start that process?"

Francis grimaced, seeing the fire that burned within the warchief's eyes. There was something predatory in that gaze, something that spoke of pain and hardship to come. "I want to say yes, but the way you're looking at me is almost scary."

Glitvall snorted as he stood, his massive frame seeming to fill the tent. "That's because you are in for a lot of pain and a lot more deaths."

---

The line of Ursaloths was exactly where Francis remembered them being. As it had the first time, the alpha one grunted and his opponent stepped forward.

The massive bear-like creature moved toward him on the frozen battlefield. Its white fur ignored the wind, and its stone hammer rested on one massive shoulder. When it saw Francis approaching, it let out a roar that echoed across the ice field.

Francis knew this fight. He'd died to this creature before, back when he'd first arrived in the north. But this time was different. This time, he knew how it moved, how it fought, where its attacks would come from.

The Ursaloth didn’t charge, playing the defensive game once more. Its massive form looked intimidating but he knew how to bring it down. Francis rushed toward the bear, knowing the speed at which that hammer would come. As the Ursaloth attacked, he dove forward and to the left, rolling beneath the creature's swing and coming up behind it.

[ Quick Attack ]

[ Power Strike ]

Both swords bit into the back of the creature's leg, cutting through fur and hide to find muscle beneath. The Ursaloth howled and spun, its hammer sweeping in a wide arc that forced Francis to throw himself backward.

But Francis knew this pattern. He knew the creature would overextend on that swing, leaving its right side exposed for just a moment. He was already moving before the hammer finished its arc, his blades finding the gap in the Ursaloth's defenses.

[ Flurry ]

[ Power Strike ]

Three strikes, each one precise, each one aimed at vital points. The Ursaloth's roar turned to a pained grunt as Francis's swords opened wounds along its ribs. The creature tried to bring its hammer down on Francis's head, but he was already gone, dancing away across the ice.

The fight continued, a brutal dance of steel and stone. Francis took hits, his armor absorbing blows that would have crushed a normal man, but Warrior's Resolve kept him moving, kept him fighting. Every wound the creature inflicted made him stronger, faster, more dangerous.

Finally, after what felt like hours but was only minutes, Francis saw his opening. The Ursaloth raised its hammer for an overhead strike, and Francis didn't retreat. He charged forward, inside the creature's reach, his swords driving up into its exposed throat.

The Ursaloth collapsed, its hammer falling from nerveless fingers to crash into the ice beside its body. Francis stood over it, breathing hard, his body aching from a dozen different injuries.

One down.

The second Ursaloth was waiting nearby. As it had the previous time, the Alpha roared, sending Francis’s next opponent toward him. This one was larger than the first, its stone axe chipped and stained with old blood. Once again, when it saw Francis, it didn't roar or posture. It simply attacked.

Francis met the charge head-on, his swords already moving in patterns he'd practiced thousands of times. He knew this fight, too, or thought he did. The creature swung its axe in a horizontal arc, and Francis ducked beneath it, his blades seeking the exposed stomach.

But something was different. The Ursaloth's follow-up came faster than Francis remembered, its axe reversing direction mid-swing to catch him across the chest. Francis felt his ribs crack, felt the impact drive the air from his lungs, and then the world was spinning as he flew backward.

He hit the ice hard, rolled, and came up ready to fight. The Ursaloth was already there, its axe descending. Francis brought his swords up to block, and the force of the impact drove him to his knees.

[ Iron Wall ]

The skill activated, hardening his defenses, but it wasn't enough. The Ursaloth's next strike came from the side, the axe blade catching Francis at the waist. He felt the stone cut through armor, through flesh, through bone.

The world split in two, top and bottom, and Francis had just enough time to think—

Fuck.

The sound of the morning bell rang, and Francis lay there for a moment.

"It's earlier than usual," Michael grunted as he sat up. "What gives?"

Francis grunted in response and threw off his blanket. No time for explanations. No time for anything but getting back to that fight.

---

The second Ursaloth's axe struck Francis in the chest, slicing through his sternum and through his heart. He died before he hit the ground, cut in half.

The sound of the morning bell rang.

"It's earlier than usual," Michael grunted as he sat up. "What gives?"

Touching the spot the axe had cleaved him in half, Francis took a second, ignoring his brother’s comment about how they were going to get in trouble because of him.

---

The Ursaloth caught Francis's sword with one massive paw and yanked him forward. Its teeth closed on his throat, and the world went dark in a spray of blood.

The sound of the morning bell rang.

"It's earlier than usual," Michael grunted as he sat up. "What gives?"

Francis growled under his breath before getting out of bed.

---

The axe took Francis's head off in a single, clean strike. His last thought was that at least it was quick.

The sound of the morning bell rang.

"It's earlier than usual," Michael grunted as he sat up. "What gives?"

Growling as the bear had, Francis roared, ignoring the look his brother gave him before leaving their room.

---

The Ursaloth grabbed Francis by the leg and slammed him into the ice repeatedly until his skull cracked open like an egg.

The sound of the morning bell rang, and Francis just sighed.

"It's earlier than usual," Michael grunted as he sat up. "What gives?"

Rubbing his face, Francis replied. “It’s just Phillip. Come on, let’s get up.”

---

Twenty-six deaths later, Francis stood over the second Ursaloth, ripping his swords from the back of the beast's neck. Blood sprayed across the ice, mixing with his own that dripped from a dozen wounds. His left arm hung at an awkward angle, probably broken. His ribs felt like someone had taken a hammer to them, and he could taste copper with every breath.

But the second Ursaloth was dead, and Francis was still standing. That was what mattered.

A growl echoed across the ice field.

Francis looked up to see the alpha Ursaloth, larger than the others, its fur marked with scars from battles. It stood in the center of the other beastkin nearby, and at its gesture, two more Ursaloths stepped forward, their weapons ready.

"Fuck me," Francis muttered.

The two Ursaloths charged together, their movements now coordinated in a way they hadn't been before. Francis barely had time to raise his swords before they were on him.

The sound of the morning bell rang, and Francis wanted to scream.

"It's earlier than usual," Michael grunted as he sat up. "What gives?"

“I swear to all the gods, I’m going to punch you in the face if you say that again!” Francis exclaimed.

---

Fifty-three deaths. That's what it took to kill the first of the pair that the alpha had offered to him. Francis's body was a mass of flesh. He ignored every notification that came. He'd learned to fight one Ursaloth while defending against another. Learned when to dodge, when to block, and when to accept the damage he had to, letting Warrior's Resolve turn it into strength.

The second guard fell thirty-eight deaths after that, Francis's swords buried in its chest, falling on top of his defeated foe.

The sound of the morning bell rang, and Francis lay there in shock.

“Don’t say it!” Francis shouted. 

Michael grunted as he sat up. "What crawled up your butt?"

---

Seventy-three more deaths taught Francis how to fight both guards without dying. Learning their patterns, their combinations, and the way they worked together was harder than he had expected. Each death brought new understanding and gave him a few new strategies to try out. Even better was that he was learning new ways to exploit their coordination against them.

It had taken a total of one hundred and sixty-four deaths before Francis finally stood over the corpses of both guards, his chest heaving, blood streaming from wounds that covered nearly every inch of his body. His left eye was swollen shut, three fingers on his right hand were broken, and he was fairly certain he had ruptured some organ inside his midsection.

But he was alive, and they were dead.

The alpha Ursaloth's growl rumbled across the ice again. Francis looked up through his one good eye to see three more Ursaloths stepping forward, their weapons gleaming in the pale northern light.

Francis pointed his bloody sword at the alpha, his voice hoarse but filled with determination.

"I swear... I'm going to take your head off one day."

The alpha's eyes gleamed with what might have been amusement or respect. Then the three new Ursaloths charged, and Francis raised his swords to meet them.

Again.

---

The sound of the morning bell rang, and Francis lay there smiling.

"It's earlier than usual," Michael grunted as he sat up. "What gives?"

“Oh, you know Phillip,” Francis replied, sitting up. “Now then, why don’t you and I go take a trip?”

Michael started to chuckle, but then choked, his eyes bulging as he saw Francis.

“You–”

“Yeah, I’m bigger, no, you can’t have any, and we’re going to go have some fun. It’s been a while and I need to spend some time with you.”

His brother continued to cough, and then their door swung open, a face Francis hadn’t thought about popped in.

“You two girls giving –” Malcomb’s voice stopped as his eyes fell upon Francis.

Smiling, he obliged the bully of the training area by standing and swaggering over to where the teen was. “You want to finish those words?” Francis asked, flashing his teeth. “I’d be happy to repay some of the beatings you gave me in return.”

Malcomb’s face went white and only due to his improved stats was Francis able to catch the bully as he passed out.

“Huh… who would have thought,” Francis said, hoisting Malcomb over his shoulder. “Come on, Michael. I need to go talk with Phillip before you and I go take a much-needed vacation.”
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The road to town felt different this time. Francis walked beside Michael, listening to his brother chatter about nothing in particular, and found himself actually enjoying the moment instead of treating it as another step in an endless cycle. The sun was warm on his face, the breeze carried the scent of grass and wildflowers, and for once, Francis wasn't thinking about death or strategy or the weight of saving everyone.

Phillip had pulled Francis aside before they left, his usual frown replaced by something that might have been confusion or awe. The trainer had circled Francis slowly, studying him as if he were looking at a completely different person.

"I don't understand," Phillip had said finally, his voice quiet. "You were... you were skinny. Frail. And now..." He gestured at Francis's frame, at the obvious muscle and bulk that hadn't been there before. "How is this possible?"

Francis had met the man's eyes steadily. "I'm not running from the war. The gods have gifted me with size and more. They've shown me what I need to become, and they've promised me something."

"What?" Phillip asked, his expression wary.

"Valehart," Francis said simply. "The gods have promised me revenge."

Phillip's face went rigid, his jaw clenching so tight Francis could hear his teeth grinding. The man opened his mouth, questions clearly forming, but Francis held up a hand to stop him.

"Do you want revenge?" Francis asked. "If so, I cannot say more. Just know I will bring him to you on his knees, and you'll get the chance to slit his throat."

His trainer choked on whatever words he'd been about to say. A few tears fell, tracking down the weathered face before the man cleared his throat roughly and nodded. "May the gods be with you, Francis, and I look forward to that day."

From there, Phillip had provided them with a pouch of coins, enough to stay in the city at an inn for a month. They'd have food and shelter, anything else would have to come from what they earned themselves.

---

The inn was nothing fancy, but it was clean and the beds were soft. Francis and Michael spent the first day doing absolutely nothing, sleeping in until the sun was high in the sky, eating a leisurely meal, and then wandering the town with no particular destination in mind.

It was strange, this feeling of freedom. Francis had grown so used to the urgency of training, of dying, of resetting, that simply existing without a goal felt almost foreign. But Michael seemed to sense what Francis needed, pulling him into conversations with local girls, sharing stories at the tavern, making sure his brother laughed at least once every day.

A few days into their stay, Francis found himself drawn to Zachery's smithy. The old blacksmith looked up from his work as Francis entered, his eyes widening slightly at the sight of a man the entire town knew about due to his size.

"Well, well," Zachery said, setting down his hammer. "Looks like someone's been eating their meals. You're the one who is staying with his brother, aren't you?"

"I am," Francis replied. "I was wondering if you might teach me a few things. I've been learning some smithing, but I'd like to improve."

Zachery studied him for a long moment, then shrugged. "Why not? Let's see what you know."

Francis spent the next three days in the forge, working alongside Zachery and learning techniques the old smith had perfected over decades. The man was surprised at how quickly Francis picked things up, at how his hammer strikes were already practiced and controlled despite his relative inexperience.

"You've got a natural talent for this," Zachery said on the third day, watching as Francis shaped a small blade. "Most apprentices take months to get their strikes that clean. Who taught you?"

"A smith in the north," Francis said, which was true enough. "A man named Tormund. He's a master at his craft."

Zachery grunted and let Francis continue practicing, creating several small items over the next few days. Nothing fancy, just simple knives and hinges, but each one was a testament to the skills Francis was accumulating across his many lives.

---

The last week of their month away, Francis and Michael packed simple supplies and headed to the stream where they'd fished during previous loops. They set up a small camp, caught more fish than they could eat, and spent the evenings talking around the fire.

It was on the third night that Michael’s expression grew serious. He stared into the flames, watching them dance and flicker, before finally speaking.

"How many times have you done this with me?"

Francis looked up from the fish he was cleaning. "Talk or spend time like this together?"

"Time like this," Michel clarified. "How many times have we had moments like this? Moments where you don’t fight and we get away."

Francis was quiet for a moment, then shrugged. "Not enough. I... I realized I need more of these. Part of me wants to punch you in the mouth every time I wake up to that bell and you say the exact same thing."

Michael's hand went to his jaw reflexively. "And you haven't?"

"Almost," Francis replied, grinning despite the weight of the conversation. "But I love you... and so far that's been enough to keep me from doing so."

Michael studied him for a long moment, his expression more serious than usual. "Why now? Why did you want this right now?"

Francis stared at the fire, stirring the flames with a stick and watching the sparks rise into the night sky. "Honestly... I'm about to face some horrible deaths for a long time. Based on how things are looking, it may take me five hundred or more before I can win."

Michael's eyes widened, and he nodded slowly, processing that number. "Five hundred... and each one?"

"Painful," Francis said quietly. "Hacked to pieces, smashed, head ripped off—"

"I get it," Michael interrupted, his face pale. "And all this... for me?"

Francis nodded slowly. "Mostly... now I see I don't have a choice. Part of me wants to become stronger. I see what I can become and perhaps the life I could have one day if I ever figure this all out. You were my main focus at first... but now... I also realize that I can't be alone forever. That… requires me to endure what I must."

Michael's expression shifted to a look that was somewhere between amusement and understanding. "And here you are, always giving me grief about trying to get to know more people."

"Women," Francis corrected, unable to keep the smile off his face. "You try to get to know more women. You're a lech."

His brother laughed, the sound echoing across the stream. "I can't help it if that's my gift."

They sat in silence for a while after that, watching the fire burn down to embers. Francis felt something ease in his chest, a tension he hadn't realized he'd been carrying. This month away had been necessary, a reminder that life was more than just death, combat, and endless loops.

---

A few days after returning to town, Francis found himself standing outside the establishment where Dexter ran his fighting ring. He'd been thinking about the large brawler ever since that first loop when he'd fought the man. Cutter had skills, real combat experience, and the kind of raw strength that could make a difference on a battlefield.

Francis pushed through the door and found Cutter and Dexter inside, the previous sweeping while the latter checked something in a journal.

Cutter stepped forward, a few crows feet forming around the man’s eyes as he frowned. “Can I help you?”

"Maybe," Francis said, walking closer. "I wanted to ask you something. Have you ever thought about fighting to defend the kingdom?"

Cutter snorted and shook his head. "Why? What's the kingdom ever done for me? Besides, I don't see you or your brother heading there. Everyone in town knows you two were supposed to join the fight, and yet here you stand, not there."

"What would it take for you to go join the army?" Francis pressed, ignoring the man’s words.

Cutter's expression hardened, his jaw setting in a stubborn line. "There isn't enough gold in the kingdom to make me do that. They didn't help me when I needed it. I'm not going to help them when they need it."

The large man went silent after that, his attention returning to the floor and the woodchips on it as if Francis had ceased to exist. Francis tried a few more questions, but Cutter ignored every one of them, his body language making it clear the conversation was over.

Francis didn't feel like fighting or killing the man just to make a point. Whatever had happened between Cutter and the kingdom, whatever wound had been left there, it was deep enough that no amount of persuasion would change his mind. At least not now, not like this.

"Alright," Francis said finally. "I understand."

He turned and left the building, stepping back out into the sunlight. The month was almost over, and soon he'd have to return to the training camp, return to Phillip and the other recruits, return to the path that would eventually lead him back to those Ursaloths and the grinding deaths that awaited him.

But for now, he still had a few more days with Michael. A few more days of being just Francis, not the looper, not the warrior who died over and over again. Just a young man spending time with his brother.

And that was enough.

---

“You’re sure that something is going to happen and you’ll just relive all this?” Michael asked. “And what if it doesn’t?”

“Then I’ll know that the pattern isn’t the same,” Francis replied. “I really don’t know if I’m right. Part of hopes that I’m wrong.”

His brother poked at the stew in the bowl they had been eating for dinner. “Well I hope you’re right because we’ve only got enough coin for two more nights. After that I’m afraid we’re going to have to work or something else.”

Francis shook his head and glanced around the room of the inn. “No… I can feel the promise we made to fight. I swore to Phillip I would only stay away for a month. If we don’t go then the promise I made will be broken and we both know what happens then.”

“You really think they’d hunt us?” Michael asked, his eyes widening. “Look at these people. They all know the kind of power you must have for you and I to be here, doing this. I mean, you could pretty much do whatever you want in this town and no one could stop you.”

“But they could easily stop you,” Francis replied. “And at some point, I have to sleep. Then what?”

His brother grunted, going silent at the truth of those words.

“No matter what happens, you’re my focus,” Francis stated. “I’m going to face whatever I must to make sure that you don’t just stay alive but that you get to really live.”

Michael chuckled and then pinched off a piece of bread from his small loaf and tossed it at Francis. “You know… part of me is sad to know you didn’t take me back to the army… Those two women… Bella and–”

“Maybe next time,” Francis said, tossing some pieces of bread back.

“Hey! You two make a mess in here, and I’ll kick you out!” the innkeeper shouted.

Chuckles came from the other patrons in the inn.

“I think you can take him,” Francis whispered, motioning toward the pudgy, older man.

“Maybe…,” his brother replied. “But he probably bites.”
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The sound of the morning bell rang, and Francis opened his eyes.

"It's earlier than usual," Michael grunted as he sat up. "What gives?"

"It is," Francis replied, sitting up and stretching. "But it's also time to get to work."

---

The first three Ursaloths lay dead behind Francis, their corpses cooling on the frozen ground. He'd defeated them with only minor wounds, a testament to the one hundred and sixty-four deaths he'd spent learning their patterns. His breathing was steady and controlled, and his swords were slick with blood that was already starting to freeze in the northern cold.

The alpha's growl echoed across the ice field again.

Francis looked up to see three more Ursaloths stepping forward, and immediately he knew something was different. These three were bigger than the previous set, their muscles more defined beneath their thick white fur. Each one stood at least a foot taller than the others he'd faced, and the weapons they carried looked heavier, more worn from use.

But it wasn't just their size that set them apart. It was the way they moved.

The first trio had fought as individuals, coordinating but still operating independently. These three moved like a single organism, their steps synchronized as they spread out to form a perfect triangle around Francis. One carried a massive stone hammer that looked like it could pulverize bone with a single strike. Another wielded a double-bladed axe, both edges gleaming with what might have been frost or just polished stone. The third had a war axe that was nearly as tall as Francis himself, its blade chipped from countless battles.

Veterans. These aren't just some crazy beastkin fighters, they're experienced killers.

The hammer-wielder charged first, its weapon swinging in a wide horizontal arc that forced Francis to make a choice. If he dove beneath it, he'd roll right into the range of the axe-wielder on his right. If he jumped back, the war axe wielder would be waiting. They'd positioned themselves perfectly to eliminate his options.

Francis chose a third option. He charged forward, directly at the hammer-wielder, and slid beneath the swing at the last possible moment. The hammer passed over him, and for a heartbeat, Francis was inside the creature's guard.

[ Quick Attack ]

His swords lashed out, both blades finding the back of the Ursaloth's legs. Blood sprayed across the ice, and the creature roared in pain. But before Francis could press his advantage, the double-axe wielder was on him, both blades coming at him in a scissoring motion.

[ Riposte ]

Francis caught one axe blade with his right sword, redirecting it, but the second blade was too fast. It caught him across the side, cutting through his armor and into the flesh beneath. Pain flared, sharp and immediate, but Francis used the momentum to spin away, putting distance between himself and his attackers.

I’m already bleeding... This is going to be way harder than the others. 

The triangle reformed instantly, the three Ursaloths adjusting their positions immediately. The hammer-wielder limped slightly from Francis's attack, but it didn't seem to slow the creature down much. If anything, the injury had just made it more aggressive.

They came at him together this time, all three attacking in perfect coordination. The hammer high, the double-axe low, the war axe from the side. Francis tried to dodge, but there was nowhere to go. He blocked the hammer with both swords, the impact driving him to one knee.

[ Iron Wall ]

The skill activated just as the double-axe caught him in the back. His body hardened, absorbing some of the impact, but the force still drove the air from his lungs. Francis rolled forward, using the momentum and trying to escape, but the war axe wielder seemed to anticipate his move. Its massive weapon descended like judgment itself.

Francis brought his swords up to block, crossing them above his head. The axe struck with enough force to drive him flat against the ice, his arms screaming in protest. For a moment, he was pinned, the Ursaloth pressing down with its full weight.

Move or die!

[ Power Strike ]

Francis surged upward with everything he had, his enhanced strength throwing the war axe wielder off balance. He rolled to his feet and immediately had to parry a strike from the hammer-wielder. The impact sent shockwaves up his arms, and Francis realized with growing dread that these three were stronger than him, even with his improved stats.

[ Flurry ]

Francis unleashed a rapid series of strikes at the double-axe wielder, his swords moving so fast they blurred. Three hits landed, opening wounds along the creature's chest and arms, but the Ursaloth didn't retreat. Instead, it pressed forward, accepting the damage to land a devastating counterstrike.

Both axe blades caught Francis simultaneously, one across his shoulder, the other across his thigh. His left arm went numb instantly, his sword falling from useless fingers. His leg buckled, and Francis crashed to one knee.

Warrior's Resolve roared to life, flooding him with strength, but it wasn't enough. The hammer-wielder's weapon was already descending, and Francis had no way to block it with only one functional arm.

[ Guarded Stance ]

His body hardened further, the defensive skill stacking with Iron Wall, but the hammer still caught him full in the chest. Francis heard ribs crack, felt his sternum give way, and tasted blood as it filled his mouth. He fell backward, his vision swimming, and saw the war axe wielder step forward to finish him.

The massive blade descended, and Francis tried to raise his remaining sword to block, but his body wouldn't respond. The axe took him in the neck, and the world went red, then black.

Well, it's only been less than two hundred deaths, so this feels about right.

The sound of the morning bell rang.

"It's earlier than usual," Michael grunted as he sat up. "What gives?"

---

The three Ursaloths formed their triangle again, their movements precise and coordinated. But this time, Francis was ready. This time, he knew their patterns, understood how they worked together, and had spent enough deaths learning how to break them apart.

The hammer-wielder is going to charge…

The hammer-wielder charged, just as it always did, its weapon swinging in that same wide horizontal arc. But instead of diving beneath the blow or charging forward, Francis sidestepped at the last moment and pivoted, using the creature's momentum to position it between himself and the double-axe wielder. For just a heartbeat, their perfect formation was broken.

[ Quick Attack ]

[ Power Strike ]

Francis's swords sliced through the air, both blades enhanced by his skills. The first caught the hammer-wielder across the back of its knee, severing tendons and dropping the creature to the ice. The second strike came immediately after, his right blade driving into the base of the ursaloth's skull.

The hammer-wielder collapsed, its weapon clattering across the frozen ground, and Francis was already moving. The double-axe wielder tried to circle around its fallen companion, but Francis stayed close to the corpse, using it as a barrier.

One down. Don't get cocky.

The war axe wielder came at him from the left, its massive weapon sweeping in a deadly arc that would take Francis's head off if it connected. But Francis had died to this exact attack dozens of times, and he knew exactly how to counter it.

Instead of dodging away, Francis stepped into the attack, inside the weapon's effective range where its size became a liability. The axe passed harmlessly over his head, and Francis was face-to-face with the Ursaloth.

[ Riposte ]

His right sword caught the axe's haft and redirected what little momentum remained, while his left blade drove upward into the Ursaloth's exposed armpit. The blade sank deep, finding the cluster of arteries and nerves that Francis had learned were there through painful experience.

The creature howled and tried to grapple Francis with its free arm, massive claws reaching for his throat. Francis twisted away, but he had to leave his left blade buried in the wound to do so. He drew the spare knife from his belt in one smooth motion as the double-axe wielder finally cleared the fallen body and came at him.

Two on one, and I'm down a sword. Perfect.

The double-axe wielder pressed in, both axe heads coming at him in a scissoring motion designed to catch him, whether he dodged left or right. Francis chose neither. He dropped flat to the ice, feeling the wind of the weapons as they passed over him, and swept his remaining sword across the creature's ankles.

The blade sliced deep, cutting through fur and hide to scrape against bone. The Ursaloth's balance failed, and it stumbled forward, trying to catch itself. Francis was already moving, his knife finding the creature's throat even as it tried to catch itself.

The blade punched through fur and flesh, severing the windpipe and opening the carotid artery. Blood sprayed across the ice in a wide arc, steaming in the cold air. The Ursaloth fell, clutching at its neck, its movements growing weaker with each passing second.

Two down. One to go.

Francis turned to face the war axe wielder and saw that the creature had pulled his sword from its armpit. Blood poured from the wound, staining its white fur red, but the Ursaloth was still standing, still fighting. It held Francis's sword in one massive paw, studying the blade as if considering whether to use it or discard it.

Then it threw the sword on the ground before Francis and gripped its war axe with both hands.

Francis understood the message. This would be decided with their chosen weapons, warrior to warrior. He retrieved his sword from the snow and faced the wounded Ursaloth.

They circled each other, both bleeding, both exhausted, both refusing to give ground. The war axe wielder attacked first, a series of overhead strikes that forced Francis to give up ground with each block. The creature was weakening from blood loss, but it was also desperate, which made it all the more dangerous.

[ Iron Wall ]

[ Guarded Stance ]

Francis activated both defensive skills as the Ursaloth launched a final, desperate assault. The war axe came down again and again, each strike powerful enough to shatter stone. Francis blocked what he could and absorbed what he couldn't, feeling bones crack and muscles tear despite his enhanced defenses.

But the creature was dying, its movements growing sluggish as more blood pumped from the wound in its armpit. Francis saw his opening and took it.

[ Power Strike ]

[ Flurry ]

His swords became blurs, each strike enhanced by his skills and driven by every ounce of strength he possessed. The first blade opened the Ursaloth's stomach. The second took it across the throat. The third and fourth drove into its chest, finding vital organs.

The war axe wielder fell to its knees, its weapon slipping from its grasp. It looked at Francis with eyes that held no hatred, only a warrior's acceptance of death. Francis drove his right blade through the creature's heart, ending it quickly.

The Ursaloth collapsed forward, and Francis stepped back, his chest heaving, his body screaming in protest from a dozen different injuries. Blood dripped from wounds on his shoulder, his side, his thigh, his back. His left arm throbbed where the double-axe had caught him, and he was fairly certain he'd cracked at least three ribs. Maybe more.

But he was alive, and they were dead.

Francis walked to the war axe wielder's corpse and retrieved his sword, pulling it free from the creature's body with a wet, sucking sound. As he did, something inside him shifted. It wasn't painful, but it was profound, like a lock finally clicking into place after years of trying.

[ Swordsmanship Increased - 76 Master ]

Francis's eyes widened as his body began to vibrate. It started in his hands, spreading up his arms and into his chest, a sensation that was both strange and exhilarating. The sword in his grip felt different somehow, lighter and yet more substantial, as if it had become an extension of his arm rather than a separate tool.

What is this?

A notification appeared before his eyes, the text glowing with a faint golden light that Francis had never seen before. His breath caught as he started to read, understanding immediately that something significant had just occurred. Whatever reaching Master rank meant, it was clearly more than just a simple increase in skill level.

The alpha Ursaloth's growl rumbled across the ice field, drawing Francis's attention away from the notification. The massive creature stood among its remaining warriors, and for the first time since Francis had begun this grinding battle, he thought he saw something like respect in its eyes. Maybe even acknowledgment.

Four more Ursaloths stepped forward, their weapons ready. These ones looked even larger than the trio Francis had just defeated, their scars more numerous, their bearing more confident.

Of course, there are more. Why would it be easy? I’m going to have to ask Glitvall if he’s got a reason for why he wants me to do this. And how the creatures attack… it’s so weird about the honor and stuff.

Francis looked down at the notification still hovering in his vision, then back at the approaching enemies. Whatever this new rank meant, whatever abilities it had unlocked, he was about to find out. The vibration in his body was beginning to fade, but the feeling of rightness remained. His swords felt perfect in his hands, balanced in a way they hadn't been before.

He raised his swords and smiled.

Let's see what a Master Swordsman can do.
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        The sound of the morning bell rang, and Francis opened his eyes, smiling.
      

        "It's earlier than usual," Michael grunted as he sat up. "What gives?"
      

        "Just another day in our lives," Francis said, anxious to read all the notifications that were waiting for him. Death had come quickly to those four, and at no point did he seem to mind, more interested in focusing on what he couldn't before he died.
      

        [ Master Rank Swordsmanship Achieved - Bonuses Acquired ]
      

        [ Bonus to all sword damage +15% ]
      

        [ Bonus to parrying with swords ]
      

        [ Bonus to Riposte with swords ]
      

        [ Bonus to defending against swords ]
      

        [ Training Mastery unlocked ]
      

        Training Mastery… does this mean Stenson could teach me that path he knows?
      

        "Hey, you going to get up?" his brother called out. "I don't want to get in trouble because you're being lazy."
      

        "I'm fine," Francis replied. "I'll be out in a minute. I need a second."
      

        "You're not sick, are you?"
      

        Shaking his head, Francis used the thin blanket he owned to help cover his muscular body. "No, just go on. I'll be out there in just a moment. I need a second."
      

        "Seriously? We're–"
      

        "Go!" Francis belted out, louder than he had expected.
      

        "Fine," Michael grunted. "You don't have to be a prick. That's Phillip's job."
      

        [ Status ]
      

        Francis Lancaster
      

        Age 17
      

        Strength: 54
      

        Endurance: 56
      

        Agility: 55
      

        Wisdom: 33
      

        Perception: 43
      

        Magic: 10
      

        His stats had improved, and every part of him felt better. Francis had stopped growing physically. His muscles and body had hit a peak at fifty. Stenson had told him that there would be no further bodily gains to be seen from his progression. The worst was that he needed to reach a seventy in a stat before the Elite tier of physical evolution could be acquired.
      

        That's going to be a while… still… I'm well beyond anything I ever imagined I would be.
      

        Then there were the skills that had improved as well over all these deaths.
      

        Skills
      

        Swordsmanship (Common) - 76 Master
      

        Tracking (Uncommon) - 18 Novice
      

        Stealth (Uncommon) - 17 Novice
      

        Pain Resistance (Uncommon) - 66 Elite
      

        Power Strike (Rare) - 62 Elite
      

        Brawling (Uncommon) - 41 Advanced
      

        Strong Bones (Rare) - 63 Elite
      

        Quick Attack (Uncommon) - 54 Advanced
      

        Guarded Stance (Uncommon) - 43 Advanced
      

        Riposte (Rare) - 46 Advanced
      

        Thick Skin (Rare) - 37 Proficient
      

        Iron Wall (Rare) - 35 Proficient
      

        Dual Wield (Rare) - 53 Advanced
      

        Flurry (Rare) - 31 Proficient
      

        Battle Sense (Epic*) - 21 Novice
      

        Warrior's Resolve (Legendary) - 11 Novice
      

        Blacksmithing (Common) - 16 Novice
      

        Metal Working (Common) - 16 Novice
      

        I've made a ton of gains… I think I need a moment with Stenson to talk all this over.
      

        ---
      

        Stenson stared at Francis for a long moment, his weathered face unreadable. Then he leaned back in his chair and let out a slow breath.
      

        "Master rank," the general said quietly. "At seventeen years old."
      

        Francis nodded, unsure how to respond.
      

        "I..." Stenson paused, rubbing his face. "Part of me shouldn't be surprised, but still... you're so young and have done the impossible. Of course, dying and coming back again and again is included in that statement."
      

        "What now?" Francis asked.
      

        Stenson took some time, mulling over his thoughts. His fingers drummed against the arm of his chair, and Francis could see the calculations running behind the man's eyes. Finally, the general spoke.
      

        "Return to Tules. Talk with Glitvall. Tell him I think it's time for the man to see you need to really aim for the skill I sent you to get."
      

        "You mean he hasn't been?" Francis asked, shocked.
      

        "Not completely. Glitvall is unique. His methods are his own. I'm sure he has a plan, and part of that is seeing what you can become and what you'll be able to do. Just make sure he knows I think you're ready for whatever path you need to pursue next."
      

        Before Francis could leave, Stenson held out his hand, smiling. "Congratulations again, Francis."
      

        "For what?"
      

        "Becoming one of the few master swordsmen we have in the kingdom."
      

        ---
      

        Francis stood in Glitvall's tent as the warchief chuckled, a deep rumbling sound that seemed to fill the space.
      

        "It appears Stenson does know me," Glitvall said. "You are ready then for what comes next."
      

        "Wait, so you have been holding back?" Francis asked, frustration creeping into his voice.
      

        "Not holding back, testing." The warchief leaned forward, his massive frame casting a shadow. "To go down this next path is going to require a level of commitment most can never imagine. While I'm certain part of me has thought you would be ready, learning you now possess a legendary skill is the proof that you'll endure what comes next."
      

        "You keep saying that, but I've shared with you all the deaths and things I've done before," Francis said. "How can this be different?"
      

        Glitvall leaned forward and grinned. "Because we're going to try and teach you how to draw upon the magic our gods have given us."
      

        ---
      

        Francis walked silently next to Glitvall as they moved through the barbarian camp. The warchief led him away from the familiar training grounds and living quarters, deeper into sections Francis had never ventured before. The tents here were different, decorated with symbols that seemed to shift in the corner of his vision, painted in colors that looked like dried blood and crushed bone.
      

        They headed toward what Francis realized was the shaman side of the camp.
      

        The first thing Francis noticed was the smell. Incense mixed with something earthier, like wet fur and old leather, hung heavy in the air. Wind chimes made from bones clinked together in the breeze, creating an eerie melody that set his teeth on edge. Animal skulls mounted on poles marked the boundary of this section, their empty eye sockets seeming to follow his movement.
      

        The tents themselves were larger here, their hides painted with intricate patterns that Francis didn't recognize. Totems carved from ice and stone stood between them, some depicting bears and wolves, others showing creatures Francis had no names for. Steam rose from several fire pits, though Francis couldn't see any flames, just glowing coals that pulsed with an unnatural rhythm.
      

        Barbarians moved through this section with a different energy than the warriors Francis had trained with. They wore pelts and furs adorned with feathers, bones, and what looked like frozen flowers. Their faces were painted with symbols in white and black, and many carried staffs wrapped in leather and decorated with charms that rattled as they walked.
      

        Eyes turned toward Francis and Glitvall as they walked, and Francis felt the weight of their stares. Some looked curious, others suspicious, but all of them seemed to radiate a power.
      

        At the center of this section stood the largest tent Francis had seen in the camp. Its entrance was flanked by two massive tusks, each one taller than Francis himself, carved with runes that seemed to glow faintly in the dim light. The tent's exterior was covered in pelts of white and gray, and hanging from the support poles were dozens of wind chimes made from finger bones, teeth, and what appeared to be frozen tears of ice.
      

        Scattered around the tent's base were offerings, Francis realized. Bowls of what might be blood, frozen solid. Small carved figurines. Bundles of herbs tied with sinew. And skulls, dozens of them, arranged in patterns that Francis couldn't decipher but that seemed important somehow.
      

        The flap of the large tent opened, and several figures emerged. Kerhi was among them, her face painted with fresh symbols. But it was the woman leading them that drew Francis's attention.
      

        She was shorter than most barbarians, standing only about seven feet tall, but her presence seemed to fill the space around her. Dark paint covered most of her face in intricate patterns that looked like frost spreading across glass. She wore layers of pelts, each one from a different animal, and atop her head sat a cap adorned with curving horns that might have come from some massive beast.
      

        Her eyes were pale, almost white, and they fixed on Glitvall with an intensity that made Francis want to step back.
      

        "Warchief Glitvall," she said, her voice carrying despite not being loud. "Why have you come to this place?" Her gaze shifted to Francis, and he felt like she was looking through him rather than at him. "And why does a Southerner stand in a place he should not be?"
      

        "I've come to ask for that which was promised," Glitvall said, his voice steady.
      

        Gasps and grunts came from those gathered. Francis saw several shamans exchange glances, and Kerhi's expression shifted to something between shock and concern.
      

        The woman frowned and squinted, then poked a wrinkled finger at the warchief. "You say what was promised and that you've come for it, yet no horn has sounded and the clans are not preparing for battle. Tell me, Warchief Glitvall, has your mind gone soft, or do you so casually toss away the promise I gave?"
      

        Glitvall ignored the taunt. "You and I need to talk. Alone."
      

        She snorted. "Alone... I'm too old for that kind of fun."
      

        Laughter and chuckles came from those watching the exchange.
      

        "None have earned that from me since my wife passed, and you'll need to make me another promise if you'd hope I'd so freely give of myself like that," Glitvall replied.
      

        She rolled her eyes and then sighed. "Then come, let us talk. He must stay outside." She pointed at Francis.
      

        Glitvall nodded, motioning toward a bench off to the side, carved from a single piece of wood and worn smooth by countless bodies.
      

        "Sit, I'll try to make this quick," Glitvall whispered. "Just know... this next part... is going to be difficult."
      

        Francis sat, seeing the looks and some of the scowls he received from those in the section of the camp. The shamans didn't hide their displeasure at his presence, and several of them made gestures he didn't understand but that felt distinctly unwelcoming.
      

        Kerhi approached, her expression hard. "You do not belong here."
      

        "And yet I am," Francis replied. "But why don't you sit and let's see what happens next."
      

        Kerhi shook her head. "No... I have things to do, and sitting beside you would dishonor me."
      

        Francis shrugged, then a thought entered his mind. "Can I use that free space over there?" He pointed to a cleared area of dirt between two totems.
      

        "To do what?"
      

        "Practice," Francis replied.
      

        Kerhi grunted and then walked away.
      

        Smiling, Francis moved to the cleared section of dirt and pulled out a sword. He closed his eyes and started to mimic the patterns he remembered Kels doing, the flowing movements that had seemed more like a dance than combat practice.
      

        I might as well practice something versus sitting on my ass in the cold.
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        Glitvall followed High Shaman Greythorn into the tent, the heavy flap falling closed behind him with a weight that felt more significant than just hide and leather. Inside, the air was thick with smoke from burning herbs he couldn't name, their scent sharp and earthy all at once.
      

        The tent's interior was larger than it appeared from outside, or perhaps that was just the way the shadows played against the walls. Pelts covered the ground in layers, some white as fresh snow, others dark as a moonless night. Bones hung from the support poles on leather cords, arranged in patterns that Glitvall had learned long ago not to question. Some were from animals, others from enemies, all of them serving purposes that only the shamans understood.
      

        In the center of the tent sat a fire pit, its flames burning blue and green instead of the normal orange and red. The light it cast made everything look otherworldly, like they'd stepped into a place between the mortal world and whatever lay beyond. Carved idols ringed the pit, each one representing a different aspect of their gods, their stone faces seeming to watch with more awareness than simple carvings should possess.
      

        Against the far wall stood what might have been an altar, though Glitvall had never been comfortable calling it that. It was more a collection of offerings and relics, arranged with a care that spoke of decades of ritual. Skulls served as holders for candles made from animal fat. Weapons too damaged to be used in battle were arranged in specific patterns. And in the center of it all sat a bowl carved from ice that never melted, filled with something dark that Glitvall chose not to examine too closely.
      

        High Shaman Greythorn settled onto a low seat made from what looked like a single piece of carved stone, worn smooth by countless years of use. She gestured to another seat across from her, this one made of wood and leather, and Glitvall sat.
      

        Silence stretched between them, comfortable in the way it could only be between two people who'd known each other for decades. Glitvall let his eyes wander the space, noting the small changes since the last time he'd been here. New charms hung from the poles. Different herbs lay bundled near the altar. The arrangement of bones had shifted.
      

        "I like the changes you've made," Glitvall said finally. "The new totems near the entrance. They're good."
      

        Greythorn scoffed. "Flattery you bring, when promises is what you ask for. Speak then, Warchief. Why come you here? Why does the Southerner with him strange aura sit in my space?"
      

        Glitvall leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. "You won't believe what I'm about to tell you."
      

        "Try me," she said, her pale eyes fixed on his face.
      

        So Glitvall told her. He told her about Francis Lancaster, the skinny southern boy who should have died in the first battle. He told her about the deaths and the resets, about how Francis returned each time with his memories intact, learning from each failure. He explained Stenson's theory about the parasite, the Blood of the Undying, and the possibility that their enemies might have one as well.
      

        Glitvall told her about the training, about watching Francis die again and again to the Ursaloths, about the boy's determination and the way he refused to quit no matter how many times he was torn apart. He told her about the Master rank, which Francis had achieved at seventeen years old through nothing but dying, learning, and dying again.
      

        And Glitvall told her why he was here, why he needed to ask for what was promised, why Francis needed to learn their ways despite being an outsider.
      

        Through it all, Greythorn's milky white eyes remained fixed on him, unmoving, unblinking, showing no reaction to even the most impossible parts of his story. When Glitvall finally finished, she was quiet for a long time.
      

        Then her eyes closed.
      

        Glitvall felt it before he saw it. A pressure in the air, like the moment before lightning strikes. Greythorn began to shake, her body trembling as if caught in a violent wind that only she could feel. A slight aura appeared around her, barely visible at first but growing stronger with each passing second. It was the color of ice and starlight, cold and ancient and vast.
      

        When she spoke, it wasn't her voice that came out.
      

        "Glitvall, you have come here with something that shouldn't be here and knowledge you shouldn't have." The voice was powerful, resonant, filling the entire tent with a presence that made Glitvall want to prostrate himself on the ground.
      

        He bent his neck instead, lowering his gaze slightly in respect. "I am honored you have come, my god. I know not why or how, but this one has come to help us defeat the army we have not been able to."
      

        "What you speak of is... beyond mortal ears and minds. That kind of magic is powerful and not one that should be possessed by any. It appears our foes have unleashed something we thought none would do so... what you face is... dangerous. To both you and to us."
      

        Glitvall's chest tightened. If the gods themselves were concerned, then this was worse than he'd imagined. "And what should I do? Turn away the weapon they have given us? Help him become something that might defeat them? I cannot kill him, for he would only return."
      

        Silence echoed through the tent, heavy and suffocating. Then the aura around Greythorn shifted, the color changing subtly, and when she spoke again, it was a different voice. Gentler, warmer, but no less powerful.
      

        "No... you must help this one grow to be what we need to root out the enemy we face. We will inform the others of what you speak of... but we cannot promise that our actions will be remembered."
      

        Glitvall's eyes widened. "It's that strong?"
      

        "That is not for you to know, but yes. Strong enough to limit our influence. Strong enough that you must find a way to do what you have told our Chosen one."
      

        Glitvall swallowed hard. If the gods themselves could be affected by this power, by these parasites, then what chance did mortals have? "Can he learn your ways? He's... not one of us."
      

        "Then make him one," the voice commanded, firm and absolute.
      

        "The old ritual?" Glitvall asked, his mind already racing through what that would require. "It hasn't been done in–"
      

        "Then they will know that the time has come, and he will bear a mark that will last." The power radiating from Greythorn intensified, and Glitvall had to fight the urge to look away. "We will tell our Chosen that this is our command. You must prepare those here and the one you have outside for what he must endure."
      

        "He will be able to," Glitvall replied without hesitation. "I have no doubt he can."
      

        "Then make it so. This battle... this war... is for more than just your lives and what they mean to us."
      

        A few seconds of silence stretched between them, heavy with meaning Glitvall couldn't fully grasp. Then he felt a hand on his shoulder. The touch was warm, almost familiar, and it drew his gaze upward.
      

        Greythorn's white eyes were open now, radiating with power that made them glow like small moons in the dim tent. But there was something else there too, something gentle and personal that made Glitvall's breath catch.
      

        "You have done well," the voice said, softer now. "Know your wife is proud of the man she married, and the day you join her, you two will have a special place if you can help this one defeat our enemy."
      

        Tears flowed from Glitvall's eyes before he could stop them. He nodded, his throat almost too tight for words. "I will… make sure… that Francis Lancaster becomes what he must."
      

        The hand pulled back, and a low moan came from Greythorn. The aura around her flickered and faded, the light in her eyes dimming until they were once again just milky white orbs in a painted face.
      

        She gasped for air, her body swaying before she caught herself and fell back into her seat.
      

        "You... they... that boy..." she muttered, her voice hoarse and weak compared to what had come before. "He must become one of us."
      

        "I know," Glitvall replied, wiping the tear that was still on his cheek and lifting his finger so he could look at it. The moisture caught the strange light of the fire, glowing faintly. "I will prepare him. When will you be ready?"
      

        "Tomorrow night, when the moon reaches its peak. Do not be late."
      

        "We won't be," Glitvall said, and then he kissed the tear gently on his finger, a private goodbye to a memory and a promise for what was to come. "We won't be."
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        Francis and Glitvall walked back through the shaman section in silence. The warchief's usual confidence seemed diminished somehow, his shoulders carrying a weight that hadn't been there before. Francis could sense the change in the man's mood, and he could feel it in the way Glitvall's steps had become heavier, more deliberate.
      

        They passed through the bone chimes and skull totems without comment, leaving behind the shamans who watched them with knowing eyes. The familiar sounds of the warrior camp grew louder as they walked, but neither man spoke until they reached Glitvall's tent.
      

        Upon entering the small space, Glitvall made Francis sit on one of the fur-covered benches. The warchief moved to a small chest in the corner, kneeling before it and opening it slowly, reverently. He dug through its contents until he found what he was looking for, a leather flask that looked old and well-worn.
      

        Glitvall stared at the flask for a long moment, his massive hands gentle as they cradled it. A small tear rolled down his cheek, catching the light from the tent's fire pit. Then he uncorked it, bringing it to his nose and inhaling deeply before taking a long drink.
      

        He held it out to Francis. "Finish it. Know that if I ever try to share this with you again, tell me you have already partaken."
      

        Francis nodded, unsure what to make of the change in the man before him. He took the flask and brought it to his nose.
      

        The scent hit him like a memory he'd never had. It smelled of honey and smoke, of winter nights and summer warmth, of something ancient and powerful that he couldn't name. The smell touched a part of him deep inside, a place he didn't know existed, and Francis felt his chest tighten with an emotion he couldn't identify.
      

        He drank.
      

        The liquid was warm going down, spreading heat through his chest and into his limbs. But it was more than just warmth. Power flooded through him, not like his skills or stats, but something different. Something that felt like it was connecting him to the land itself, to the ice and snow and wind of the north.
      

        Francis finished the flask and handed it back, his hands steady despite the strange sensations coursing through his body. "What is that?"
      

        "A gift," Glitvall said quietly, his voice rough with emotion. "From someone I will one day see again. But for now, you must be told of what is about to come."
      

        The warchief sat across from Francis and told him everything. He didn't hold back, didn't soften the details or try to make it easier to hear. Glitvall told Francis about the gods speaking through Greythorn, about how even they were concerned about the power Francis carried. He explained that the parasites could limit divine influence, that this war was about more than just mortal lives.
      

        He told Francis about the old ritual, about becoming one of them, about the mark that would last forever. And he told Francis what the gods had said about his wife, about the special place waiting for them if they could help Francis defeat their enemy.
      

        When Glitvall finished, he looked at Francis with eyes that held both determination and grief. "Know that the love you have for your brother is like what I feel for my wife, and to be with her... in a special place that my gods give us... I will carry you myself through each trial if I could. Remind me of this when I balk at what you need to become."
      

        "I will," Francis said softly.
      

        The words settled between them, and Francis understood something about Glitvall that he hadn't before. The warchief's intensity, his demanding training methods, the way he pushed Francis beyond what seemed reasonable, it all made sense now. Glitvall was a man driven by love, by the promise of reunion with someone he'd lost, willing to do whatever it took to make that happen.
      

        Just like I'd do anything for Michael. We're not so different.
      

        "So what comes next?" Francis asked. "How do I become one of you, and what is this ritual?"
      

        Glitvall took a deep breath and stared at the empty flask in his hands, turning it over slowly. "You, Francis, must be drained dry of what you are and filled with what we are. So come. I will walk this journey with you. But first... the hardest part of all this."
      

        ---
      

        They stood before the clan leaders in the large tent that Francis had entered the first time he had appeared before them. The space was filled with warriors and chieftains, each one representing their clan, and the shouting that filled the air made it almost impossible to hear individual words.
      

        "Madness!"
      

        "A Southerner cannot learn our ways!"
      

        "He dishonors us by even suggesting it!"
      

        "Glitvall has lost his mind!"
      

        The voices overlapped, creating a cacophony of anger and disbelief. Francis stood beside Glitvall, watching as clan leaders gestured wildly and shouted over each other. Some looked outraged, others skeptical, but none of them seemed willing to accept what the warchief had told them.
      

        Finally, Jarl Keara raised a horn to her lips and blew. The sound cut through the noise like a blade, silencing everyone instantly.
      

        She glared at the gathered clan leaders, her expression hard. "Sit. There is only one way to handle this, and us bickering like children will not be good if what Glitvall speaks is the truth."
      

        "I am not lying," Glitvall growled, his voice low and dangerous.
      

        "And you shall prove it," Keara replied, meeting his glare without flinching. "Make the oath. Cut your hand. Swear upon their magic and let them show us that you speak the truth."
      

        Glitvall spat on the ground but moved to stand next to the roaring fire in the center of the tent. He pulled out a long dagger, its blade gleaming in the firelight.
      

        "You elected me because you trust my judgment and my mind," Glitvall said, his voice carrying to every corner of the tent. "You chose me because you know my commitment and my heart. Yet now... I am forced to take an oath that we would make someone new and untrusted do. Know that I feel dishonored, and those who have done so will need to make great amends to earn back what they have lost."
      

        He didn't hesitate. The blade cut across his palm, opening a deep gash that immediately began to bleed. Glitvall made a fist, holding it over the fire as blood dripped down into the flames.
      

        "I swear by our people, by our gods, by my blood and by my life, that every word I have spoken about Francis becoming one of us is true. If it is not, may they strike me now, erase my soul, and my wife's too."
      

        Gasps came from some of those gathered at those last few words. To swear on another's soul, especially one already in the afterlife, was not done lightly.
      

        For a moment, nothing happened. The fire continued to burn, the blood continued to drip, and Glitvall stood tall and unmoving.
      

        Then the wind came.
      

        It blew through the tent from nowhere, a gust that made the walls billow and the support poles creak. The fire stirred and roared, flames rising up into a cyclone that spun faster and faster. The heat intensified, and everyone in the tent took a few steps back, shielding their faces.
      

        Everyone except Glitvall.
      

        The warchief stood in place, his fist still extended over the flames, blood still dripping. The fire cyclone rose higher, touching the tent's peak, and then it collapsed inward all at once.
      

        The flames returned to normal. The wind died. And Glitvall stood there, unharmed.
      

        Francis stared as Glitvall opened his fist. The deep gash that had been there moments before was gone, the skin smooth and unmarked as if he'd never cut it at all.
      

        Silence filled the tent, heavy and absolute.
      

        Jarl Keara was the first to speak, her voice loud and clear. "Prepare for the ceremony. Our gods have spoken."
      

        No one argued. No one protested. They simply began to move, filing out of the tent with purpose, their earlier anger and skepticism replaced by something else. Awe, perhaps, or fear. Maybe both.
      

        Francis looked at Glitvall, who stood still by the fire, staring at his healed hand. The warchief's expression was unreadable, but Francis thought he saw something there. Relief, maybe. Or resignation.
      

        "Tomorrow night," Glitvall said quietly, not looking at Francis. "When the moon reaches its peak. Be ready."
      

        "I will be," Francis replied.
      

        Whatever it takes.
      

        ---
      

        Francis stood in a tent surrounded by men and women. Some were warriors, their bodies marked with scars and muscle. Others were shamans, their faces painted with symbols that seemed to shift in the flickering firelight. All of them watched him with eyes that held judgment, curiosity, or something he couldn't quite identify.
      

        He'd been stripped down to just a small piece of cloth that covered his privates, and the cold air of the north bit at his exposed skin. Francis stood still as they took turns approaching him, speaking in a language he didn't understand. Their words rose and fell in rhythms that felt almost like chanting, and occasionally one of them would splash him with a scented liquid.
      

        The first liquid was cold and had a pine scent. The second was warm and thick, leaving an oily residue on his skin. The third one burned slightly, causing the muscles beneath his skin to twitch involuntarily. Francis endured it all without complaint, keeping his breathing steady and his expression neutral.
      

        Some of them held razors, worn blades that gleamed in the firelight. They approached one at a time, kneeling to shave every bit of hair off his legs. Then his arms. Then his chest and back. The process was meticulous, careful, and Francis felt the cold metal scrape against his skin again and again.
      

        One woman stood apart from the others, watching. Her eyes almost seemed to glow in the dim light, pale and intense. Francis could sense the power flowing through her, could feel it like a pressure in the air around her body. The paint on her skin was different from the others, more intricate, more deliberate. Symbols covered her arms and face, and Francis thought he recognized some of them from the tent where he'd waited for Glitvall.
      

        When the others finished removing all the hair from his exposed skin, Francis was guided to a stool in the center of the tent. He sat, and two large men approached from behind.
      

        They shaved the sides of his head, their movements quick and practiced. Francis felt the razors scrape against his scalp, felt the cool air touch skin that had never been exposed before. They left a strip of hair down the middle, from his forehead to the base of his skull, and Francis realized they'd given him a style similar to what many of the warriors wore.
      

        The woman he'd been watching came forward then, her steps deliberate. She stopped directly in front of him and locked eyes with Francis.
      

        "You will bear our mark," she said, her voice carrying an accent but speaking his language clearly enough. "Glitvall has sworn that you will not wince. For your sake, and for his honor, I hope that he is right."
      

        She pulled out a needle, thin and sharp, attached to a small wooden handle. Francis watched as she dipped it in a bowl of dark ink, then pressed it against his chest.
      

        The needle didn't penetrate.
      

        She frowned and tried again, pressing harder. The needle bent slightly against his skin, but still wouldn't break through. Francis felt the pressure but there was no pain, or puncture.
      

        The woman's eyes widened slightly. "You... have an ability? That toughens your skin?"
      

        The tent went silent. Everyone stopped what they were doing, all eyes turning to Francis.
      

        "I do," Francis replied.
      

        The woman smiled, and it transformed her face from stern to almost joyful. She said something in her language that made a barbarian near the tent flap take off running.
      

        "Then that means we get to do this with more honor," she said, turning back to Francis. "Few get this done because they do not possess what you do upon receiving this mark. Perhaps Glitvall was right."
      

        Francis didn't understand what she meant, but he waited. A few minutes later, the barbarian returned, and several other shamans entered behind him. Kerhi was among them, her expression unreadable as she took in the scene.
      

        "You need it?" one of the new shamans asked.
      

        "I do. His skin is thick, and the ink will not take hold."
      

        A few whispers that Francis couldn't understand passed between them. Then one of the shamans pulled something from a leather tube, handling it with a reverence that drew Francis's attention.
      

        It was a bone needle, thick and yellowed with age. Runes covered its surface, carved in patterns that seemed to glow faintly in the firelight. Francis had never seen markings like these before, and looking at them too long made his eyes hurt.
      

        The woman took the bone needle carefully, holding it up to examine it. "Tonight, we shall make a mark that has not been given in ages. It appears the gods are right. You will be different."
      

        Confused by her words, Francis said nothing. He watched as she dipped the bone needle in the ink, then positioned it against his chest.
      

        She began tapping the thick bone needle into his skin.
      

        It hurt. The bone penetrated where the metal had failed, and Francis felt each tap as a sharp point of pain. But it was nothing compared to the teeth and claws that had torn into him. I couldn’t compare to axes splitting him in half or hammers crushing his bones. This was just... discomfort.
      

        Smiling, Francis looked up at those gathered. "Perhaps I should sing a song."
      

        And he did.
      

        Francis sang one of the old songs Michael used to sing when they were younger, back before their parents died. The words came easily, and his voice filled the tent. It wasn't a song the barbarians would know, but they listened anyway, and some of them nodded along to the rhythm.
      

        The woman worked as Francis sang, her hands steady and sure. The bone needle tapped against his skin again and again, creating a pattern Francis couldn't see but could feel. Each mark seemed to burn for a moment after the needle withdrew, as if the ink itself carried heat.
      

        When Francis's song ended, the tent was quiet except for the sound of the needle and the crackling of the fire. The woman didn't speak, and neither did anyone else. They simply watched as the mark took shape on Francis's chest, a symbol that would make him one of them.
      

        Whatever it takes.
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The tattoo was a rune Francis didn't recognize. He'd tried to look at it after the woman finished, but the angle was wrong and the markings too intricate to make out in the dim firelight. All he knew was that it covered most of his chest, and that it still burned hours after the bone needle had finished its work.

They'd led him to another tent shortly after, this one barely larger than his body. There were no furs to keep him warm, no fire to ward off the cold. Just a small wooden bowl with something that might have been dried meat, and a cup filled with liquid that tasted bitter and wrong.

"Drink," the shaman had said. "All of it."

Francis had obeyed, forcing the liquid down despite the taste. Then the tent flap closed, and he was alone with nothing but his body and the space between the cold.

A time of purification.  

A time to consider who he really was.

At first, Francis just sat there, his arms wrapped around his knees, trying to conserve what warmth he could. The cold bit at his freshly shaved skin, and the tattoo on his chest throbbed with each heartbeat. But as time passed, as the night stretched on and the liquid worked its way through his system, something changed.

The darkness of the tent began to shift.

Francis saw his father's face first, twisted in anger as it had been so many times before. The man's fist was raised, and Francis could feel the phantom pain of blows that had landed years ago. His father had been an evil man, according to Francis’s accounts. He had shunned him and his half-brother, never giving him any kind of acceptance or love. 

I hated you.

The rage came flooding back, raw and fresh as if no time had passed at all. Francis had hated his father for many reasons, but the one that cut deeper than the words was when he had been killed by him at the Spires. He'd hated his older brothers too, for following their father's example, for making Francis's life a daily exercise in survival.

His mother's face appeared next, and Francis felt his chest tighten. She'd been kind when she could afford to be, but fear had ruled her more than love. Fear of her husband, fear for her children, fear of what each day might bring. Francis remembered the way she'd looked away because his father was watching.

The guilt of not standing up for himself was a familiar weight, one Francis had carried for so long he'd almost forgotten it was there. But now, in this tent, with the liquid burning through his veins and the cold biting at his skin, he felt it all over again.

The images shifted faster now. His other siblings, the ones he hadn't seen in years. Scattered by circumstance and choice, lost to him in ways that felt permanent. Francis wondered if they were still alive, if they thought of him, if they'd even recognize the person he'd become.

Then he saw Michael, the skinny and weak person compared to him now, standing beside Francis at the training camp. And Francis remembered the moment he'd realized they were both going to die. That there was nothing he could do about it. That all his rage and all his fear wouldn't be enough to save his brother.

The pain of that realization hit him again, fresh and sharp. Francis had watched Michael die multiple times. He had felt the helplessness of knowing he was about to follow. And in every loop since, that fear had driven him forward, pushed him to become stronger, faster, better.

I can't lose him. I won't.

The dark forest appeared in his mind, and Francis relived the moment the parasite had tried to take him. He felt its presence again, alien and vast, pressing against his consciousness with an intelligence that was both terrifying and incomprehensible. They'd mingled blood, and Francis had gained power beyond anything he'd imagined.

But there were gaps in his memory. Missing pieces that he knew should be there but weren't. The parasite had taken something from him, or perhaps hidden it, and Francis still didn't understand why.

Why me? How was I chosen? Was I chosen at all, or was it just random chance?

The questions had no answers, but Francis asked them anyway. He thought about the power he'd gained, about the loops and the deaths and the slow accumulation of skills that were turning him into something more than human. There had to be a reason. There had to be a purpose beyond just survival.

Phillip's face appeared, scowling as always. Francis felt rage rise up at first, remembering the harsh words and the brutal training, the way the man had seemed to take pleasure in making everything harder than it needed to be.

But then Francis understood. Phillip was a man who'd known nothing but pain and loneliness for so long that he'd forgotten how to be anything else. The harshness was armor, protection against a world that had taken everything from him. And when Francis had promised to bring Valehart to his knees, had seen the tears in Phillip's eyes, he'd understood that sometimes revenge was all that kept a man going.

I'll give you that satisfaction. I promise.

Francis thought about Glitvall, about the warchief's love for his dead wife and the way that love drove him to push Francis harder than anyone else. He thought about Stenson, about the general's careful calculations and the weight of responsibility he carried. He thought about all the people who'd died in the loops, all the faces he'd seen cut down again and again, and how each death had shaped him into someone who could maybe, possibly, save them all.

The deaths had changed him. Each one had stripped away another piece of who he'd been, replacing it with something harder, sharper, more capable. Francis wasn't sure if he was better for it, but he knew he was different. The skinny, terrified boy who'd first arrived at the training camp was gone, replaced by someone who could kill without hesitation, who could endure pain that would break most men, who could die and come back and keep fighting.

Is this who I am now? Is this who I want to be?

The answer wasn't simple. Francis didn't enjoy killing. He didn't take pleasure in the violence. But he was good at it, and that skill was keeping Michael alive. It was the only thing that could keep everyone alive. And if that meant becoming someone his younger self wouldn't recognize, then so be it.

Michael's face returned, clearer now. Not the weak boy from before, but Michael as he was in the present. Still skinny, still joking, still alive because Francis had died over and over to keep him that way. The love Francis felt for his brother was a physical thing, warm and painful and all-consuming.

But there was fear there too. Fear of watching Michael die again. Fear that no matter how strong Francis became, it wouldn't be enough. And underneath that fear was something else, something Francis had been avoiding for a long time.

This can't just be for him. If it's only for Michael, then what happens when he's safe? What happens when this is over?

Francis had told Glitvall as much, had admitted that he couldn't be alone forever. But saying it and truly understanding it were different things. This path he was on, these changes he was making, they had to be for himself too. Not just to save his brother, but to become someone who deserved to be saved.

Someone who could build a life worth living once the fighting was done.

In that moment, an image appeared before Francis. It was himself, but not as he'd been. This was Francis as he looked now, muscular, his head shaved on the sides, a fresh tattoo marking his chest. The image stood tall and confident, and its eyes held a challenge.

"Why do you want this so badly?" the image asked, its voice Francis's own.

Francis met its gaze without flinching. "Because I'm tired of being powerless. Because people I care about keep dying, and I can't stop it. Because I need to be strong enough to protect what matters."

"What will you do to acquire the things you seek?"

"Whatever it takes," Francis said without hesitation. "I'll die a thousand times if I have to. I'll learn every skill, master every weapon, and endure every pain. I'll become what I need to become, even if it means leaving behind who I was."

"And how far are you willing to go?"

Francis thought about everything he'd experienced, everything he'd lost and gained. He thought about the enemy looper who might be out there, resetting just like him, learning just like him. He thought about the war that seemed impossible to win and the people who were counting on him, whether they knew it or not.

"I'll never quit until the enemy is gone from our kingdoms," Francis said, and the words felt like an oath. "Not until every last one of them is dead or driven back. Not until Michael can live without fear. Not until I can look at myself and know I did everything possible."

The image smiled, and Francis felt something settle inside him. A certainty he hadn't felt before. A commitment that went deeper than just survival or revenge.

This was who he was now. This was who he chose to be.

The image faded, and Francis felt the cold rush back in. His body was shaking, covered in sweat despite the freezing temperature. The tent walls came back into focus, and Francis realized he was lying on his side, his muscles cramped from however long he'd been in that state.

He gasped for air, his lungs burning, his heart racing. Everything hurt, and for a moment Francis wasn't sure if he'd been asleep or awake, if what he'd experienced had been real or just the liquid working through his system.

A voice called out from outside the tent, clear and strong.

Kerhi's voice.

"He has overcome himself. It is time."

---

They came for Francis when the moon rose high above the camp. Kerhi led him from the small tent, and Francis blinked against the sudden brightness of dozens of fires burning across the open ground. The entire camp had gathered, hundreds of barbarians forming a massive circle around a central space where the largest fire roared.

Most of them had painted their bodies or smeared mud across their skin in patterns Francis didn't understand. Warriors stood shoulder to shoulder with shamans, clan leaders beside common fighters, all of them watching as Kerhi guided Francis toward the fire.

Glitvall waited there, standing beside High Shaman Greythorn. The warchief held something wrapped in dark leather, and his expression was solemn.

"Remove your clothing," Kerhi said quietly. "You must face this as you entered the world. Bare and without pretense."

Francis hesitated for only a moment before stripping everying off. The cold bit at his skin immediately, and he stood naked before the assembled crowd. No one laughed or jeered. They simply watched with eyes that held judgment and expectation.

Kerhi brought him furs then, but not the kind Francis had worn before. These were traditional barbarian garments, heavy pelts sewn together with sinew, decorated with bones and teeth. She helped him dress, wrapping the furs around his waist and securing them with a thick leather belt. A cloak of white fur went over his shoulders, and Francis felt the weight of it settle on him like responsibility.

When she finished, Glitvall stepped forward and unwrapped the leather bundle. Inside was an axe, its handle carved with runes similar to those on Francis's chest, its blade polished to a mirror shine despite being made of stone.

"This was my father's," Glitvall said, his voice carrying across the silent crowd. "And his father's before him. It has tasted the blood of our enemies for three generations. Now I give it to you, Francis Lancaster, so that it may taste the blood of our enemies for a fourth. After it has done so, return it to me."

Francis took the axe with both hands, feeling its balance, its weight. The weapon felt right in his grip, as if it had been made for him.

"Kneel," High Shaman Greythorn commanded, her voice cutting through the night.

Francis knelt, the axe resting across his thighs, and Greythorn approached. She carried a bowl carved from bone, filled with something dark that steamed in the cold air.

"Before you stands path to becoming one with our people," Greythorn said, her unique speech pattern making the words sound like an ancient ritual. "Blood must be given. Pain must be endured. Spirit must be tested. Are these you accept?"

"I accept," Francis said.

Greythorn dipped her hand into the bowl and pulled out something that looked like a coal but burned with an inner light. She pressed it against Francis's left shoulder, and pain exploded through him.

The coal seared his flesh, burning deep, and Francis felt his skin blister and char. But he didn't cry out. He'd endured worse. Ursaloths had torn him apart, splitting him in half with axes and crushing him with hammers. His flesh and bones had been burnt and frozen off. This was nothing compared to that.

Greythorn held the coal there for a count of ten before removing it. Then she moved to his right shoulder and repeated the process. Francis gritted his teeth, but he remained still.

"Pain teaches," Greythorn said, leaning close so that only Francis could hear. "Suffering builds. You have known death many times, yes? Now know burning without dying. Know mark of our gods upon your flesh."

She pressed the coal against his chest, directly over where the tattoo lay hidden beneath his skin. The pain was worse this time, sharper, as if the coal was burning through to his very bones. Francis felt his vision start to blur, felt his body trying to activate Warrior's Resolve, but he pushed the skill down. This wasn't a fight. This was a test, and he would pass it on his own strength.

The smell of burning flesh filled the air, and Francis heard someone in the crowd murmur, but he couldn't make out the words. All his focus was on remaining still, on not flinching, on proving he could endure.

Greythorn finally removed the coal and stepped back. Francis swayed slightly but didn't fall. His shoulders and chest throbbed with pain, the burns already blistering, and he could feel blood and fluid starting to seep from the wounds.

"Three marks given," Greythorn announced. "Three trials endured. Now blood must flow."

She produced a knife, its blade looked to be made from the same bone as the needle that had tattooed Francis's chest. Without ceremony, she cut across his left palm, opening a deep gash. Francis felt the blood well up, hot and thick, dripping down to splash against the frozen ground.

"Your blood feeds earth," Greythorn said. "Earth feeds our people. Now you part of circle. Now you belong."

She cut his right palm as well, and Francis held both hands out, letting the blood drip freely. Around him, the barbarians began to chant, a low rumbling sound that seemed to come from deep in their chests. The rhythm was hypnotic, primal, and Francis felt something in his own chest respond to it.

Glitvall stepped forward and placed his own hands beneath Francis's, catching some of the blood as it fell. Then he raised his bloodied hands to the sky.

"We claim this one!" Glitvall shouted. "We claim Francis Lancaster as brother! As warrior! As kin!"

The crowd's chanting grew louder, faster, building to a crescendo that shook the air. Francis felt dizzy for some reason, but he remained kneeling, his hands still extended, his blood still flowing.

Then Greythorn raised her hands, and instantly it was silent.

"Now comes healing," she said. "What was taken returns. What was burned becomes strength. What was broken makes whole."

She placed her hands on Francis's burned shoulders, and warmth flooded through him. Not the burning heat of the coal, but something gentler, more profound. Francis felt his flesh knitting back together, felt the pain receding like a tide going out. The burns on his chest healed, and the cuts on his palms closed, leaving only faint white lines as proof they'd ever existed.

The healing spread through his entire body, touching muscles and bones, easing aches Francis hadn't even realized he'd been carrying. When Greythorn stepped back, Francis felt better than he had in months.

"Stand," Greythorn commanded.

Francis rose to his feet, the axe still in his hands, and faced the High Shaman.

Greythorn stepped close and placed her hand directly on the tattoo that marked Francis's chest. Her palm was warm, and Francis felt a surge of power through the contact, different from the healing but no less profound.

"You are now one of us," Greythorn said, her voice carrying to every corner of the gathering.

The tattoo began to glow beneath her hand, the runes shining with an ice-blue light. The light grew brighter, brighter, until Francis had to resist the urge to look away. Then it faded, sinking into his skin, and when Greythorn removed her hand, the tattoo was gone.

Not erased, but absorbed. Francis could still feel it there, could sense the power it held, but his chest was unmarked once more.

A notification appeared before his eyes.

[ Skill Acquired ]

[ Racial Skill - Cold Resistance - Uncommon ]

As the heat from the tattoo faded, so did the touch of the cold. Francis had been enduring the freezing temperature since he'd removed his clothes, but now it simply... didn't bother him. The air was still frigid, the wind still blew, but his body no longer registered it as uncomfortable. It was just there, neutral, like breathing.

The crowd erupted. Warriors beat their weapons against their shields, shamans raised their staffs and chanted, and the fires seemed to burn brighter in response to their celebration. Glitvall stepped forward and clasped Francis's forearm in the warrior's grip.

"Welcome, brother," the warchief said, and there was pride in his voice. "Welcome home."
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        Francis woke to find himself in a proper tent with furs beneath him and a small fire burning nearby. His body felt better than it had in weeks, the divine healing from the ceremony having erased every ache and pain. He sat up, stretching, and noticed the barbarian clothing folded neatly beside him, along with Glitvall's ancestral axe.
      

        He dressed slowly, running his hand over his chest where the tattoo had been. The skin was smooth and unmarked, but he could feel something there beneath the surface. Power, waiting.
      

        When Francis stepped outside, the difference was immediate. Warriors who'd previously looked at him with skepticism or outright hostility now nodded in greeting. Some even raised their weapons in acknowledgment. Francis was no longer the Southerner who didn't belong. He was one of them now, marked by their gods and claimed by their people.
      

        A young barbarian approached, barely taller than Francis but still massive by southern standards. "High Shaman Greythorn requests your presence. I am to take you to her."
      

        Francis followed the warrior through the camp, noting how people watched him pass. Not with the hostile stares from before, but with curiosity and something that might have been respect. They reached the shaman section, and Francis felt the familiar weight of power in the air.
      

        The young warrior stopped at the entrance to Greythorn's tent. "She waits within."
      

        Francis ducked through the flap and entered for what would probably be the first time in a lot of loops.
      

        Glitvall had told him that the inside of this tent was considered  holy  according to a word Francis’s people used. The barbarians called it sacred. None would talk about what was inside because to do so meant sharing something not to be shared..
      

        The blue-green flames in the central fire pit cast everything in an otherworldly light. Carved idols ringed the pit, their stone faces watching Francis with what felt like genuine awareness. Against the far wall stood the altar, a collection of offerings and relics that spoke of decades of ritual. Skulls held candles, broken weapons were arranged in specific patterns, and in the center sat a bowl carved from ice that appeared not to melt.
      

        Greythorn sat on her carved stone seat, her pale eyes fixed on Francis as he entered.
      

        "Sit," she said, gesturing to the wooden and leather seat across from her.
      

        Francis sat, feeling the weight of her gaze.
      

        "You are one of us now," Greythorn said. "Mark given, blood spilled, pain endured. But ceremony is not teaching. Power you have within, yet use it you cannot. Not yet."
      

        Francis nodded, waiting for her to continue.
      

        "You must unlock ability to call upon magic we do. Core within, power flows through veins. But first..." She leaned forward, her eyes seeming to glow faintly. "Have you touched magic before? Not fighting against it, but using it yourself?"
      

        Francis considered his answer carefully. "I have skills that interact with magic. I don’t have a Magic Sense ability, yet I’ve learned to feel the magical threads around me. Magic Resistance helps protect me from hostile spells, but it doesn’t affect those that are meant to aid. And..." He paused, unsure how she'd react. "Magic Feedback… When magic is used against me, I can cause damage back to the one who cast the spell."
      

        Greythorn's expression shifted, and Francis saw something like respect flicker across her painted face. "Magic Feedback... that one is... feared. Dangerous for those who cast, revealing for those who possess. But useful, yes. Very useful for learning."
      

        She stood and moved to the altar, retrieving a small leather pouch. "For now, you must learn to locate your core. Center of power, source of strength. Without finding it, you cannot draw from it. Without drawing, you cannot use."
      

        Greythorn opened the pouch and pulled out what appeared to be dried herbs mixed with small crystals. She sprinkled them into the fire, and the flames shifted from blue-green to a deep purple. The smoke that rose smelled sharp and clean, and Francis felt his head clear as he breathed it in.
      

        "Others will teach you methods we use. Learn what you can, adapt what you must. Your path may be different, but destination is same." She looked toward the tent flap and called out something in her language.
      

        Three shamans entered, each one painted and adorned in a distinct manner. The first was an older man with white hair and scars covering his arms. The second was a woman younger than Greythorn, but no less intimidating; her face was painted with symbols that looked like frozen lightning. The third was massive, even by barbarian standards; his body was covered in tattoos that seemed to move in the firelight.
      

        "This is Vorgrim," Greythorn said, gesturing to the scarred man. "He will teach you breath. This is Lyska," the woman with lightning symbols. "She will teach you stillness. This is Haldor," the massive tattooed man. "He will teach you violence. Three paths to core, three ways to find. Learn from all, or learn from one. Choice is yours."
      

        Francis looked at each of them, feeling their power radiating in different ways. "I'll learn from all three."
      

        ---
      

        Vorgrim took Francis outside to a quiet area away from the main camp. The older shaman sat cross-legged on the frozen ground and gestured for Francis to do the same.
      

        "Breath is life," Vorgrim said, his voice rough like gravel. "Breath is power. Before you find core, you must learn to breathe correctly."
      

        "I know how to breathe," Francis said, then immediately regretted it when Vorgrim's eyes narrowed.
      

        "You know how to survive. Not same thing. Watch."
      

        Vorgrim closed his eyes and took a deep breath. But it wasn't a normal breath. Francis could see the man's chest expand, but more than that, he could feel something shift in the air around them. The old shaman held the breath, and Francis's Magic Sense tingled as power gathered.
      

        When Vorgrim exhaled, steam rose from his mouth despite the cold, and Francis felt a wave of warmth wash over him.
      

        "Breath draws power from core," Vorgrim explained. "Power flows through veins, fills body, returns to core. Cycle continues. You must learn cycle."
      

        For the next hour, Vorgrim taught Francis a breathing pattern. In through the nose for a count of four, hold for seven, out through the mouth for eight. Over and over, maintaining the rhythm until Francis's lungs burned and his head felt light.
      

        "Focus on chest," Vorgrim instructed. "Where heart beats, where breath centers. Core lives there. Feel for it."
      

        Francis tried, maintaining the breathing pattern while turning his attention inward. He felt his heart beating, his lungs expanding and contracting, but couldn't sense anything beyond normal physiological functions.
      

        "Nothing yet," Vorgrim said. "Expected. Takes time. Continue practice. Lyska will show you next path."
      

        ---
      

        Lyska brought Francis to a different location, this one near a frozen stream. She stood at the edge of the ice and looked at Francis with eyes that seemed to crackle with energy.
      

        "Vorgrim teaches breath, teaches movement," Lyska said. "I teach opposite. I teach stillness so complete that body forgets to exist. When body quiets, core reveals itself."
      

        She sat on the ice without ceremony, her legs crossed, her hands resting on her knees. "Sit. Do not move. Not finger, not eye, not breath more than needed. Become ice. Become stone. Become nothing."
      

        Francis sat on the frozen stream and tried to comply. At first, it seemed simple enough. He'd spent time sitting still before. But as minutes stretched into what felt like hours, his body began to rebel. His muscles yearned to move and stretch. His nose itched, begging for a little relief. His back ached from the posture he had chosen.
      

        "Do not move," Lyska said without opening her eyes. "Pain is distraction. Ignore it."
      

        Francis gritted his teeth and remained still. His Pain Resistance helped, dulling the discomfort but not eliminating it entirely. The discomfort was there, letting him know it didn’t like this method. Even when a blade cut his flesh and Pain Resistance muted the agony, he knew it was there, aware that he had been injured. Time passed, and Francis lost track of how long they'd been sitting. The sun moved across the sky, casting different shadows, but neither of them moved.
      

        Finally, when Francis thought he might scream from the need to move, Lyska spoke.
      

        "Now. While body is quiet. Look inward. Find the warmth that remains when all else is cold."
      

        Francis turned his attention inward again, and this time, something was different. His body was so still, so quiet, that he could sense things he normally couldn't. He felt his blood coursing through his veins, the electric pulses of his nerves, and the steady rhythm of his heart.
      

        And, deeper still, beneath all of that, he felt something warm. Not hot like the burning coal, but a gentle heat that radiated from somewhere in his chest.
      

        Is that it?
      

        "Good," Lyska said, opening her eyes. "You touched edge of it. Not enough to use, but enough to know it exists. Haldor will teach you the rest."
      

        ---
      

        Haldor took Francis to a training ground where several warriors were sparring. The massive shaman watched them for a moment before turning to Francis.
      

        "Vorgrim teaches you to find core through breath. Lyska teaches through stillness. I teach through violence."
      

        He picked up a training axe and tossed it to Francis, who caught it reflexively.
      

        "Fight me," Haldor said simply.
      

        Francis barely had time to register the command before Haldor was on him. The shaman moved with shocking speed for someone so large, his training axe whistling through the air. Francis blocked on instinct, his own weapon coming up to deflect the strike.
      

        They fought, and Francis quickly realized Haldor was good. Not just strong, but skilled, his movements economical and precise. Francis used everything he'd learned from the Ursaloths, from Glitvall, from dying hundreds of times. Even though he wasn’t trained in using an axe, the movements were similar in some ways. Mainly, don’t get hit.
      

        "Good," Haldor said between strikes. "Now, while fighting, find your core. Violence strips away pretense. Pain focuses mind. In battle, core burns brightest."
      

        Haldor's next strike was harder, faster, and Francis felt it jar his arms. The impact triggered Warrior's Resolve, and power flooded through him. For a moment, Francis felt stronger, faster, more capable.
      

        And in that moment, he felt something else. The warmth Lyska had helped him sense flared brighter, hotter, responding to the skill activation.
      

        "There!" Haldor shouted. "You felt it! Again!"
      

        He struck Francis again, and again, each blow triggering Warrior's Resolve without causing serious injury. And each time, Francis felt that warmth respond, growing stronger, more defined.
      

        Finally, Haldor stepped back, lowering his weapon. "Enough. You have felt it three times now. Breathing taught you rhythm. Stillness taught you awareness. Violence taught you recognition. Now you must combine all three."
      

        ---
      

        Francis sat alone in his tent that night, his body sore from the day's training. He closed his eyes and began Vorgrim's breathing pattern. In for four, hold for seven, out for eight. The rhythm steadied him, centered him.
      

        Then he applied Lyska's stillness, letting his body quiet until the only things he could sense were his heartbeat and that faint warmth in his chest.
      

        Finally, he remembered Haldor's violence, the way Warrior's Resolve had made that warmth flare. He didn't activate the skill, but he remembered the sensation, remembered how the warmth had responded.
      

        And then Francis did something the shamans hadn't suggested. He called upon all the experiences he had ever had with magic, searching for the threads that he had learned to sense.
      

        Turning that knowledge within, Francis reached out to the core that he had barely touched today, seeking what he hoped to find. Time passed, and then he saw them.
      

        Threads.
      

        Not the thick veins the shamans had described, but thin, delicate threads of power that spread throughout his body like a spider's web. They were almost invisible, even to Francis, even after learning to sense them, but they were there. Dozens of them, hundreds maybe, all connected to a central point in his chest where that warmth resided.
      

        His core.
      

        Francis's eyes snapped open, and he gasped. The vision faded, but the knowledge remained. He'd found it. Not veins like the barbarians described, but a lattice of threads spreading from his core like a web of power waiting to be used.
      

        Different, but the same. Threads instead of veins. My path instead of theirs.
      

        Francis smiled in the darkness of his tent. He'd found his core, and now the real training could begin. 
          
‎
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        Francis stood before High Shaman Greythorn once more, the otherworldly light of the blue-green flames casting shadows across her painted face.
      

        "You have found it," Greythorn said, not making it a question. "Faster than expected. Much faster."
      

        Francis nodded. "I found my core. But it's different from what your people describe. It’s not veins, but like threads. Thin ones, like spider silk, spreading out from the center."
      

        Greythorn's pale eyes studied him for a long moment. "Threads instead of veins. This is... unusual. Our people, we have thick channels. Power flows easy, like rivers. Your threads..." She paused, considering. "Harder to push through. Less power at once, perhaps. But also, more control, yes?"
      

        "I don't know yet," Francis admitted. "I can sense them, but I can't use them."
      

        "Then learn you must." Greythorn stood and moved to the fire, gesturing for Francis to join her. "Our magic, it draws from core. Life force within. Not mana from world around like southern mages do. We pull from self, from strength inside. Core is well, threads are paths, and body is vessel."
      

        She held out her hand over the flames, and Francis watched as power visibly gathered around her fingers. Not like the mages at the Spires who pulled threads from the air, but something that seemed to come from within her, flowing up through her arm and gathering in her palm.
      

        "What we do, it makes body stronger, faster, tougher. Can enhance blows, increase speed, harden skin. Some shamans heal, some strengthen warriors in battle, some speak with spirits. All comes from core. All limited by how much life force we have."
      

        "And the core can grow?" Francis asked.
      

        Greythorn's expression turned grim. "Yes, but slowly. Very slowly. Core grows with body, with strength, with age. But mostly? It is what it is. Big warriors have big cores. Small ones have small cores. You..." She looked him over. "Your core, I cannot tell. But threads worry me. Thin channels may limit how much power you push through body at once."
      

        Francis had expected as much. His magic stat was only ten, far below what it should be if he wanted to be a true magic user. But he hadn't come here to become a shaman. He'd come to learn a skill that would allow him to heal. What he hadn’t expected was needing to learn how to use magic.
      

        "I still want to learn," Francis said.
      

        "Good. Then next step is not just touching core, but grabbing it. Holding it. Making it yours to command." Greythorn's eyes seemed to glow faintly. "Are you ready?"
      

        "I am."
      

        ---
      

        Vorgrim looked at Francis with something approaching respect when they met again. "You found core already. Surprising. Most take week, maybe two."
      

        "I had good teachers," Francis said.
      

        The old shaman grunted. "Good teachers only work if student has ability to learn. You have threads, not veins. That will make this harder."
      

        They sat in the same spot as before, but this time Vorgrim had Francis face him directly, their knees almost touching.
      

        "Touching core is like brushing fingertips against water," Vorgrim explained. "Grabbing core is like plunging hands into river and holding current. Different. Much harder. You must reach into yourself and grip power. Not gently. Firmly."
      

        Francis closed his eyes and began the breathing pattern. In for four, hold for seven, out for eight. He found the warmth in his chest, felt the threads spreading out from it, and reached toward it with his mind.
      

        But when he tried to grasp it, really grip it, the warmth slipped away like smoke.
      

        "Again," Vorgrim said.
      

        Francis tried again, reaching for the core, trying to wrap his mental hands around it. Nothing. It was like trying to grip air.
      

        "Again."
      

        Hours passed. Francis's head pounded from the concentration, and sweat beaded on his forehead despite the cold. Each time he reached for the core, it slipped away. Each time he thought he had it, his mental grip failed.
      

        "Breathing is wrong," Vorgrim said finally. "You breathe like touching. Need to breathe like grabbing. Faster. Sharper. Like warrior before battle."
      

        He demonstrated, taking quick, sharp breaths that made his chest heave. Francis copied him, and immediately felt different. More aggressive. More primed.
      

        "Now reach. Not gentle. Grab it like enemy's throat."
      

        Francis reached out again, this time with more force and aggression. For just a moment, he felt something solid. The core resisted his grip, pushing back, but it was there. Real. Tangible.
      

        Then it slipped away again.
      

        "Better," Vorgrim said, and there was approval in his voice. "You touched it truly. Now you must learn to hold. That takes more time."
      

        ---
      

        Lyska's eyes held a spark of surprise when Francis told her he'd already found his core. "One day only. Impressive. Your threads make you different, but clearly not weaker."
      

        She brought him back to the frozen stream, but this time she didn't have him sit on the ice. Instead, she pointed to the water flowing beneath the transparent surface.
      

        "Core is like this water. Always moving, never still. To grab it, you must become faster than movement. Must catch flow between moments."
      

        Francis stared at the water, watching it slide past beneath the ice.
      

        "Sit. Be still. But inside, be ready to move faster than thought."
      

        They sat, and Francis forced his body into that same painful stillness from before. But this time, Lyska had him do something different. She had him tense and release different muscles in a pattern. Right hand, left foot, left hand, right foot. Over and over, creating a rhythm of tension and release that kept his mind sharp while his body remained motionless.
      

        "Now reach for core. But do not reach slow. Reach like striking snake. Fast. Sudden. Before it can slip away."
      

        Francis found the warmth, found the threads, and instead of reaching carefully, he struck at the core with his mind. For an instant, he held it. Really held it. Power surged through the threads, and Francis felt his body respond, his muscles tightening and his heart racing.
      

        Then the sensation vanished, leaving him gasping for breath.
      

        "Good!" Lyska said, her voice excited. "You held for heartbeat. Next time, hold for two heartbeats. Then three. Then more."
      

        They practiced for hours. Each time Francis managed to hold the core for a little longer before his mental grip failed and the power slipped away. His head throbbed with pain that had nothing to do with physical injury, and his body trembled from the strain of remaining still while his mind worked furiously.
      

        But he didn't quit. He'd endured worse. The Spires had taught him what real pain felt like, what it meant to push past every limit and keep going anyway. This was just another form of suffering, and Francis had learned long ago how to turn suffering into strength.
      

        ---
      

        Haldor greeted Francis with a nod of respect. "Heard you found core in one day. Did not think Southerner could do that."
      

        "I'm one of you now," Francis replied.
      

        Haldor's smile was fierce. "Yes. And now you train like one of us. Come."
      

        They went to the training grounds again, but this time Haldor handed Francis real weapons instead of training axes. The blade was sharp, the edge gleaming, and Francis looked at the massive shaman questioningly.
      

        "To grab core in violence, you need real violence. Training weapons do not make fear. Fear makes core burn bright. Fear makes it easier to grab."
      

        Francis understood immediately. This wasn't going to be a sparring session. This was going to be a real fight, and if Francis made a mistake, he'd die.
      

        Good. I know how to fight when death is on the line.
      

        Haldor attacked without warning, his axe coming at Francis's head in a strike that would split his skull if it connected. Francis blocked, the impact once again jarring his arms as the behemoth of a man struck. He then countered with a slash that Haldor barely dodged.
      

        They fought, really fought, and Francis felt the familiar rush of combat settle over him. Every movement was calculated, every strike potentially lethal. His Battle Sense tingled, warning him of attacks before they came, and his body moved with the fluid efficiency of someone who'd died hundreds of times learning these exact motions.
      

        "Now!" Haldor shouted. "While fighting! Grab core! Use fear! Use anger! Use whatever makes it burn!"
      

        Francis reached for his core while blocking a strike that would have taken his arm off. The warmth was there, burning bright just like Haldor said, and Francis grabbed it with both mental hands.
      

        Power exploded through him. Not Warrior's Resolve, but something different, something that came from deep inside rather than being triggered by injury. It flooded through the threads, filling his body, and for a moment Francis felt unstoppable.
      

        Then Haldor's axe caught him across the chest, cutting deep, and Francis's concentration shattered. The power vanished, and pain took its place.
      

        "Stop!" Haldor called, immediately lowering his weapon. "Healer!"
      

        A shaman rushed forward, and cool healing washed over Francis's wound. The gash closed, leaving him shaking but alive.
      

        "You held it," Haldor said, his voice filled with approval. "Not long, but you held it. Felt power flow through you, yes?"
      

        Francis nodded, still catching his breath. "Yes. It was... incredible."
      

        "Good. Now we do again. And again. Until you hold it while fighting without losing grip."
      

        They fought again, and Francis died. The axe took his head off when he tried to grab the core and failed to block in time.
      

        The sound of the morning bell rang.
      

        "It's earlier than usual," Michael grunted as he sat up. "What gives?"
      

        Francis smiled. "Just another day, my favorite brother."
      

        ---
      

        Days blurred together. Francis trained with all three shamans, learning their different approaches to grabbing and holding the core. Vorgrim taught him to use breathing to maintain his grip. Lyska taught him to strike fast and hold firm. Haldor taught him to harness the intensity of combat to make the core burn brighter.
      

        Each method was grueling in its own way. With Vorgrim, Francis's lungs burned until he thought they'd burst. With Lyska, his muscles cramped from hours of stillness while his mind worked furiously. With Haldor, he died three more times, each death teaching him something new about how to maintain his grip even while fighting for his life.
      

        But Francis never quit. He'd learned at the Spires what it meant to push past pain, to endure when enduring seemed impossible. Trina had assaulted him with spell after spell, burning and freezing his flesh, teaching him through agony how to sense magic. This was no different. Just another form of suffering, another trial to overcome.
      

        And slowly, gradually, he improved. His grip on the core grew stronger. He could hold it for longer periods. The power that flowed through his threads became easier to maintain, though it still slipped away if he lost concentration.
      

        On the seventh day, Francis sat with Vorgrim and managed to hold the core for a full minute without losing his grip. 
      

        A notification came that surprised him, causing Francis to lose his grip.
      

        [ Magic Increased - 11 ]
      

        The old shaman nodded approvingly, somehow sensing a change in him.
      

        "Good. You are ready for next step. But first, you must combine what all three of us have taught. Must be able to grab core and hold it no matter what you are doing. Breathing, stillness, violence, all same. Core must answer when you call."
      

        Francis understood. He'd learned three different techniques, but now he needed to master them all, make them work together instead of separately. It would take time, take more practice, more pain.
      

        But Francis had time. He had all the time in the world, even if he had to die a hundred more times to get there.
      

        Whatever it takes.
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        The sound of the morning bell rang.
      

        "It's earlier than usual," Michael grunted as he sat up. "What gives?"
      

        Francis smiled, already throwing off his blanket. Every day, and every death he'd spent becoming one of the barbarians, and learning their magic, made dying dozens of times to Haldor and the Ursaloths worth it. All of it was knowledge he carried with him now, just like the small flame inside his chest that never went out. "Just another chance to get things right, brother."
      

        ---
      

        "It appears we have a visitor," Kerhi's voice said as Francis appeared in the ice building. "Tell me, what are you here for?"
      

        Francis pulled out the two sealed letters, studying the woman before him. She looked at him with curiosity, but something was different this time. Her eyes lingered on him longer, as if sensing something she couldn't quite identify. Francis had seen that look every time he came through after dying. Every barbarian had it, and sometimes it was almost comical.
      

        "I have come to offer aid and help with the fight your people are currently caught in," Francis said. "I would prefer to see Warchief Glitvall sooner rather than later."
      

        Kerhi scoffed, her eyes narrowing slightly. "Tell me, who is it that comes to see the chieftain and is so full of himself?"
      

        "I am afraid you have not earned the honor of knowing my name yet," Francis replied. "Perhaps if you carry out your duty in a timely manner, I will share it with you."
      

        Her eyes widened slightly, and Francis saw confusion flicker across her face. She studied him more closely now, her gaze moving over his features, his stance, the way he held himself.
      

        "You..." She paused. "There is something about you. Something familiar."
      

        Francis said nothing, simply waiting.
      

        "Come," Kerhi finally said, leading him through the camp. As they walked, Francis noticed other barbarians stopping to watch him pass. Their expressions held the same confusion Kerhi's had shown. They could somehow recognize him without being able to understand why. As if they knew him or had met him before, but couldn't place how.
      

        They reached the tent where the clan leaders gathered, and Francis went through the familiar ritual of presenting the letters to Glitvall. The warchief took them, his massive hands gentle with the sealed parchment, and Francis saw the same flicker of recognition in the man's eyes.
      

        When they were alone in Glitvall's tent, Francis told him everything. Not the full story of the loops, but enough. About the training, the ceremony, the magic he'd learned. Glitvall listened without interruption, his expression unreadable.
      

        "I cannot deny the knowledge you possess," Glitvall said finally. "Nor can I deny that you bear the mark of our people. The gods have claimed you, and I can sense it."
      

        "Then you believe me?"
      

        "I believe you carry secrets that should not be possible," Glitvall said. "But to prove what you claim, you must show the others. Come."
      

        ---
      

        The training ground where Francis had first fought Kerhi was now filled with onlookers. Word had spread quickly that something unusual was happening, and barbarians gathered in a loose circle around the cleared space.
      

        Lyska stood in the center, his painted face showing surprise when he saw Francis approaching.
      

        "You want me to fight...him?" Lyska asked Glitvall, gesturing at Francis.
      

        "I do," the warchief replied. "He claims to possess the magic we call upon. Prove him wrong or right."
      

        Lyska looked at Francis more carefully now, and Francis saw the moment recognition flickered in the shaman's eyes. "There is something... but I cannot place it."
      

        "Then let's find out," Francis said, drawing his swords.
      

        Lyska pulled his training axe, but Glitvall shook his head. "Real weapons. If he truly trained with you, he will not fall easily."
      

        The shaman's expression grew serious, and he drew his actual axe, its stone blade gleaming. Francis had fought Lyska forty-one times over the course of his training. He knew how he moved, how the barbarian enhanced his speed with bursts of power from his core. Francis had learned the hard way how he used his reach advantage to control the fight.
      

        Lyska attacked first, his axe coming in fast. But Francis was already moving, his swords coming up to deflect the strike. He stepped inside the shaman's guard and cut toward his midsection, forcing Lyska to leap backward.
      

        The crowd murmured.
      

        Lyska's eyes widened, and Francis saw power gather around the shaman. He drew from his core, and suddenly, he was faster, stronger. His next series of attacks came like lightning, each strike calculated to overwhelm Francis's defenses.
      

        But Francis had learned from dying to this exact pattern. He gave ground, blocking and deflecting, waiting for the moment when Lyska's enhanced state would falter. It came after eight strikes, a slight hesitation as the shaman's power flickered.
      

        Francis struck, both swords moving in concert. One blade caught Lyska's axe and redirected it, while the other sliced across his arm, drawing blood.
      

        The crowd went silent.
      

        Then Francis felt it, his own core responding. The threads that spread through his body suddenly felt more alive, more present. A notification appeared in his vision.
      

        [ Life Core Channeling Increased - 11 Novice ]
      

        [ Rank Increased - Novice ]
      

        Power flooded through Francis, and immediately, he could feel his core more clearly than ever before. The threads weren't just something he sensed anymore. They were responsive, eager, waiting for his command.
      

        Francis grabbed his core with both mental hands and pulled.
      

        The effect was immediate. His muscles flooded with strength; his movements became sharper and faster. It wasn't as dramatic as what Lyska could do with his thick veins, but it was there. It was real and tangible.
      

        Lyska attacked again, this time with more caution. The shaman recognized a threat now, and Francis could see the calculations happening behind those painted eyes. He drew more power, his body practically glowing with enhanced strength.
      

        They met in the center of those gathered, axe against sword, two warriors who seemed to understand the power flowing through their bodies. Francis blocked a strike that would have taken his head off, countered with a slash that opened a cut on Lyska's leg. The shaman responded with a spinning attack that forced Francis to activate Iron Wall, his body hardening to absorb the impact.
      

        The fight intensified. Both of them were bleeding now, both drawing on reserves of power that pushed their bodies beyond normal limits. Francis maintained his grip on his core, pulling power through his threads with increasing confidence. It was harder than what the barbarians did, requiring more concentration, but his Novice rank now made it possible to sustain it longer.
      

        Lyska's axe came down in a massive overhead strike, and Francis didn't try to block it. Instead, he stepped inside the attack's arc, too close for the weapon to be effective. His swords moved like serpents, one catching Lyska's wrist, the other pressing against his throat.
      

        At the same moment, Francis swept Lyska's legs out from under him. The shaman fell, and Francis followed him down, his blade never leaving Lyska's throat. They hit the ground together, Francis on top, his sword pressed firmly against the shaman's neck.
      

        The training ground was absolutely silent.
      

        Francis held the position for a moment, then removed his blade and stood, offering Lyska his hand. The shaman took it, allowing Francis to pull him to his feet.
      

        Lyska bowed, his head lowered in respect. "You have defeated me. I owe you for sparing my life, for the honor you have shown. I will find a way to repay this debt."
      

        "No," Francis said, his voice carrying across the silent crowd. "You owe me nothing. Though you do not realize it, you have made me the man that I am and the warrior who stands before you. So let us be even on all accounts."
      

        Lyska's eyes widened and then he bent his head slightly. Francis saw the moment the barbarian recognized him as one of them. It didn’t matter that Francis looked like a Southerner or fought with weapons that many considered dishonorable.  Lyska could see the power that flowed through Francis and the core that was burning.  There was no mistake that Francis was one of them.
      

        Francis looked around the circle and saw High Shaman Greythorn standing among the gathered shamans. Beside her were several clan leaders, Glitvall, and Kerhi. All of them stared at him with expressions ranging from shock to awe.
      

        One of their strongest warriors had just been defeated by a Southerner who shouldn't have been able to do what he'd done.
      

        ---
      

        They gathered in Greythorn's tent, just the three of them. Francis sat across from the High Shaman and Glitvall, the blue-green flames casting familiar shadows.
      

        Francis told them everything. The loops, the month he'd spent training, the ceremony that had made him one of them. He explained how he'd died forty-one times to reach this point, how each death had taught him something new.
      

        When he finished, Glitvall smiled. It was a fierce expression, full of pride and anticipation.
      

        Greythorn cackled, the sound echoing off the tent walls.
      

        "What?" Francis asked, confused by their reactions.
      

        Glitvall leaned forward, his eyes gleaming. "Now... what I must have hinted at all those times you have come to see me. Now is when you will see that I was not kidding about what comes next. You, Francis, are about to experience pain, suffering, and hopefully growth like you cannot imagine."
      

        Greythorn nodded, her pale eyes fixed on Francis. "You think forty-one deaths to defeat Lyska was hard? You think learning to grab core was difficult?" She leaned forward. "What comes next makes those seem like children's games. Are you ready, Francis Lancaster?"
      

        Francis met their gazes, saw the challenge in them, and remembered everything he'd endured to get here. The Ursaloths, the Spires, Michael's deaths, all of it.
      

        Whatever it takes.
      

        "I'm ready," Francis said.
      

        ---
      

        I was wrong.
      

        Francis didn’t cry out though every bit of him wanted to.  Even with the fire that burned inside him, it wasn’t enough to hold back the cold he felt as another bucket of ice and water was dumped on his naked body.
      

        Cuts came as soon as the water was gone, his blood flowing as the four shaman cut his skin in different places.
      

        “Hold the core!” 
      

        “Heal yourself!”
      

        “Do not let yourself bleed to death!”
      

        Francis had heard those phrases multiple times, yet the shamans tasked with this kind of training never relented of their task.
      

        The cold wind blew and it didn’t matter that they were hours past midnight. He had accepted a task from Glitvall that sounded simple.  Both the High Shaman and the Warchief had spent a good minute laughing at his bravado.
      

        Now, approaching the second day of training, Francis realized why he couldn’t do this until now.
      

        He had to supply the magic from his core to keep himself alive. Each second drained it, threatening to extinguish the flame that had once shone brightly.  Sometimes his skin was completely healed. Othertimes it tore back open from the shivering of his body.
      

        “Hold off,” Kerhi called, moving closer to where he stood. “His flame is almost gone.
      

        “I can… go longer…,” Francis got out between clattering teeth. “I… can…–”
      

        “No, you are done,” Kerhi said, waving away those who had been ready to cut him again. “If we push further, you will not find growth. Eat, rest. We’ll begin again in the morning.”
      

        Francis wanted to argue, but the truth was his body felt empty on the inside.  Even Warrior’s Resolve was struggling to keep him going, the never-ending drain of his body finally showing him there was a limit to how long and how far he could go.
      

        Still… the gains… they were good.
      

        [ Life Core Channeling (Rare)  Increased - 19 Novice ]
      

        [ Magic Increased - 16 ]
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The hammer came down with a ring that echoed across the forge, sparks flying as Francis shaped the heated metal. His muscles remembered the motion even though he'd died three times since the last time he'd worked at this particular anvil. Fifty deaths ago, he'd barely known which end of the hammer to hold. Now his hands moved with confidence, drawing the steel into the shape he wanted.

"Better," Tormund grunted from where he stood near the fire. The massive barbarian watched Francis work with arms crossed, his scarred hands occasionally gesturing to correct a technique. "Angle is good. But you are rushing the cooling. Patience."

Francis nodded and plunged the blade into the quenching barrel. Steam hissed up around his hands, and he held the metal steady, counting in his head the way Tormund had taught him. Except Tormund hadn't taught him. Not in this loop. Not yet.

That was the problem.

It had been building for weeks now, loops blurring together as Francis died to the Ursaloths again and again. Each time he came back, he sought out the forge, finding comfort in the rhythm of hammer on steel. And each time, Tormund noticed things he shouldn't have been able to notice.

"That stroke," Tormund said, moving closer as Francis pulled the blade from the water. "The one you used on the fuller. Where did you learn it?"

Francis set the blade on the anvil and reached for his tongs, buying himself a moment. "I... picked it up somewhere."

"Picked it up," Tormund repeated, his voice flat. He walked around the anvil, examining the blade Francis had been working on. "That is interesting. Because that particular stroke? I developed it myself. Twenty years ago. I have taught it to exactly three apprentices."

Francis felt his stomach tighten. He'd gotten too comfortable, too confident in his growing skills. The Blacksmithing notification that had appeared a few deaths ago now mocked him.

[ Blacksmithing Increased - 18 ]

"And you are not," Tormund continued, "one of those three."

The forge fire crackled in the silence that followed. Francis could feel the heat on his face, could smell the coal smoke and hot metal. Around them, the sounds of the barbarian camp continued as normal. Warriors training, shamans chanting, the ever-present wind whistling through the tents.

"I wondered," Tormund said, his voice quieter now. "When you first came to work metal. You held the hammer wrong at first, like a Southerner who has never touched a forge. But then, next time I saw you, your grip was perfect. And the time after that, you knew to check the color of the steel before striking. Things that take months to learn."

Francis met the blacksmith's eyes. Tormund's gaze wasn't hostile, just... curious. And maybe a little concerned.

"Can I share something personal?" Francis asked, the words coming out before he could stop them. "I feel like you might understand."

Tormund was quiet for a long moment. Then he gestured to the back of the forge, where a small bench sat away from the main workspace. "Sit. We will talk."

They moved to the bench, and Francis noticed that from this position, no one else in the camp could see them clearly. The forge building blocked most of the view, and the smoke provided additional cover.

"I have watched you," Tormund said once they were seated. "Not just at forge. I have watched you fight, and watched you train with shamans. You carry our mark and are like one of us. Yet I am not sure how. I notice the patterns."

"Patterns?" Francis asked.

"You know things you should not know. You fight like a warrior with years of experience, but also like one just learning. And sometimes..." Tormund paused. "Sometimes you look at people like you are seeing ghosts."

Francis felt something in his chest loosen. He'd been carrying this weight alone for so long, even with Glitvall and Greythorn knowing about the loops. However, they were leaders, focused on the big picture and strategy, with a keen eye on survival. Tormund was different. Tormund was a craftsman, someone who understood the value of patience and repetition.

"What if I told you," Francis said slowly, "that I've lived this day before? Multiple times. What if I told you that when I die, I wake up back at my training camp in the South, and I have to live through everything again?"

Tormund didn't laugh. He didn't scoff or call Francis crazy. Instead, the big man leaned back against the wall and nodded slowly. "That would explain much. The way you swing a hammer is how I taught others, years ago. Every smith learns differently, develops their own style. But you..." He gestured at Francis's hands. "You have learned my style. My techniques. Things I have only taught to my apprentices."

"Many deaths ago," Francis said, the words spilling out now. "I came to your forge and asked you to teach me. You did. We spent weeks working together, and you showed me how to shape steel, how to read the fire, how to know when the metal was ready. And then I died to an Ursaloth, and when I woke up, you didn't remember any of it."

"So you came back," Tormund said. "And learned again."

"And again. And again." Francis looked at his hands, callused now from both combat and smithing. "Each time, I remember. Each time, I strive to become stronger, learn more, and improve. Because if I'm not, people die. I have a brother… Michael. He dies. You die. Everyone I care about dies, and I have to watch it happen over and over until I figure out how to stop it."

The forge fire popped, sending a shower of sparks up into the smoke-stained rafters. Tormund watched them rise and fade before speaking.

"Our people," Tormund said finally, "we believe in the cycle. Death and rebirth. The gods test us, and we are reborn stronger. But this..." He shook his head. "This is something else. You are not just reborn. You say you remember, and you learn. Even more is that you bring with you what you have learned and gained."

"I don't know if it's a gift or a curse," Francis admitted. "Sometimes I think I'm going insane. Doing the same things over and over, watching the same people die, having the same conversations. But then I make progress. I save someone who died before. I learn a skill that helps me survive longer. And it feels like maybe, just maybe, I can actually win this."

"Win what?"

"The war. All of it. Keep everyone alive and defeat the beastkin." Francis laughed, but there was no humor in it. "Sounds impossible, doesn't it?"

"Everything sounds impossible until someone does it." Tormund stood and moved back to the anvil, picking up the blade Francis had been working on. He examined it in the firelight, testing the edge with his thumb. "This is good work. Not perfect, but good. You have talent."

"Thanks to you," Francis said, joining him.

"Thanks to you not giving up." Tormund set the blade down and looked at Francis. "I do not know if I believe in your loops. But I believe in what I see. And I see a warrior who keeps fighting, who keeps learning, who refuses to quit. That is worth something, whether you live once or a thousand times."

Francis felt something ease in his chest. He hadn't realized how much he'd needed this, someone to just... accept it. Even better was that his blacksmithing mentor didn’t question or demand proof. He just acknowledged that Francis was carrying something heavy and offered to help bear the weight.

"So," Tormund said, picking up his own hammer. "If you have learned from me before, then you know what comes next. We work on blade balance. Your fuller is good, but weight distribution needs adjustment."

And just like that, they were back to work. But something had changed. As Francis heated the blade and began working on the balance point, he found himself relaxing in a way he hadn't been able to in dozens of loops. Tormund asked questions about the loops, about what Francis had learned, about the battles he'd fought. And Francis answered honestly, finding relief in the honesty.

"The Ursaloths," Tormund said at one point. "You fight them often?"

"Most loops, yes. Sometimes, though not for a while." Francis shaped the metal with steady strikes. "They're how I practice. How I push my healing magic to its limits."

"That is why you smell like blood and snow when you return," Tormund observed. "I wondered. Most warriors do not seek out those beasts alone. They are pack hunters. Dangerous."

"Dangerous is the point." Francis plunged the blade into the quenching barrel again. "If I can't survive them, I can't survive what's coming. The real battles, the ones that matter."

They worked in comfortable silence for a while after that, the rhythm of the forge settling around them like a familiar cloak. Francis found himself remembering all the previous times he'd done this, all the conversations they'd had in other loops. But this time felt different. This time, Tormund knew. This time, Francis wasn't alone.

A notification appeared in Francis's vision as he finished adjusting the blade's balance.

[ Blacksmithing Increased - 19 ]

"Tell me," Tormund said as the afternoon wore on. "This magic you are learning. The Life Core Channeling. How does it work with your loops?"

"When I die, I lose anything I’m holding or wearing, but I keep all my stat and skill increases. The stats increase stay, and the skill levels stay, but my actual body returns to its original state. So if I acquire a beautiful scar in one loop, it is gone when I die."

"But knowledge remains," Tormund said thoughtfully. "Like smithing. You know techniques."

"Exactly." Francis set down his hammer and flexed his fingers. "It's frustrating. I know what I should be able to do, as if I’ve never stopped. So I keep pushing forward, and I keep dying, trying to learn more and improve with each death."

"Sounds like smithing," Tormund said with a slight smile. "You know what a good blade looks like, but making one? That takes practice. And failure. Lots of failure."

"I've had plenty of that." Francis looked at the blade they'd been working on. It was better than anything he could have made when he first arrived at the barbarian camp. Not perfect, not masterwork quality, but solid. Functional. "Do you ever regret becoming a smith? Instead of a warrior?"

Tormund considered the question while he banked the forge fire. "No. Warriors fight battles. Smiths make warriors able to fight. Without good weapons, even the greatest warrior falls. I serve my people this way. It is enough."

"You're a philosopher," Francis said.

"I am smith who thinks too much," Tormund corrected. "Now come. You will return tomorrow, yes? To work more?"

"If I don't die tonight," Francis said, then caught himself. "Sorry. Dark humor."

"If you live a thousand lives, you are allowed dark humor." Tormund clapped him on the shoulder with enough force to make Francis stagger. "Go. Train. Die if you must. But come back and work metal with me again. I would like to see what you can make with more practice."

Francis nodded and headed back into the camp proper. The sun was setting, painting the snow in shades of orange and pink. Warriors were finishing their training for the day, and the smell of cooking meat drifted from the communal fires.

He made his way toward the training grounds, intending to practice with his swords before the evening meal. But as he walked, he noticed someone watching him from near one of the shaman tents.

Kerhi.

The shaman stood with her arms crossed, her blue eyes tracking Francis's movement through the camp. She'd been doing that more often lately, he'd noticed. Watching him. Studying him. As if she were trying to figure out a puzzle that didn't quite fit together.

Their eyes met across the distance, and for a moment, neither looked away. Then Kerhi turned and disappeared into the tent behind her, leaving Francis alone with his thoughts.

What does she see when she looks at me?

Francis shook his head and continued to the training grounds. He had work to do. The Ursaloths would be waiting for him tomorrow, and he still had progress to make with his Life Core Channeling.

---

Five deaths later, Francis stood over the corpses of three Ursaloths, his chest heaving and blood streaming from a dozen wounds. The cold didn't bother him anymore thanks to his Cold Resistance, but the pain still registered despite his Pain Resistance dulling it.

He grabbed his core and pulled, feeling the power flow through his threads. The sensation was becoming more familiar now, easier to maintain. Not effortless, not like the barbarians with their thick veins, but manageable.

The wounds on his arms began to close. Not quickly, not like true regeneration would, but faster than normal healing. Flesh knitting together, blood flow slowing, pain receding as his body repaired itself.

A notification appeared.

[ Life Core Channeling Increased - 20 ]

[ Magic Increased - 18 ]

Francis smiled despite the exhaustion. Progress. Slow, hard-won, paid for in blood and pain, but progress nonetheless.

Without waiting, he took off jogging, ignoring the roar of the alpha as it most likely called him a coward.

He made his way back to camp as the last of his wounds finished healing. The walk gave him time to think about what Tormund had said, about cycles and rebirth. The barbarians viewed death as a natural part of life, an inevitable transition. But what Francis experienced wasn't natural. It was something else, something that broke the normal rules.

When he reached the forge, he found Tormund still there, working on some project of his own. The blacksmith looked up as Francis approached and grunted in greeting.

"Still alive," Tormund observed.

"For now," Francis replied. "Mind if I work for a bit? Need to keep my hands busy."

"Forge is always open to those who respect it." Tormund gestured to the anvil. "What will you make?"

Francis considered. "A knife. Something small. I want to practice detail work."

"Good choice." Tormund returned to his own work, but Francis could feel the man's presence, steady and reassuring. Having someone know about the loops, someone he could talk to without hiding or pretending, made everything feel a little less overwhelming.

As Francis worked the metal, shaping it with careful strikes, he found himself thinking about the path ahead. Hundreds more deaths, maybe thousands. Learning to regenerate properly would take time, would require his Magic stat to climb higher, and would demand that he push his Life Core Channeling to levels he could barely imagine.

But he had time. He had all the time in the world, even if each moment was bought with death and pain.

And now, he had a friend who understood.

The hammer rang against the anvil, and Francis shaped the knife with steady hands, feeling the metal yield to his will. Outside, the barbarian camp settled into evening routines. Warriors told stories around fires, shamans chanted their prayers, and a few children that he had seen played in the snow despite the cold.

Life continued, cycle after cycle, death after death.

And Francis continued with it, one strike of the hammer at a time.
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        The sound of the morning bell rang.
      

        "It's earlier than usual," Michael grunted as he sat up. "What gives?"
      

        Francis sat up, already mentally counting. Death sixty-eight. The Ursaloth alpha had caught him yesterday, its massive paw crushing his ribcage before he could activate Iron Wall. A stupid mistake, one born from overconfidence after taking down the pack.
      

        Getting sloppy. Can't afford that.
      

        Glancing at his brother who was yawning, Francis couldn’t help but smile.
      

        He bolted out of bed, grabbing Michael and slung him over his shoulder.
      

        “What the–” 
      

        Francis ignored his brother’s protests, running out the building they shared, and toward where Phillip was going to be waiting.
      

        “Hey, I’m just trying not to be late!”
      

        ---
      

        Having a confidant had changed everything in the last loop. The weight of carrying the secret alone had been crushing him without Francis even realizing it. But with Tormund knowing, understanding, and accepting, it had felt like he could breathe again.
      

        So he'd keep that. Every loop from now on, Tormund would know.
      

        The forge was exactly as Francis expected it to be. Tormund stood at the anvil, hammer in hand, working a piece of steel that glowed orange in the morning light. The massive blacksmith didn't look up as Francis entered, but his voice carried over the ring of metal on metal.
      

        "You are here early, Southerner."
      

        "I need to tell you something," Francis said, moving to stand near the fire. "And I need you just to listen until I'm done."
      

        Tormund's hammer paused mid-swing. He set it down carefully and turned to face Francis, his scarred face unreadable. "That sounds serious."
      

        "It is." Francis took a breath. "When I die, I wake up back at my training camp in the South. Everything resets. Everyone forgets. But I remember everything, and I retain my skills, stats, and all that I've learned. And then I have to do it all again."
      

        Tormund's expression didn't change, but Francis saw something flicker in the blacksmith's eyes. Recognition, maybe. Or understanding.
      

        "I've died sixty-eight times," Francis continued. "Sometimes to the Ursaloths. Sometimes in battle against one of the warriors here. Once, because I was stupid enough to challenge an elite warrior when I wasn't ready. Each time, I come back. Each time, I have to build the relationships again, earn the trust again, prove myself again."
      

        "And you are telling me this now because...?" Tormund asked.
      

        "Because last loop, you figured it out. You noticed I knew techniques you'd never taught me, that I worked metal like someone who'd been your apprentice for months. We talked, and I told you the truth, and you... accepted it. Helped me carry the weight of it." Francis met Tormund's eyes. "I don't want to wait for you to figure it out this time. I need someone who knows. Someone I can talk to without pretending."
      

        Tormund was quiet for a long moment. Then he picked up his hammer again and gestured to the second anvil. "Show me. Work metal. Let me see what you know."
      

        Francis moved to the anvil, selected a piece of steel from the stockpile, and heated it in the forge. When the metal reached the right temperature, he pulled it out and began shaping it. Not hesitantly, not like someone learning. He worked with the confidence of someone who'd done this dozens of times, his strikes precise and measured.
      

        He used the fuller stroke Tormund had developed, the one the blacksmith had commented on in the previous loop. He checked the color of the steel before each heat, adjusted his grip without thinking, and moved through the process as if it were second nature.
      

        Because it was. He'd learned it from Tormund across multiple loops, refined it through repetition, earned every bit of knowledge through sweat and burns and patient instruction that the blacksmith didn't even remember giving.
      

        When Francis finally plunged the shaped blade into the quenching barrel, Tormund set down his own hammer and walked over. He picked up the blade, examining it in the firelight.
      

        "This is my style," Tormund said quietly. "My techniques. Things I have only taught to three apprentices over twenty years. And you work metal like you have been doing it for months, not days."
      

        "Because I have been," Francis said. "Just not in this version of today."
      

        Tormund set the blade down and moved to the bench at the back of the forge. "Come. Sit. Tell me everything."
      

        So Francis did. He talked about the first loops, about watching Michael die over and over. About learning to fight the Ursaloths, about the ceremony that made him one of the barbarians. He talked about the grinding repetition of it all, the way days blurred together, the exhaustion of being the only one who remembered.
      

        Tormund listened without interrupting, his expression thoughtful. When Francis finally finished, the blacksmith leaned back against the wall.
      

        "Our people believe in cycles," Tormund said. "Death and rebirth. The gods test us, we die, and we are reborn stronger in the next life. But what you describe..." He shook his head. "This is different. You are not just reborn. You carry everything forward. Knowledge, skill, memory. It is like..." He paused, searching for words. "Like steel that remembers every time it has been forged."
      

        "That's a good way to put it," Francis said.
      

        "It must be lonely," Tormund observed. "To remember when no one else does. To build friendships that reset. To watch people die knowing you will see them alive again, but they will not remember what came before."
      

        Francis felt something tight in his chest loosen. "Yes. Exactly that."
      

        "Then you have my friendship, Francis Lancaster. In this loop and every loop after, if you choose to tell me. I will help carry this weight with you." Tormund stood and offered his hand in the warrior's grip. "Now. Let us work metal together. Tell me what you are trying to learn."
      

        They returned to the forge, and Francis found himself settling into the familiar rhythm. But this time, he could talk openly. He explained that he was trying to improve his healing magic, that he needed his Blacksmithing skill to climb higher, and that every point of progress mattered.
      

        "Healing magic," Tormund said as they worked. "The Life Core Channeling. You are trying to regenerate flesh?"
      

        "Eventually. Currently, I can close wounds more quickly than normal, but it's not true regeneration. That's going to take a lot more deaths, a lot more practice." Francis shaped the metal with steady strikes. "The problem is it's incredibly mana intensive. Much harder than just enhancing strength or speed."
      

        "Because regrowing flesh is more complex than making it temporarily stronger," Tormund said thoughtfully. "Like the difference between tempering existing steel and creating new steel from ore."
      

        "Exactly." Francis appreciated how quickly Tormund understood. "So I'm constantly grinding against enemies. I’m always fighting Ursaloths, dying when I push too far, coming back, and trying again. I’m also slowly building up my Magic stat, as well as increasing my Life Core Channeling skill."
      

        "How high is it now?"
      

        "Twenty. My Magic stat is eighteen." Francis plunged his work into the water. "I need both to be much higher before real regeneration is possible."
      

        Tormund grunted acknowledgment. "Then we work. You practice smithing, I teach techniques. Between fighting and forging, you will grow stronger."
      

        They fell into a comfortable pattern after that. Tormund would demonstrate a technique, Francis would practice it, and they'd talk. Sometimes about the loops, sometimes about smithing philosophy, sometimes about nothing in particular. Just two craftsmen working metal together.
      

        "Tell me," Tormund said as the morning stretched into afternoon. "In previous loops, what have we talked about? What have I told you?"
      

        Francis paused in his work. "You told me about your apprentices. How one died in battle, how another moved south to work in Reevorort, how the third is still here in camp. You discussed your philosophy on crafting, explaining that a good blade is more than just sharp metal. You said that smithing is meditation, that the rhythm of the hammer teaches patience."
      

        "All true," Tormund said. "What else?"
      

        "You told me that you chose smithing over being a warrior because you wanted to create instead of destroy. That watching something take shape under your hammer was more satisfying than watching enemies fall." Francis met the blacksmith's eyes. "You said that warriors fight one battle at a time, but smiths fight every battle through the weapons they make."
      

        Tormund smiled slightly. "I do say that, yes. It is good philosophy."
      

        "It is," Francis agreed.
      

        They worked in silence for a while, and Francis felt the tension he'd been carrying ease. This was what he needed. Not just someone who knew about the loops, but someone who could help ground him in the present moment. The forge, the hammer, the metal, the fire. Real, tangible things that existed regardless of how many times Francis died and came back.
      

        A notification appeared as Francis finished a particularly tricky joint.
      

        [ Blacksmithing Increased - 21 ]
      

        "You smiled," Tormund observed. "Skill increase?"
      

        "Twenty-one now."
      

        "Good. You are learning fast. But then, you have had practice." Tormund examined Francis's work. "This joint is solid. Clean. You are ready for more complex projects."
      

        "What do you recommend?"
      

        "A full blade. Not a practice piece, but a real weapon. Something you would be willing to carry into battle." Tormund moved to his stock of metal. "We will use good steel. You will craft it properly, from heating to quenching to sharpening. And when you are done, you will have a weapon worthy of a barbarian warrior."
      

        Francis felt a surge of pride at the offer. "I'd be honored."
      

        "Then we begin tomorrow. Today, you practice joints and balance. Tomorrow, real work." Tormund returned to his own project. "Now tell me about this brother of yours. Michael. What is he like?"
      

        Francis smiled. "Skinny. Jokes too much. Terrible at swordplay but refuses to give up. He's..." Francis paused, searching for the right words. "He's the reason I keep fighting. The reason I keep coming back. As long as he's alive, as long as I can save him, all of this is worth it."
      

        "Good reason," Tormund said. "Best reason. Family is worth dying for. Or in your case, worth dying over and over for."
      

        They worked until the afternoon sun began to sink toward the horizon. Francis's arms ached from the repetitive motion, his hands were sore despite his calluses, but he felt good. Productive. Like he'd accomplished something real.
      

        "You will go fight Ursaloths now?" Tormund asked as Francis prepared to leave.
      

        "Probably. Need to practice my healing, test my limits."
      

        "Be careful. Even with your loops, pain is still pain. Death is still death."
      

        "I know." Francis headed for the door, then paused. "Thank you. For believing me. For accepting it."
      

        "Thank you for trusting me with the truth," Tormund replied. "Now go. Train. And come back tomorrow ready to forge a real blade."
      

        ---
      

        The Ursaloths were waiting in their usual territory, a rocky outcropping about an hour's jog from camp. Francis had fought them so many times now that he knew their patterns by heart. The way the smaller ones would circle while the larger ones attacked. The tells before they lunged. The moment when the alpha would enter the fight if things went badly for the pack.
      

        He drew his swords and stepped into their territory.
      

        The first Ursaloth charged immediately, its massive bulk covering the distance faster than most people would expect. Francis sidestepped and cut across its flank, opening a deep wound. The beast roared and spun, but Francis was already moving to engage the second one.
      

        This was the dance he knew. Strike, retreat, block, counter. Keep moving, never stay still, use their size against them. The Ursaloths were powerful, but they were also predictable. At least, they had been.
      

        Francis killed the first two without taking serious damage. The third managed to catch him with a glancing blow that opened his arm from elbow to wrist. Francis hissed at the pain but kept fighting, feeling his core respond as he pulled power through his threads.
      

        The wound on his arm began to close even as he fought. Not quickly enough to matter in combat, but faster than it should. The flesh knitting, the blood flow slowing, the pain receding to a dull ache.
      

        He finished the third Ursaloth and stood among the corpses, breathing hard. Three down. His arm was still healing, the sensation strange but not unpleasant. Like an itch he couldn't quite scratch, combined with the warmth of the power flowing through him.
      

        Then he heard it. The roar of the alpha, somewhere in the rocks above him.
      

        Not today.
      

        Francis turned and ran. Not out of fear, but strategy. He'd fought the alpha before, died to it multiple times. Today wasn't about testing himself against the strongest opponent. Today was about controlled practice, about pushing his healing without pushing so far that he died.
      

        The alpha roared again behind him, the sound echoing off the rocks. Francis could hear the massive beast pursuing, but he had a head start, and he was faster. By the time he reached the edge of the Ursaloth territory, the alpha had given up the chase.
      

        Francis slowed to a walk, checking his arm. The wound was almost completely healed now, just a pink line of new skin showing where the gash had been. In another hour, even that would fade.
      

        A notification appeared.
      

        [ Life Core Channeling Increased - 22 ]
      

        Francis smiled. Two levels in one day. Not bad. If he could maintain this pace, if he could keep grinding without dying too often, he'd make real progress.
      

        The walk back to camp gave him time to think. About Tormund, about the forge, about the path ahead. He had a friend now who understood the loops. Someone he could talk to openly, someone who would help ground him when the weight of it all became too much.
      

        That was worth more than any skill increase.
      

        As Francis entered the camp, he noticed Kerhi again. She stood near the shaman tents, her blue eyes following his progress. When their gazes met, she didn't look away this time. Instead, she nodded slightly, an acknowledgment that felt almost like respect.
      

        Francis nodded back and continued toward his tent. Tomorrow he'd forge a real blade with Tormund. Tomorrow he'd fight the Ursaloths again. Tomorrow he'd keep pushing forward, one step at a time, one death at a time, one skill level at a time.
      

        Because that was all he could do. Keep fighting. Keep learning. Keep refusing to give up.
      

        Whatever it took.
      

        
          
‎  
      

            

    
        Chapter 35

    
    
    
    
                Chapter 35

 

The sound of the morning bell rang.

"It's earlier than usual," Michael grunted as he sat up. "What gives?"

Francis lay still for a moment, staring at the ceiling. Death one hundred and three. The alpha had gotten him again, but this time he'd taken it down with him. A small victory that still ended with his ribs being crushed, but progress nonetheless.

"Just another day, brother." Francis sat up and began dressing. The routine was familiar now, comfortable even. Wake up, get to Thules, tell Tormund, work the forge, fight the Ursaloths. Repeat until dead. Repeat until stronger.

---

Tormund listened to Francis's explanation of the loops with the same patience he always did. By now, Francis had refined the telling down to its essentials. Quick, efficient, enough to prove he knew things he shouldn't.  
‎  
‎ After the first day of being at the camp, smithing and going out to fight, Francis couldn’t believe what the blacksmith said.

"Death one hundred and three," Tormund said when Francis finished a small blade. "You are persistent."

"I don't have much choice." Francis heated another piece of steel in the forge. "Michael dies, the barbarians die, everyone dies if I'm not."

They worked in silence for a while, the rhythm of hammer on steel settling Francis's mind. He'd come to appreciate these mornings at the forge. The repetitive motion, the heat of the fire, the satisfaction of watching metal take shape. It was meditation disguised as labor.

Francis smiled. "Hit twenty-five in Life Core Channeling three deaths ago. It’s making a big difference. I can close wounds about twice as fast now compared to when I started."

"But still not the true regeneration you desire, is it?"

"Still not true regeneration," Francis confirmed. "That's going to take a lot more. My Magic stat finally hit twenty, though, so that helps."

"Good progress." Tormund examined the piece Francis was working on. "This joint is better than yesterday. Your control is improving."

A notification appeared as if summoned by the compliment.

[ Blacksmithing Increased - 24 ]

"Twenty-four now," Francis said.

"Then you are ready." Tormund set down his hammer and moved to the back of the forge. He returned, carrying a peculiar, half-finished yet recognizable weapon. An axe, its head roughly shaped but not yet sharpened or balanced. "We make this together. Proper barbarian axe."

Francis felt something stir in his chest. Pride, maybe. Or anticipation. "You want me to help forge an axe?"

"I want you to learn how to fight with an axe," Tormund corrected. "I don’t want you to just learn to make them. You need to learn how to use one to truly understand how to make them. You fight with swords, yes? Good weapons. But here in the North, the axe is king. If you truly want to be one of us, you should know our weapon."

Francis took the unfinished axe head, feeling its weight. It was heavier than his swords, but balanced differently. "I've never really trained with axes beyond a few sparing matches."

"Then we fix that." Tormund gestured to the work area. "First, we finish this axe. Make it good, make it yours. Then, I teach you to swing it properly. And after that..." He smiled slightly. "After that, you find warriors to spar with. Learn from dying, as you do with everything else."

They spent the rest of the morning working on the axe. Tormund showed Francis how to shape the blade, how to create the proper curve, and how to ensure the balance was right. It was different from sword-making, required different techniques, but Francis found he enjoyed it.

By afternoon, they had a rough handle attached and the blade properly shaped. Not finished, not sharpened, but close.

"Tomorrow, we sharpen and balance," Tormund said. "Today, you take this and learn to swing it. Go to the training grounds. Find someone who will teach."

Francis hefted the axe, testing its weight. "Any recommendations?"

"Kerhi," Tormund said without hesitation. "She is a shaman, but she trains with an axe when she is not healing or channeling. She is a good teacher and patient."

Francis thought about the woman who'd been watching him for the past several loops. The one who always seemed to be studying him, trying to figure something out. "You think she'll agree to teach me?"

"I think she has been watching you for a reason," Tormund replied. "She is curious. Use that. Ask, and see what happens."

---

Francis found Kerhi near the training grounds, as Tormund had suggested. She was working through forms with a well-crafted axe, her movements fluid and precise. Francis watched for a moment, noting how she shifted her weight and controlled the weapon's momentum.

"Are you going to stand there staring, or are you going to speak?" Kerhi asked without looking at him.

Francis moved closer, the unfinished axe resting on his shoulder. "I need to learn to use this. Tormund suggested you might be willing to teach."

Kerhi finished her form and turned to face him. Her blue eyes studied the axe, then Francis himself. "You made that?"

"With Tormund's help. It still needs sharpening and final balance work."

"Let me see it." She held out her hand, and Francis passed her the axe. Kerhi tested its weight, made a few experimental swings. "It’s good work. Not perfect, but good. You have talent for smithing."

"Thank you."

"Why do you want to learn axe?" Kerhi asked, handing the weapon back. "You fight with swords. I have seen you. You are good with them."

"Because I'm here," Francis said simply. "Because if I'm going to be one of your people, I should know your weapons. And because..." He paused, considering. "Because every skill I learn might be the one that saves someone's life."

Kerhi's expression shifted slightly. Not quite a smile, but something close. "That is a good answer. Better than 'I want to be stronger' or 'I want to kill more enemies.'"

"Those too," Francis admitted. "But mostly the first thing."

"Honest. I like that." Kerhi picked up her axe again. "I will teach you. But you must understand, axe is not a sword. You cannot use it the same way. They have a different balance, a different rhythm, and a different mindset."

"I'm ready to learn."

"Good. Then we start now." She moved to the center of the training ground. "First lesson: stance. An axe is heavier than a sword, and needs a stronger base. Show me how you stand when fighting."

Francis fell into his combat stance, the one Phillip had drilled into him over countless hours. Balanced on the balls of his feet, weight distributed evenly, ready to move in any direction.

"Good for swords," Kerhi said. "Too light for axe. Feet wider. Lower center of gravity. Like this." She demonstrated a solid and grounded stance. "Axe has more momentum. If you are too light on your feet, the weapon will control you instead of you controlling the weapon."

Francis adjusted his stance, trying to match hers. It felt strange, too planted, but he trusted her expertise.

"Better. Now, basic swing. Overhead, straight down." She demonstrated her axe coming down in a clean arc. "Power comes from the whole body, not just the arms. See?"

Francis tried to copy the movement. His swing was a little off-balance, nothing like Kerhi's fluid motion.

"Again," Kerhi said. "Focus on hips. They start the motion. Your arms just guide the weapon."

Francis swung again. Slightly better.

"Again."

They worked for over an hour, Kerhi patiently correcting his form, showing him the basic strikes and blocks. By the end, Francis's arms burned, and sweat soaked his furs despite the cold, but he was starting to feel the rhythm of the axe.

A notification appeared.

[ Axe Skill Acquired - 20 ]

Francis smiled despite his exhaustion. Progress.

"Enough for today," Kerhi said, lowering her practice weapon. "You have a good foundation. Natural balance. It will be easier to teach than some."

"Thank you for taking the time."

"You are welcome." She studied him for a moment, her expression thoughtful. "Can I ask you something?"

"Of course."

"Why are you really here?" Kerhi asked. "Not just in Thules, but here. Learning our ways, working our forges, fighting our battles. You are a Southerner. You could be safe in your kingdom, far from war. But instead, you are here, fighting against our enemy and learning to swing an axe. Why?"

Francis considered the question. He could give her the simple answer, the surface truth. But something about the way she asked, the genuine curiosity in her eyes, made him want to be honest.

"Because I have a brother," Francis said. "And he dies if I'm not strong enough. Because there's a war coming that will consume everything if someone doesn't stop it. And because..." He met her eyes. "Because I'm the only one who can see the whole picture. The only one who remembers. So it has to be me."

Kerhi's brow furrowed slightly. "The only one who remembers what?"

Francis realized his mistake too late. He'd said too much, revealed something he hadn't meant to. But backing away from it now would be worse than explaining.

"It's complicated," Francis said carefully. "And probably sounds insane. But I promise you, everything I do, I do for good reasons."

Kerhi was quiet for a long moment. Then she nodded slowly. "I believe you. I do not understand, but I believe you." She picked up her practice axe. "Come back tomorrow. We will train more. And maybe, when you are ready, you will explain this complicated thing to me."

"Maybe," Francis agreed.

"Until then, practice your forms. Get your body used to the weight of the axe." She started to walk away, then paused. "And Francis? Thank you for being honest with me. Even if you cannot tell me everything."

Francis watched her go, feeling something shift in his chest. Kerhi was different from the others. She saw more, understood more, even without knowing about the loops. And she was patient enough to wait for answers.

Maybe in a few more loops, I'll tell her. See if she accepts it like Tormund did.

---

Three deaths later, Francis stood over four dead Ursaloths, his new axe dripping with blood. The weapon felt better in his hands now, more natural. He'd died twice learning to use it properly in combat, but the skill was climbing steadily.

[ Axe Increased - 25 ]

Francis pulled power from his core, healing the gash across his ribs. The wound closed faster now, the flesh knitting together in seconds instead of minutes. Not instant, not true regeneration, but progress.

He heard the alpha's roar in the distance and smiled. Not today. He had what he needed from this fight. Time to retreat, regroup, and come back tomorrow.

As he jogged back toward camp, Francis thought about the pattern he'd established. Tell Tormund, work the forge, train with Kerhi, fight the Ursaloths. Each loop, the same routine, but each loop, he was a little stronger, a little faster, a little closer to the goal.

Death one hundred and six had brought him Life Core Channeling to twenty-five. His Magic stat sat at twenty. His Blacksmithing was twenty-four, his Axe was twenty-five. Real, measurable progress.

And more than that, he had allies now. Tormund, who knew the truth, and Kerhi, who was starting to understand that Francis was more than he appeared. Both of them were helping him grow stronger in different ways.

The path ahead was still long. Hundreds more deaths, maybe thousands. But Francis could see it now, the slow climb toward the power he needed.

One death at a time.

One skill level at a time.

 
‎  

            

    
        Life Update - Some changes

    
    
    
    
                Hey Everyone,


2026 is later tonight and my original plans for how the year might start has been sidelined in a lot of ways.


At the end of August I suffered a mental breakdown due to some medication my psychiatrist had me on.  My life drastically changed after that and the following month was pretty rough.  My psychiatrist and therapist both took me off the two medications I was on (Adderall & Wellbutrin).  I was suffering blackouts of time and other issues from the combination and so I went cold turkey in October after a long discussion with my psychiatrist.  


The good news is that I stopped suffering from the behavior changes I didn't realize I was experiencing (inability to reason, unable to determine if I should say something or not, constant on edge, etc). The bad news was that after two months of monitoring, a few things have become evident:

1 - I'm struggling with focus and memory problems now. Remembering things both in life and in writing has become harder. I forget details and unless I have lists for both life and stories, I'm struggling to remember things.  I'm working on some solutions with this (New programs like obsidian to help track things) but it's been a bear realizing how much of life is being affected.

2 - My son with seizures had another one last night.  We're stumped and trying to come up with a plan with the neurologist.  It's a bit heavy dealing with that.

3 - My mother's dementia and mental stuff is getting worse.  Her memory and other problems continue to grow and taking care of her is harder when combined with the other two things.


My psychiatrist and I are looking at trying to slowly add back my wellbutrin to help with the overwhelming feelings that seem to be crashing down on me from all the stuff. We also have another plan in place.

Instead of trying to juggle 6+ stories (because that's how my brain operates, chasing things like a dog after balls), I'm going to drop down to the 3 that I need to focus on.

Ultimate Level 1 is my main focus.  It's my flagship series. I'll stay on top of it.

Loopbreaker is 2 books done and book 3 has started. I'll focus on it after UL1.

The Awakening of Arin book 1 is finished and book 2 is started.  I'll probably plan on a week or two of being on this.

That leaves my Formation story falling to the wayside for a bit (perhaps a few days a month).

My Battle Through the Nine Realms will get a month off before I work on book 4.  


I have other stories that are in edits that I haven't even posted but been working on for a while.  Those will be slow rolled as I just can't spread myself anymore.


I'd rather be honest with everyone and tell them where I'm at.  Thank you for the support. Sorry for the constant problems that seem to be plaguing all my stories lately.  I'm going to try and find a way to get back in the groove.

If you're following a story that is being sidelined, I'll continue posting until the chapters I have run out.
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                Chapter 36
         
      

        The sound of the morning bell rang.
      

        "It's earlier than usual," Michael grunted as he sat up. "What gives?"
      

        Death one hundred and fifty-three. Is it even worth keeping track like this?
      

        Francis lay in his bunk, staring at the wooden beams above him. The alpha had crushed his spine this time, a quick death but not a painless one. He'd gotten cocky, thought he could take on the whole pack plus the alpha in one go. He had been wrong.
      

        Stop rushing. The grind is the grind. Accept it.
      

        "Just another day, brother." Francis rolled out of bed and began the familiar routine. Get dressed, get to Thules, tell Tormund, work metal, train with Kerhi, fight beasts, die. The cycle had become almost comfortable in its predictability.
      

        ---
      

        Five days had passed since Francis arrived at the barbarian camp this loop.
      

        Five days of the same pattern. Wake, travel to Thules, tell Tormund about the loops, work the forge until afternoon, train with Kerhi until evening, hunt Ursaloths until he needed to retreat, and heal. Each day, adding incremental progress to skills that climbed with agonizing slowness.
      

        Tormund's forge was warm against the morning cold as Francis entered on the sixth day. The blacksmith worked at his anvil, shaping what looked like a spear tip, each strike of his hammer precise and measured. He looked up as Francis approached and nodded in greeting.
      

        "You are earlier than usual, Francis," Tormund observed, setting down his hammer. Over the past five days, they'd settled into a comfortable working relationship. The blacksmith no longer questioned Francis's knowledge of techniques he shouldn't know, simply accepted it as part of the strange truth Francis had shared on that first morning.
      

        "Couldn't sleep," Francis admitted. "Figured I might as well work metal."
      

        "Then work." Tormund gestured to the second anvil. "You were making progress on that joint yesterday. Continue with it."
      

        Francis selected the piece he'd been working on and heated it in the forge. The familiar rhythm settled over him as he began shaping the metal, each strike deliberate and controlled. Five days of practice in this loop had refined his technique even further, building on the foundation of knowledge carried across timelines.
      

        "Your Life Core Channeling," Tormund said as they worked side by side. "You said it was at twenty-seven. Have you made progress since we last spoke of it?"
      

        "Still twenty-seven," Francis replied. "It's slow going. Need my Magic stat to be higher before I can push the skill much further. That's sitting at twenty-two right now."
      

        "Patience," Tormund counseled. "Steel cannot be rushed. Neither can mastery of any craft. You push too hard, and the metal breaks. Same with magic, I think."
      

        "Patience is hard when people's lives depend on getting stronger," Francis said, but he understood the wisdom in Tormund's words. The blacksmith had a way of putting things in perspective, grounding Francis when the weight of the loops threatened to overwhelm him.
      

        They worked in comfortable silence for a while longer. As Francis completed the joint he'd been struggling with, a notification appeared.
      

        [ Blacksmithing Increased - 27 ]
      

        "Twenty-seven now," Francis said with satisfaction.
      

        "Good progress." Tormund examined the piece, nodding approval. "You have a natural talent for this. The metal speaks to you, and you listen. That is rare."
      

        They continued working until the afternoon sun began its descent. Francis's arms ached pleasantly from the repetitive motion, his hands were sore despite his calluses, but he felt centered in a way that combat alone could never provide.
      

        "You will train with Kerhi again today?" Tormund asked as Francis prepared to leave.
      

        "That's the plan. She's been patient teaching me axe work all week."
      

        "She is a good teacher." Tormund banked the forge fire. "But she also sees more than most. I have noticed her watching you when she thinks you are not looking. She is trying to understand something about you."
      

        "I know," Francis said. "She asks questions I can't fully answer."
      

        "Perhaps that is good," Tormund mused. "Questions mean she cares enough to wonder. That is the first step toward trust."
      

        ---
      

        Francis found Kerhi at the training grounds, working through forms with her axe. The weapon moved in precise arcs, each swing controlled and purposeful. She wasn't just practicing. She was meditating through motion, finding the quiet center that warriors sought when preparing for battle.
      

        He waited until she finished the sequence before approaching. Interrupting someone's forms was considered rude among the barbarians, a sign of disrespect he'd learned to avoid.
      

        "You are here for training," Kerhi said, lowering her weapon and turning to face him. She'd been expecting him. They'd followed this pattern for five consecutive days now, enough that she no longer questioned whether he'd show up.
      

        "If you have time," Francis replied, knowing she did. They'd established a routine, carved out this space in both their schedules.
      

        "I have time." She gestured for him to take a position across from her. "Show me your stance."
      

        Francis fell into the wide, grounded stance she'd taught him over their previous sessions. Feet planted, center of gravity low, weight distributed to handle the momentum of an axe. It felt more natural now than it had on that first day, his body adapting to the requirements of the weapon.
      

        "Good," Kerhi approved. "Your foundation is solid. Now, show me the basic strikes we practiced yesterday."
      

        Francis worked through the sequences. Overhead strikes, diagonal cuts, horizontal sweeps. Each movement required precise timing and control, the weight of the axe demanding respect. He wasn't as fluid as Kerhi, didn't have her years of experience, but he was competent now. Functional.
      

        "Much improved from where you started," Kerhi said after watching him run through the forms twice. She paused, her blue eyes studying him with that penetrating intensity he'd come to recognize. "You learn quickly. Faster than most students I have taught."
      

        Francis kept his expression neutral. "I practice whenever I can."
      

        "That much is obvious." Kerhi set down her practice axe and crossed her arms. "But practice alone does not explain the intensity I see in you. Most warriors train to maintain their skills, to prepare for battle. You train like a man possessed. Like you are running out of time."
      

        Francis chose his words carefully. "Maybe I am."
      

        "That is not an answer." Kerhi's voice wasn't accusatory, more like curious. "I have watched you this week, Francis Lancaster. You arrive at Tormund's forge before dawn and work until afternoon. Then you come here and train until your arms shake from exhaustion. And then, when most warriors would rest, you go into the wilderness alone to hunt dangerous beasts. When you return hours later, covered in blood and wounds that should have killed you, there is something in your eyes. Something haunted."
      

        Francis said nothing, unsure how to respond without revealing too much.
      

        "I do not understand your obsession," Kerhi continued. "What drives you to push yourself so hard? What are you preparing for that requires this level of dedication?"
      

        Francis met her eyes. She deserved some truth, even if he couldn't give her all of it. "I'm preparing for the moment when everything I've learned will matter. When the people I care about will live or die based on whether I am strong enough, skilled enough, or prepared enough. That moment is coming, and I can't afford to waste any time."
      

        Kerhi's expression softened slightly. "You speak like someone who has already lost people. Who has already failed."
      

        "I have," Francis said quietly. "More times than I can count. And I'll keep failing until I'm strong enough to stop it."
      

        She was quiet for a long moment, her gaze searching his face for answers to questions she hadn't asked. "You are a strange one, Francis. You speak in riddles and carry secrets like stones in your pack. But I see the determination in you. The refusal to give up." She picked up her practice axe again. "Very well. If you will not explain your obsession, then I will help you feed it. We continue training."
      

        They sparred for the next hour, Kerhi pushing Francis harder than she had in their previous sessions. She moved faster, struck with more force, and tested his defenses and his ability to read incoming attacks. Francis gave ground when he had to, held it when he could, and learned with every exchange.
      

        A notification appeared as Kerhi's practice axe caught him across the ribs, the impact hard enough to bruise even through his training leathers.
      

        [ Axe Increased - 28 ]
      

        Francis stepped back, breathing hard, and lowered his weapon. "Thank you. That was exactly what I needed."
      

        "You are welcome." Kerhi wasn't even winded, her breathing steady despite the intensity of their sparring. "Tomorrow, we will work on defensive techniques. You attack well, but your defense needs improvement. If you truly want to survive the battles ahead, you must learn to protect yourself better."
      

        "I'll be here," Francis promised.
      

        As Francis turned to leave, Kerhi spoke again. "Francis. Whatever secret you carry, whatever drives this obsession of yours, I hope you know what you are doing. Obsession can make us strong, but it can also consume us. Be careful that the fire that drives you does not burn you to ash."
      

        Francis looked back at her, seeing genuine concern in her expression. "I'll be careful," he said, though they both knew it was only partly true. He would push as hard as he needed to, risk what had to be risked, because the alternative was unacceptable.
      

        "I hope so," Kerhi said softly. "You have potential, Francis Lancaster. It would be a shame to see it wasted."
      

        ---
      

        Francis stood over the corpses of six Ursaloths, his chest heaving and blood streaming from multiple wounds. The alpha still circled him, wary now, having watched Francis kill half its pack. The beast was smart enough to know when to press an attack and when to wait for a better opportunity.
      

        Francis grabbed his core and pulled power through his threads. The wounds on his arms and legs began to close, flesh knitting together faster than it had even a dozen deaths ago. Not instant regeneration, not yet, but fast enough to matter in a prolonged fight.
      

        The alpha roared, a sound of rage and challenge. It wanted revenge for its fallen pack members. It wanted to tear Francis apart for the insult of invading its territory and killing with impunity.
      

        Francis roared back, grabbing his core harder and flooding his body with power. His muscles surged with enhanced strength, and his movements became quicker. And then, as he had so many times, Francis turned and ran.
      

        The alpha charged, yet he didn’t stop, his core struggling to close wounds while also giving Francis the speed he needed to outrun the alpha. Soon, they had crossed a point on the battlefield and the sounds of pursuit lessened. 
      

        It always stops here for some reason. 
      

        Glancing over his shoulder, Francis saw the alpha standing on both legs, and then it roared.
      

        Laughing, Francis slowed down some, jogging to the outer entrance of the palisade area, seeing the guards who were always there, watching him come home.
      

        Francis thought about Kerhi's words as he nodded at the barbarians he moved past. About obsession and burning to ash. She was right to be concerned. He was pushing himself hard, maybe too hard. But what choice did he have? Michael would die if he stopped. The barbarians would fall if he gave up. Everything he cared about hung in the balance, and only he could tip the scales.
      

        So he'd keep grinding, keep dying, and keep coming back stronger.
      

        Whatever it took.
      

         
      

        
          
‎  
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                Chapter 37
         
      

        Four days into a new loop, and Francis had settled into the familiar pattern. Tormund was aware of the loops, accepting them with the same patience he showed when working with the metal under his hammer. Kerhi had been teaching axe work, her questions about his obsession were gentle but persistent. The Ursaloths had died to his blades dozens of times across different loops, though the alpha remained an insurmountable obstacle if he wanted to live.
      

        Francis was working at the forge, shaping a piece of steel into what would eventually become a short blade, when he noticed someone watching from the entrance. Not Kerhi this time. Someone else.
      

        Jarl Keara stood in the doorway, her blond hair braided in the intricate style favored by clan leaders. She was tall even for a barbarian woman, built like a warrior but carrying herself with the confidence of someone who commanded rather than just fought. Francis had seen her before in previous loops, usually at a distance during clan gatherings or when she met with Glitvall.
      

        "Jarl Keara," Tormund greeted her with a respectful nod. "What brings you to my forge?"
      

        "Curiosity," she replied, her eyes fixed on Francis. "I have heard interesting things about the Southerner who works metal like a master and trains with the dedication of a man possessed. I wanted to see for myself."
      

        Francis set down his hammer and straightened, meeting her gaze. She studied him with the same intensity Kerhi did, but there was something different in her expression. Calculation, perhaps. Or an assessment of a different kind.
      

        "Francis Lancaster," she said, making his name sound almost musical in her accent. "The one who earned the mark of our gods. The one Glitvall himself has spoken of with respect."
      

        "I'm just trying to help," Francis replied carefully. He'd learned across multiple loops that clan politics among the barbarians could be treacherous. Jarls competed for influence, for resources, for the favor of the warchief. Being caught in those games was something Francis had no interest in.
      

        "Just trying to help," Keara repeated, a slight smile playing at her lips. "How modest. Tell me, Francis Lancaster, what do you know of clan alliances?"
      

        "Very little," Francis admitted. "I'm still learning your ways."
      

        "Then let me educate you." She moved closer, her presence commanding the space. "When someone of value appears in our lands, particularly someone blessed by the gods as you are, clans seek to align themselves with that person. To build relationships that benefit both parties."
      

        Francis glanced at Tormund, who had suddenly become very interested in his own work. 
      

        No help there . 
      

        "What kind of relationships?" Francis asked, though he suspected he knew where this was going, having avoided it before.
      

        "Whatever kind serves both parties best." Keara's smile widened slightly. "My clan is strong, Francis. We have the best warriors, the finest weapons, and considerable influence with the clan leaders. An alliance with us would provide you protection, resources, and status. In return, we would benefit from your skills and from the favor the gods have shown you."
      

        "I appreciate the offer," Francis said carefully, "but I'm not sure I'm in a position to make alliances right now. My focus is on training, on getting stronger."
      

        "All the more reason to accept," Keara countered, her smile never fading. "We could provide you with the best training partners, access to weapons and armor you would not otherwise have. My clan's shamans could teach you techniques that others keep secret." She paused, letting her words sink in. "And of course, there are other benefits to such an alliance."
      

        The implication in her tone was clear. Francis had seen this tactic in previous loops, usually directed at warriors the Jarl wanted to bind to her clan. Offers of status, of position, sometimes of more personal arrangements.
      

        "You honor me with your offer, Jarl Keara," Francis said, choosing his words with care. "But I must respectfully decline. My purpose here is specific, and I need to remain free to pursue it without obligations to any particular clan. I hope you understand."
      

        Keara's expression didn't change, but something flickered in her eyes. Surprise, perhaps, that he'd refused her. "You are certain? I assure you, the benefits would be substantial."
      

        "I'm certain," Francis replied. "Though I'm grateful for your interest."
      

        She studied him for a long moment, then nodded slowly. "Very well. However, please be aware that my offer remains open should you change your mind. A man of your talents should not stand alone when he could stand with powerful allies." She turned to leave, then paused at the doorway. "Oh, and Francis? A gift, regardless of your decision. Consider it a token of respect."
      

        She gestured, and a younger barbarian who'd been waiting outside entered carrying a bundle wrapped in furs. He set it down near Francis's workstation and left without a word.
      

        "Quality steel from my clan's personal stores," Keara explained. "Even if you will not ally with us, the gods have marked you as one of our people. That deserves recognition." With that, she departed, leaving Francis staring at the unexpected gift.
      

        "That was interesting," Tormund observed once she was gone.
      

        "That was a test," Francis replied. "She wanted to see if I could be bought."
      

        "And you passed by refusing." Tormund examined the bundle of steel. "Though she will not give up easily. Jarl Keara is persistent when she wants something, and she clearly wants to bind you to her clan."
      

        "Let her try," Francis said, returning to his work. "I don't have time for clan politics."
      

        "Perhaps not," Tormund agreed. "But be careful. Refusing a Jarl can create complications. Not enemies, necessarily, but complications."
      

        Francis nodded, filing that information away. Another thing to navigate in future loops. Another variable to manage.
      

        ---
      

        Kerhi noticed immediately when Francis arrived at the training grounds.
      

        "You look troubled," she observed, setting down her practice axe. "Something happened."
      

        "Jarl Keara visited the forge," Francis admitted. "Made me an offer of alliance."
      

        Kerhi's expression shifted, a hint of concern crossing her features. "And what did you tell her?"
      

        "I declined. Politely, but firmly."
      

        "Good." Kerhi's response was immediate and certain. "Jarl Keara is ambitious. Too ambitious. She sees you as a tool to increase her influence with the warchief and the clan leaders, nothing more."
      

        "You don't like her," Francis observed.
      

        "I do not trust her," Kerhi corrected. "There is a difference. She is a capable leader, a strong warrior, and good to her people. But she plays games of power, and those games often hurt those caught in them." She picked up her practice weapon again. "You were wise to refuse."
      

        "She gave me a gift anyway," Francis said. "Quality steel from her clan's stores."
      

        "Of course she did." Kerhi's tone was dry. "Now you are in her debt, whether you accepted her alliance or not. That is how she operates. Small gifts now, larger ones later, until you owe her enough that refusing becomes difficult."
      

        Francis felt a flash of frustration. He'd thought he was navigating the situation well, but apparently, he'd still been outmaneuvered. "What should I do?"
      

        "Use the steel," Kerhi advised. "Do not feel obligated by it, but do not insult her by refusing her gift either. Just remain firm in your refusal of alliance. Eventually, she will realize you cannot be moved and will look elsewhere." She gestured for Francis to take his stance. "Now, enough talk of clan politics. Show me what you have learned."
      

        They trained for the next two hours, Kerhi pushing Francis harder than usual. It felt almost like she was trying to distract him, or perhaps work out her own frustration about Keara's interference. Either way, Francis welcomed the intensity.
      

        His axe work had improved significantly over the past loops. The weapon felt less foreign in his hands now, more like an extension of his body. He still preferred his swords for actual combat, but having axe skills gave him options, flexibility.
      

        A notification appeared as Kerhi's practice weapon slammed against his in a particularly demanding exchange.
      

        [ Axe Increased - 31 ]
      

        "Better," Kerhi approved, stepping back. "Much better. You are starting to think like an axe fighter, not just a sword fighter using a different weapon."
      

        "Thanks to your teaching," Francis said, breathing hard.
      

        "Thanks to your willingness to learn." She set down her weapon and looked at him thoughtfully. "Francis, about Jarl Keara. She will not give up easily. Be prepared for more offers, more gifts, more pressure. And be careful. Some Jarls do not take rejection well."
      

        "I'll be careful," Francis promised. "And thank you. For the warning and for caring enough to give it."
      

        Something softened in Kerhi's expression. "You are strange, Francis Lancaster. Full of secrets and driven by obsessions I do not understand. But you are also honorable. That is rare enough to be worth protecting."
      

        ---
      

        Francis killed the third Ursaloth and immediately turned to run. He didn't wait to see if more were coming. He didn't push for a fourth kill. Three was the limit he'd learned through painful experience.
      

        The alpha's roar echoed across the rocky terrain, closer than he'd expected. Francis's Battle Sense screamed warning, and he poured more speed into his retreat. His Life Core Channeling flooded power through his threads, enhancing his legs, pushing him faster than normal human limits.
      

        He heard the massive beast pursuing, its heavy footfalls shaking the ground. The alpha was fast for something so large, faster than the smaller pack members, and it had the intelligence to cut off escape routes.
      

        Francis vaulted over a boulder, changed direction sharply, and sprinted toward the treeline. The alpha couldn't follow as easily through dense forest. Too big, too bulky. If he could just reach the trees before it caught him.
      

        A notification appeared mid-sprint.
      

        [ Life Core Channeling Increased - 29 ]
      

        The power boost was immediate. Francis felt his control over the threads tighten, his ability to pull from his core improve. He pushed harder, legs burning with enhanced effort, and dove into the forest with the alpha's snapping jaws just feet behind him.
      

        The beast roared in frustration as Francis disappeared into the trees, its massive form unable to pursue effectively through the dense undergrowth. Francis didn't stop running until he'd put significant distance between himself and the territory, only then allowing himself to slow and check his wounds.
      

        Minor cuts and bruises from the fight with the three smaller Ursaloths. Nothing serious. He pulled power from his core and began healing, watching the gashes close faster than they had even a few loops ago.
      

        Still not fast enough for the real regeneration I need. Yet I’m getting closer… One loop at a time.
      

        As Francis made his way back to camp, he thought about the day. Jarl Keara's offer. Kerhi's warning. The skill gains from training and combat. Everything was progress, even the complications.
      

        Being over two hundred deaths since acquiring the Life Core Channeling skill had been interesting. Each loop was another to learn from. Another chance to get stronger.
      

        He'd keep refusing Keara's advances and keep training with Kerhi. Francis would always keep working the forge with Tormund, and he'd keep dying to the Ursaloths until he was strong enough to face the alpha and win.
      

        However long it took.
      

        Whatever it cost.
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The sound of the morning bell rang.

"It's earlier than usual," Michael grunted as he sat up. "What gives?"

Death two hundred and thirty-eight. Francis stared at the ceiling, feeling the phantom pain of the alpha's claws that had torn through his chest in the previous loop. He'd miscalculated again, thought he could squeeze in a fourth kill before retreating. The price of greed was always the same.

Three. Always three. Don't get greedy. Don't push it.

"Just another day, brother." Francis sat up and began dressing. The routine was so ingrained now that his hands moved without conscious thought. Get to Thules, tell Tormund, work the forge, train with Kerhi, fight the Ursaloths, retreat before the alpha arrived. Repeat until the skills climbed high enough.

---

Six days into this loop. Francis had found a rhythm that worked, a pattern that maximized his progress without wasting time on variables he couldn't control. Tormund knew about the loops and accepted them. Kerhi taught him axe work while asking questions he couldn't fully answer. Jarl Keara had made her offer three days ago, which Francis had politely declined, and so far she'd kept her distance.

The forge was warm as Francis entered. Tormund was already at work, shaping what looked like an axe head. The blacksmith glanced up and nodded in greeting, his scarred hands never pausing in their steady rhythm.

"You are early again," Tormund observed. "Could not sleep?"

"Thinking about yesterday's hunt," Francis said, moving to the second anvil. It was easier than explaining the truth—that he'd died seven loops ago to the alpha, spent the journey from the Southern Kingdom analyzing his mistakes, and had been refining his approach ever since. "Almost made a mistake. Pushed too hard."

"What kind of mistake?"

"I got greedy. Thought I could take four Ursaloths instead of three." Francis selected a piece of steel and began heating it. "The alpha is too fast. By the time I finish the fourth kill, it's already there, cutting off my escape routes."

"So you know your limit," Tormund said. "That is good. Many warriors die because they do not know when to stop pushing. You at least have learned when enough is enough."

"I've had plenty of practice learning that lesson," Francis replied, the bitter truth of it hidden behind a wry smile. Every death that didn't teach him something was wasted, and he'd wasted too many already.

They worked in comfortable silence for a while, the familiar rhythm of hammer on steel filling the forge. Francis found himself thinking about the path ahead, about how many more loops it would take before he could face the alpha and win. His Life Core Channeling was at twenty-nine, his Magic stat at twenty-two. Still not enough for true regeneration, but closer than he'd been.

The work was meditative in its own way. Heat the steel, strike it true, reheat, strike again. Each impact shaped the metal, refined it, made it stronger. Not unlike the loops themselves, Francis thought. Each death shaped him, refined him, made him stronger for the next attempt.

"Tell me about your brother," Tormund said after a while, breaking the comfortable quiet. "This Michael you fight so hard to save. What is he like?"

Francis paused in his work, considering the question. No one had asked him that before, not really. Most people saw Michael as the weak link, the optimistic fool who needed protection. They didn't see what Francis saw.

"Skinny," Francis said, resuming his hammering. "Jokes too much, even when things are serious. Terrible at swordplay but refuses to give up." He smiled despite himself, remembering Michael's latest attempt at weapons training. "He's optimistic in a way I've never been. Sees the good in people, believes things will work out. It drives me crazy sometimes, but..."

"But it is worth protecting," Tormund finished.

"Yes." Francis plunged his work into the quenching barrel, watching the steam rise. "He's the reason I keep going. Every loop, every death, it's all to make sure he survives. That he gets to keep being optimistic and annoying and alive."

He pulled the steel from the water, examining it for flaws. "And somehow, despite being completely useless in a fight, he has this way with women that makes absolutely no sense. They find him charming. Him. The scrawny kid who can barely hold a sword without tripping over his own feet."

Tormund's laughter rumbled through the forge. "Ah, so there is jealousy mixed in with the brotherly concern?"

"Not jealousy," Francis protested, though he felt his ears heat. "Confusion. I don't understand it. I train, I'm stronger, I'm more capable in every measurable way, but he's the one they gravitate toward."

"Because strength is not everything," Tormund said, his tone growing more serious. "Your brother understands something you are still learning. That people want connection, not capability. They want someone who makes them feel safe through presence, not through power."

Francis set down his hammer, considering that. "He does make people feel safe. Even when he shouldn't be able to. Even when he's the one who needs protecting."

"That is a gift," Tormund said. "Different from yours, but equally valuable. You protect him with your strength. He protects you with his humanity."

The words struck deeper than Francis expected. Michael did ground him, reminded him of what he was fighting for when the loops threatened to make him forget. Without Michael's optimism, his genuine care for others, Francis might have lost himself to the grinding repetition long ago.

"That is a good reason," Tormund said quietly, returning to his own work. "Better than revenge or glory or any of the things that usually drive warriors. You fight for love. That gives strength that other motivations cannot."

Francis hadn't thought about it that way before, but Tormund was right. Love was what kept him going through the grinding repetition of the loops. Love for Michael, yes, but also for the people he'd come to care about across the timelines. Tormund himself, Kerhi, and even the barbarians who died in battles he was trying to prevent.

They continued working, and Francis felt the familiar pull of skill progression, the way his hands moved more confidently now, reading the metal's needs almost instinctively. He was no longer just following Tormund's instructions—he was understanding the deeper principles, the why behind each technique.

A notification appeared as Francis completed the piece he'd been working on.

[Blacksmithing Increased - 30]

"Thirty now," Francis said, feeling a surge of satisfaction. The skill was climbing steadily, each loop adding incremental progress that he carried forward.

"Good milestone," Tormund approved, examining Francis's work with a critical eye. "You are becoming a true craftsman, not just someone who knows techniques. There is a difference."

"What's the difference?"

"Craftsman understands the why, not just the how." Tormund turned the piece over in his scarred hands, testing its balance. "You are starting to read the metal, to feel when it is ready, to know what it needs. That cannot be taught. It must be earned through practice and patience."

Francis looked at the piece he'd made, seeing what Tormund meant. It wasn't just technically correct anymore. There was something more to it, a quality that came from understanding rather than just following steps. The metal had told him when it needed more heat, when it was ready for the quenching, and when to stop hammering. He'd listened, and the result showed it.

"Thank you," Francis said, meaning it more than Tormund could know. "For teaching me. For accepting the truth about the loops. For being someone I can talk to without pretending."

"You are welcome," Tormund replied. "And thank you for trusting me with your burden. It is a heavy thing to carry alone."

The admission surprised Francis. He'd never thought about it as trust before, just necessity. But Tormund was right—sharing the truth, having someone who knew and believed, that lightened the load in ways he hadn't expected.

They continued working until the afternoon sun began its descent. Francis's arms ached from the repetitive motion, but it was a good ache, one that came from productive work rather than meaningless suffering. The forge had become a sanctuary of sorts, a place where he could focus on creation instead of destruction, where progress was measured in skill points rather than body counts.

---

Kerhi was waiting at the training grounds when Francis arrived. She'd set up a series of practice dummies, each one marked with colored paint in different spots.

"Something different today," she explained as Francis approached. "You have learned basic forms and strikes. Now we work on targeting. An axe is not like a sword. You cannot thrust or stab easily. Every swing must be placed precisely, must hit where you intend."

She gestured to the dummies, each one painted with colored circles representing vital points. "Red is kill shots. Neck, skull, major arteries. Yellow is disabling strikes. Joints, limbs, hands. Green is a distraction hit. Places that hurt but do not stop the enemy. Show me you can hit what you aim for."

Francis hefted his practice axe and approached the first dummy. He lined up his swing, visualizing the target, and struck. The axe hit slightly low, catching the shoulder instead of the red circle on the neck.

"Again," Kerhi said. "Your aim is off because you are overthinking. Trust your body. You have practiced the motion. Now let it flow naturally."

Francis adjusted his stance, clearing his mind of analysis and calculation. This time when he swung, his body knew what to do. The axe caught the red circle cleanly, the satisfying thunk of impact telling him he'd hit his mark.

"Better, but now the next one. Try a different angle, a different height. Adjust."

They worked through all the dummies, Kerhi correcting Francis's form and aim with each strike. She was relentless but never harsh, pointing out errors with the kind of precision that came from genuine expertise. By the time they finished the circuit once, Francis could feel the difference in his swings, the way his body was internalizing the distances and angles.

"Again," Kerhi said. "This time faster. In a real fight, you do not have time to think about each strike. It must be instinct."

Francis ran through the circuit again, this time pushing for speed while maintaining accuracy. Some strikes hit perfectly, others were close but not quite right. He could feel himself improving with each pass, his body learning the distance and timing required. The axe was becoming an extension of his arm, the weight and balance so familiar now that adjusting for different targets felt natural.

A notification appeared after the third complete circuit.

[Axe Increased - 33]

"Good progress," Kerhi approved, watching Francis complete the final strike. "Your targeting is improving. Not perfect yet, but better. In a few more sessions, you will be dangerous with that weapon."

Francis lowered the axe, his breathing elevated but steady. The exertion was significant but manageable, his enhanced Body stat making what would have exhausted him months ago feel merely challenging now. "Thank you. This is exactly the kind of training I needed."

"You are welcome." Kerhi gestured for him to sit on a nearby bench, joining him after a moment. "Can I ask you something personal?"

"Of course."

"This obsession of yours. This drive to become stronger. You said it was to protect people you care about. But..." She paused, choosing her words carefully. "But you push yourself like someone who has already failed. Like you are trying to atone for something. What happened to you, Francis?"

Francis was quiet for a long moment. He couldn't tell her the truth, not yet. The loops were his burden to carry, his secret to keep. But he could give her something real, something that touched on the truth without revealing it.

"I've watched people die," he said quietly. "People I cared about. People I should have been strong enough to save. And every time it happens, I realize I wasn't prepared enough, wasn't skilled enough, wasn't fast enough." He met her eyes, letting her see the weight he carried. "So I train. I push myself. Because the next time someone I love is in danger, I want to be ready. I want to be enough."

Kerhi's expression softened with understanding. "That is a heavy burden to carry. This need to save everyone, to be strong enough for all challenges. It will break you if you let it."

"Maybe," Francis admitted. "But what's the alternative? Give up? Accept that people will die and there's nothing I can do about it?"

"The alternative is balance," Kerhi said, her voice gentle but firm. "You can be strong without destroying yourself in the process. You can protect others without forgetting to protect yourself." She placed a hand on his shoulder, the gesture surprisingly gentle from someone so fierce. "I see your determination, Francis. It is admirable. But I also see the cost it is taking on you. The haunted look in your eyes. The way you push past exhaustion into something darker."

Francis wanted to tell her she was wrong, that he was fine, that he could handle it. But the truth was, she'd seen something real. Something he'd been trying to ignore. The loops were taking their toll, wearing him down in ways that went beyond physical exhaustion.

"I don't know how to stop," Francis admitted, the words coming out before he could stop them. "Every time I rest, every moment I'm not training or fighting or improving, it feels like I'm failing. Like I'm wasting time I don't have."

"That is why you need people," Kerhi said. "To remind you that you are human, not a weapon. To show you that rest is not failure, that taking care of yourself makes you stronger, not weaker." She squeezed his shoulder once before letting go. "You do not have to carry this burden alone, Francis. Whether you believe it or not."

Francis felt something tight in his chest loosen slightly. Kerhi didn't know about the loops, couldn't fully understand what he was facing, but her words still mattered. Her concern was genuine, and that meant a great deal. It meant he wasn't as alone as he sometimes felt.

"Thank you," he said. "For caring. For saying what I needed to hear, even if I don't know how to follow that advice yet."

"You will learn," Kerhi said with certainty. "You are smart, Francis. Stubborn, but smart. Eventually, you will understand that strength comes from many places, not just endless training."

She stood and picked up her practice axe again. "Now, one more time through the circuit. Show me what you have learned today."

Francis rose and moved back to the first dummy, his body already anticipating the movements. This time through, every strike landed true, each one hitting the colored circles with precision that would have been impossible weeks ago. Kerhi watched in silence, and when he finished, she nodded with something that looked like pride.

"Good," she said simply. "Very good."

---

Francis killed the first Ursaloth with a precise strike to the neck, exactly where Kerhi had trained him to aim. The beast fell without a sound, dead before it hit the ground. The second came at him from the side, and Francis adjusted his stance automatically, his axe catching it mid-leap and redirecting its momentum into a devastating counter-strike.

Two down. One more.

The third Ursaloth was warier, having watched its pack members fall. It circled Francis, looking for an opening, testing his defenses with feints and false charges. Francis let it, conserving his energy, watching for the moment when it would commit to a real attack.

There. The beast's muscles tensed, its weight shifted forward, and Francis knew the lunge was coming. His axe was already moving when the Ursaloth leaped, the blade coming down in a killing strike that split the creature's skull with brutal efficiency.

Three dead in less than five minutes.

Francis didn't wait to admire his work. He turned and ran, heading for the camp before the alpha could arrive. He could hear the massive beast's roar in the distance, closer than he liked, and pushed more power through his Life Core threads to enhance his speed.

His legs burned with enhanced effort as he sprinted across the rocky terrain. Behind him, the alpha's roar grew louder, more furious. The beast knew he was escaping again, knew its prey was slipping away. Francis could hear trees splintering as the alpha charged after him, but he was already too far ahead, already approaching the forest.

Only when Francis had put significant ground between himself and the Ursaloth territory did he slow to a walk. His breathing was elevated but controlled; his body was tired from the enhanced running, yet still functional. He was alive. Victorious. And he'd learned something valuable from the hunt.

He checked his wounds as he walked. Minor cuts from the fights, nothing serious. Nothing that would slow him down. He pulled power from his Life Core and began healing, watching the injuries close over the next several minutes. Not as fast as he wanted, but faster than before. Progress, always progress.

A notification appeared.

[Life Core Channeling Increased - 30]

Francis smiled. Thirty. Another milestone reached. The grind was paying off, slowly but steadily. His Magic stat was still at twenty-two, but that would climb eventually. Everything climbed if he kept dying, kept fighting, kept refusing to give up.

As Francis made his way back to camp, he thought about Kerhi's words. About balance and rest, and not destroying himself. Part of him knew she was right. He was pushing too hard, burning himself out in pursuit of strength he might never fully achieve.

But the other part, the part that remembered watching Michael die, the part that recalled all the failures across hundreds of loops, that part couldn't stop. Wouldn't stop.

Because the alternative was unacceptable.

Death two hundred and thirty-eight had taught him better targeting with the axe and had given him another skill point in Blacksmithing and Life Core Channeling and had shown him that people like Tormund and Kerhi cared about him, even when he didn't know how to accept that care.

Progress… I always feel like success is only measured by my progress.

One death at a time, and one skill level at a time.

Francis would do whatever it took to save those he loved.
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        Over three hundred deaths now. 
      

        Francis woke to the familiar sound of the morning bell and the even more familiar sensation of phantom pain where an Ursaloth's claws had torn through his ribs. He stared at the ceiling of the barracks, letting the memory of that death settle into the growing collection he carried with him.
      

        "You're doing it again," Michael muttered from the next bed over. "That thing where you wake up and just stare at nothing."
      

        "Just thinking," Francis replied, sitting up and beginning the routine of getting dressed. The words were automatic now, a deflection he'd perfected over hundreds of loops.
      

        "About what?"
      

        "Training," Francis said, which was true enough. He was thinking about the axe work he'd been doing with the barbarians, about the way the weapon felt different in his hands now compared to when he'd first arrived at Tules. The balance was becoming intuitive, the weight an extension of his intent rather than a tool he wielded.
      

        Michael snorted and pulled on his boots. "You're always finding ways to avoid training."
      

        Francis smiled at that, because his brother had no idea how accurate that observation had once been. But now every loop was a chance to train, to improve, to push his skills higher. Anything else but training now was a rare treat between deaths.
      

        ---
      

        The training grounds were already occupied when Francis arrived. Three barbarian warriors stood in the center of the practice area, each one armed with different weapons. Francis recognized Vornak with his massive hammer, Harald with a pair of hand axes, and a third warrior he'd seen around camp but hadn't spoken with yet.
      

        "Southerner," Vornak called out when he spotted Francis. "You came early. Good. That means more time to beat some sense into you."
      

        "Or for me to surprise you again," Francis replied, moving to join them in the circle.
      

        Harald laughed at that, a sound like grinding stones. "Surprise us? You mean like when you face-planted in the snow yesterday after Vornak tapped you with his hammer?"
      

        "That wasn't a tap," Francis protested, though he was grinning despite himself. "That was attempted murder."
      

        "If I had attempted murder, you would know it," Vornak said seriously, though Francis caught the hint of amusement in the big man's eyes. "That was teaching. There is a difference."
      

        The third warrior stepped forward, a woman with braided dark hair and a scar that ran from her temple to her jaw. "I am Astrid," she said, her voice carrying the same accent as the others but with a harder edge to it. "Vornak says you are learning the axe. Show me."
      

        Francis hefted his practice weapon, feeling the familiar weight of it in his hands. Over the past weeks and dozens of deaths, he'd been working with Harald specifically on axe techniques. The weapon was different from a sword in fundamental ways—less about precision thrusts and more about momentum and positioning. Every swing had to count, had to be placed exactly where he intended.
      

        "What do you want to see?" Francis asked.
      

        "Everything," Astrid replied. "Show me your forms, your strikes, your footwork. Show me what the southerner has learned from our warriors."
      

        Francis began moving through the patterns Harald had drilled into him. Diagonal cuts and horizontal swings at varying heights follow basic overhead strikes. He demonstrated the way to shift his weight to generate more power, the way to recover quickly after a heavy swing, and the way to maintain balance even when fully committed to an attack.
      

        Astrid watched in silence, her expression unreadable. When Francis finished the circuit and lowered his axe, she nodded once.
      

        "Not terrible," she said, which from a barbarian warrior was apparently high praise. "Your foundation is solid, but you fight like someone who learned swordplay first. You are too cautious with your recovery, too worried about being open for a counterattack."
      

        "Because I am open for a counterattack," Francis said. "Every time I commit to a heavy swing, there's a window where I can't defend properly."
      

        "Yes," Astrid agreed. "And that is why the axe teaches you to make your attacks count. If you swing and miss, you deserve to be punished. If you swing and connect, your opponent should not have the opportunity to counter." She picked up a practice axe and stepped into the circle with him. "Again. This time, I will show you what I mean."
      

        They began slowly, Astrid demonstrating the difference between defensive axe work and aggressive commitment. She showed Francis how to read an opponent's stance, how to identify the moment when they were committed to their own attack and couldn't properly defend. She taught him to be patient, to wait for that opening rather than creating his own through speed and precision the way he would with a sword.
      

        "The axe is not subtle," she explained after Francis landed a particularly solid strike on her practice shield. "The axe is honest. It tells your opponent exactly what you intend to do, and then it does that thing with enough force that their knowledge doesn't matter."
      

        They worked through the morning, the other warriors occasionally offering advice or stepping in to spar with Francis themselves. Vornak's style was characterized by overwhelming power, as he used his hammer to create openings through sheer force. Harald favored a dual-axes approach, a whirlwind strategy that kept opponents constantly off-balance. Each warrior had something different to teach, and Francis absorbed it all with the desperate focus of someone who knew his life depended on mastering these lessons.
      

        A notification appeared after a particularly brutal exchange with Vornak.
      

        [Axe Increased - 35]
      

        Francis grinned despite the ache in his arms from blocking the big man's strikes. The skill was climbing steadily, each session pushing him closer to proficiency. He could feel the difference in how the weapon moved now, how his body anticipated the weight distribution and adjusted automatically.
      

        "You smile when you get hurt," Vornak observed, lowering his hammer. "That is either bravery or madness. I have not yet decided which."
      

        "Maybe both," Francis admitted, rolling his shoulder to work out the soreness.
      

        "Then you will fit well here," the big warrior said approvingly. "Madness and bravery are often the same thing in the north."
      

        They continued training until the afternoon sun began its descent. Francis's arms trembled from exhaustion, his breathing was heavy despite his enhanced Body stat, and sweat soaked through his furs despite the cold. But he felt good. Productive. Every exchange taught him something new, every correction refined his understanding of the weapon.
      

        "Enough for today," Astrid finally called, lowering her practice axe. "You have done well, southerner. Your dedication is clear, even if your technique still needs work."
      

        "High praise indeed," Harald said with a grin. "Astrid rarely admits when someone has potential."
      

        "I said he has dedication, not potential," Astrid corrected, though there was a hint of amusement in her voice. "Potential requires talent. Dedication only requires stubbornness."
      

        "I'll take what I can get," Francis said, setting down his practice weapon and flexing his tired hands.
      

        As the warriors began packing up their gear and heading back toward the main camp, Francis noticed Kerhi approaching from the direction of the forge. She moved with that same predatory grace he'd first noticed during their fight, every step deliberate and controlled.
      

        "The warriors say you train hard," she said when she reached him. "That you push yourself beyond what most would endure."
      

        "I have reasons," Francis replied carefully, not sure where this conversation was going.
      

        Kerhi tilted her head, studying him with those sharp eyes that seemed to see more than they should. "You said that before. That you fight to protect people you care about. But I watch you train, Southerner, and I see something more. You train like someone who has already failed, like someone trying to prevent a tragedy that has already happened."
      

        Francis felt his breath catch in his chest. She was getting too close to the truth, seeing patterns that shouldn't be visible to someone who didn't know about the loops.
      

        "Maybe I just want to be prepared," he said, keeping his voice neutral.
      

        "Prepared for what?" Kerhi pressed. "You are far from your kingdom, training with weapons you did not know weeks ago, pushing yourself past exhaustion every day. What are you so afraid of failing to protect?"
      

        Francis was saved from having to answer by Tormund's arrival. The blacksmith approached from the forge, his expression curious as he glanced between Francis and Kerhi.
      

        "Am I interrupting something?" Tormund asked.
      

        "No," Francis said quickly, perhaps too quickly, based on the knowing look Tormund gave him. "Kerhi was just asking about my training."
      

        "Ah," Tormund said, and Francis could hear volumes in that single syllable. "Well, when you are finished with your conversation, the forge could use some attention. I have a new technique I want to show you."
      

        "I'll be there soon," Francis promised.
      

        Tormund nodded and headed back toward the forge, leaving Francis alone with Kerhi once more. The warrior woman watched him for a long moment, and Francis had the uncomfortable feeling that she was weighing something in her mind.
      

        "Tomorrow," she finally said. "I will join your training. If you truly wish to learn the axe, then I will teach you what I know. But in return, I want answers to my questions."
      

        "What questions?" Francis asked warily.
      

        "The ones you keep avoiding," Kerhi replied. "The ones about why you are really here, and what you are running from." She turned to leave, then paused and looked back over her shoulder. "Or perhaps what you are running toward. I have not yet decided which."
      

        She walked away before Francis could respond, leaving him standing in the training grounds with far more to think about than he'd anticipated. Kerhi was perceptive in ways that made her dangerous, not to his body but to his secrets. Every conversation with her felt like navigating a field of hidden traps, never quite sure when he'd step wrong and reveal too much.
      

        But if she could teach him more about the axe, if her training could push his skills higher and give him a better chance against the Ursaloths, then the risk might be worth it.
      

        Francis sighed and headed toward the forge, where Tormund was waiting. At least there, the conversations were about metalwork and technique, not uncomfortable questions about his motivations and fears.
      

        ---
      

        The forge was warm and familiar, a stark contrast to the cold training grounds. Tormund was already at work when Francis entered, shaping what looked like a spearhead with practiced efficiency.
      

        "She troubles you," Tormund observed without looking up from his work.
      

        "Kerhi asks too many questions," Francis admitted, moving to his usual anvil and selecting a piece of steel to work on.
      

        "Because she is smart," Tormund said. "And because she sees that you are different from other southerners who come here. Most who visit Tules are either merchants seeking trade or warriors seeking glory. You are neither of those things."
      

        "What am I then?" Francis asked, genuinely curious what the blacksmith had observed.
      

        Tormund was quiet for a moment, the only sound the steady ring of hammer on steel. When he finally spoke, his voice was thoughtful.
      

        "You are someone who has seen too much for your age," he said. "Someone who carries weight that should not yet be yours to bear. But you do not complain about it. You simply work, train, and prepare for whatever is coming."
      

        Francis felt something tighten in his chest at the accuracy of Tormund's observation. The blacksmith might not know about the loops, but he understood the burden they created.
      

        "Is that admirable or foolish?" Francis asked, heating his steel in the forge.
      

        "Both, probably," Tormund replied with a slight smile. "Most admirable things are also foolish when examined closely. True wisdom would be to lay down such burdens, to let someone else carry them. But that is not who you are."
      

        They worked in comfortable silence after that, the familiar rhythm of forge work providing a kind of meditation. Francis found himself thinking about Kerhi's words, about her observation that he trained like someone who had already failed. She was right, of course. Every death was a failure, every loop a chance to correct mistakes and prevent tragedies he'd already witnessed.
      

        But how could he explain that to someone who didn't understand the loops? How could he make her see that his obsession with improvement wasn't about ambition or glory, but about survival? About saving the people he cared about from fates he'd already watched them suffer?
      

        A notification appeared as Francis completed a particularly difficult piece.
      

        [ Blacksmithing Increased - 32 ]
      

        The skill was climbing more slowly now than it had in the beginning, each level requiring more practice and refinement. But that was fine. Progress was progress, no matter how incremental.
      

        "That is good work," Tormund said, examining the piece Francis had just finished. "You are starting to understand the metal, to feel what it needs rather than just following the steps. That is the difference between a craftsman and someone who merely knows the technique."
      

        "You've said that before," Francis noted.
      

        "Because it is worth repeating," Tormund replied. "Many warriors can swing a sword or fire an arrow. Far fewer truly understand the weapon they wield. The same is true of smithing. Anyone can heat metal and strike it. Only the best can make it sing."
      

        Francis looked at the piece he'd created, seeing what Tormund meant. It wasn't just technically correct anymore. There was a quality to it that went beyond mere competence, a subtle rightness that came from understanding rather than just executing steps.
      

        They continued working until the evening meal, when the sounds of the camp gathering for food drifted through the forge's walls. Francis set down his hammer, his arms aching pleasantly from the day's work.
      

        "Tomorrow, Kerhi will join my training," Francis said as they banked the forge fires.
      

        Tormund glanced at him, his expression knowing. "And you are worried about what she will ask you."
      

        "She sees too much," Francis admitted.
      

        "Then perhaps you should tell her the truth," Tormund suggested.
      

        Francis shook his head. "I can't. Not yet. Maybe not ever."
      

        "Then you will have to decide how much truth you can give her without revealing everything," Tormund said. "Kerhi is not someone who accepts half-answers easily. She will push until she understands, or until you convince her that some questions should not be asked."
      

        "Any advice on how to do that?" Francis asked.
      

        Tormund smiled. "You could try being less interesting. Stop training so obsessively, stop pushing yourself so hard, stop being mysterious and driven. Become ordinary, and she will lose interest."
      

        "That's not going to happen," Francis said.
      

        "I know," Tormund replied. "Which is why I suspect this will continue to be a problem for you. But that is not necessarily a bad thing. Sometimes the people who challenge us most are the ones who help us grow."
      

        Francis thought about that as he left the forge and headed toward the main hall for dinner. Kerhi challenged him, pushed him to examine his motivations and methods in ways that were uncomfortable but necessary. Maybe that was exactly what he needed, even if it scared him.
      

        The evening meal was loud and boisterous, barbarians sharing stories and jokes over plates of roasted meat and root vegetables. Francis found himself sitting with some of the warriors he'd trained with earlier, listening to their tales of past hunts and battles.
      

        "Tomorrow," Vornak said between bites of food, "we hunt Ursaloths again. Three packs are going out. You should come, Southerner. Put that axe training to use."
      

        Francis felt his pulse quicken at the suggestion. Another chance to fight the beasts, another opportunity to push his skills higher and earn the levels he needed. But also another risk, another chance for death if he pushed too hard or made a mistake.
      

        "I'll be there," Francis said.
      

        "Good," Vornak rumbled. "We will see if you fight as well as you train."
      

        The conversation shifted to other topics, but Francis's mind was already on the next day. Training with Kerhi in the morning, then hunting Ursaloths in the afternoon. Another day of pushing himself to the limit, another set of opportunities to improve.
      

        He glanced across the hall and saw Kerhi sitting with a group of other warriors; her expression was animated as she told a story that had them all laughing. She caught his eye for a moment, and something passed between them—a challenge, maybe, or a promise. Whatever it was, it made Francis both nervous and excited for what tomorrow would bring.
      

        Death three hundred and fifty-one had been painful but educational. Tomorrow would bring death three hundred and fifty-two, or maybe three hundred and fifty-three if the Ursaloths proved particularly challenging. But that was fine. Each death was a lesson, each loop a chance to grow stronger.
      

        And with warriors like Kerhi and Tormund willing to help him, maybe he could finally push his skills high enough to make a real difference when it mattered most.
      

        The path was long and brutal, but Francis had never expected anything different. All that mattered was moving forward, one death at a time, one skill level at a time, until he became strong enough to protect everyone he cared about.
      

        Whatever it took.
      

         
      

        
          
‎  
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                Chapter 40
         
      

        Another death had come at the hands of the alpha. After three weeks of training in Tules he took the chance to see if he could kill it without dying.  The answer was still no.
      

        Francis was leaving the forge when Kerhi intercepted him. She didn't speak, just gestured for him to follow, and the intensity in her expression told him this wasn't optional. They walked in silence through the camp until they reached a quiet spot near the edge of the settlement, far enough from curious ears.
      

        "What is this bond I sense between us?" Kerhi asked, turning to face him directly. Her blue eyes held something Francis couldn't quite name—confusion, maybe, or frustration. "Every time I see you looking at me, I can feel it. Like you know me in a way you shouldn't, like we've shared something I can't remember."
      

        Francis felt his chest tighten. This was the moment he'd been dreading and anticipating in equal measure. He could lie, deflect, or make some excuse. But looking at Kerhi's face, seeing the genuine confusion there, he found he didn't want to.
      

        "Because we have," Francis said quietly. "Shared something, I mean. Multiple times. You just don't remember."
      

        Kerhi's hand moved to the axe at her hip, an instinctive action. "Explain what you mean."
      

        Francis took a breath and began. He told her about the loops, about dying and resetting, about living the same spans of time over and over. He explained how he'd met her dozens of times, how they'd trained together, fought together, how she'd become someone he trusted in timelines she couldn't remember.
      

        "I know things about you," Francis continued, watching her reaction carefully. "About your fighting style, about the way you think, about what drives you. Not because I've manipulated you or spied on you, but because you've chosen to share those things with me. Multiple times. Each time we meet, we start over, and each time you eventually decide I'm worth trusting."
      

        Kerhi was quiet for a long moment, her jaw working as she processed what he'd said. "This is madness," she finally said, though her tone suggested she didn't entirely disbelieve him.
      

        "It is," Francis agreed. "But it's also true."
      

        "And these conversations we've had, this trust you claim I've given you..." Kerhi's eyes narrowed. "Have you taken advantage of that knowledge? Used what I've told you to manipulate me in these  loops ?"
      

        Francis shook his head firmly. "No. I didn't want to do such a thing. It would be wrong." He met her gaze directly. "We both understand what it's like for others to see us as dangerous, as outsiders. You've been judged for being a woman warrior in a society that respects strength, and I've been judged for being a southerner in the north. I wouldn't do to you what others have done to us."
      

        Kerhi studied him for several moments, and Francis could see her weighing his words, testing them against what she'd observed. Finally, something in her expression shifted, not quite acceptance but perhaps understanding.
      

        "I believe you," she said slowly. "Or at least, I believe that you believe what you're saying. And I can feel something between us, something I can't explain." She rolled her shoulders, a gesture Francis had learned meant she was making a decision. "So prove it to me. Show me you can fight the way you claim you've learned to fight."
      

        "How?"
      

        A fierce grin spread across Kerhi's face. "We hunt. Together. And we don't hold back."
      

        ---
      

        An hour later, Francis found himself standing at the edge of Ursaloth territory with Kerhi beside him. She'd changed into her battle gear—the spiked armor he remembered from their first fight, leather wrappings with metal points on her fists, forearms, knees, and boots. She looked like a weapon given human form, beautiful and terrifying in equal measure.
      

        "The packs usually hunt in groups of six," Francis said, checking his axes. He'd switched from swords for this hunt, wanting to match Kerhi's style. "Two of us against Ursaloths is suicide by normal standards."
      

        "Good thing we're not normal," Kerhi replied, her grin widening. "I want to see what you can really do, Southerner. No holding back, no playing it safe. We fight until we can't fight anymore."
      

        Francis felt something stir in his chest—anticipation mixed with a strange kind of joy. How many loops had it been since he'd fought alongside someone who truly understood what he was capable of? Who didn't need him to hide or pretend to be weaker than he was?
      

        "Let's go hunting," he said.
      

        They moved into the territory together, and it didn't take long for the Ursaloths to find them. Two of the massive creatures emerged from behind ice formations, their white fur rippling in the wind. These weren't the alpha or its guards—just regular pack members—but they were still deadly.
      

        "Left one's mine," Kerhi called out, already moving.
      

        Francis took the right, his axes coming up as the Ursaloth charged. The beast was fast, faster than most people expected something that large to move, but Francis had fought these creatures hundreds of times. He knew their patterns, their tells, the way they favored their right side on opening attacks.
      

        [ Quick Attack ]
      

        [ Power Strike ]
      

        Both axes bit into the Ursaloth's shoulder, drawing first blood. The creature roared and swung its massive claws, but Francis was already moving, rolling beneath the strike and coming up behind it. His axes found the back of its knee, hamstringing it, and the Ursaloth stumbled.
      

        A glance toward Kerhi showed her fighting with a savage joy Francis had rarely seen. She wasn't just fighting the Ursaloth—she was dancing with it, weaving between its strikes and landing devastating counters. Her spiked fists found vulnerable points with brutal precision, and each impact drew a roar from the creature.
      

        Francis finished his opponent with a slash to the throat, then immediately moved to help Kerhi. But she didn't need help. As Francis approached, she ducked under the Ursaloth's swing, drove her spiked knee into its stomach, and followed with an uppercut that snapped the creature's head back. It collapsed, and Kerhi stood over it, breathing hard and grinning like a maniac.
      

        "More," she said simply.
      

        Three more Ursaloths arrived, drawn by the sounds of battle. These were more cautious, circling the two fighters and looking for openings. Francis and Kerhi moved instinctively into a back-to-back position, covering each other's blind spots.
      

        "On your left," Francis called out, sensing movement through his enhanced Perception.
      

        "I see it," Kerhi replied. "The one behind you is preparing to charge."
      

        The Ursaloths attacked simultaneously, trying to overwhelm them with coordinated strikes. Francis met his opponent's charge head-on, using [Iron Wall] to absorb the initial impact. The force of the collision would have shattered a normal person's bones, but Francis's enhanced Body stat and defensive skills turned it into something manageable.
      

        [ Warrior's Resolve ]
      

        The damage he'd taken fed power back into his body, making him faster and stronger. With the added power his core provided, Francis pressed the attack, his axes moving in patterns he'd refined over hundreds of deaths. The Ursaloth tried to defend, but Francis was relentless, each strike building on the last until the creature's guard crumbled.
      

        Behind him, he heard Kerhi roar—not in pain but in exultation. She was in a state of berserker rage, her movements becoming increasingly aggressive and powerful. Francis risked a glance back and saw her tear into her opponent with savage efficiency, her spiked fists leaving bloody trails across its white fur.
      

        The third Ursaloth tried to take advantage of Francis's divided attention, lunging at him from the side. Francis saw it coming through his Battle Sense and twisted, bringing his axes up to intercept. The impact jarred his arms, but he held firm.
      

        [ Riposte ]
      

        The defensive move flowed seamlessly into a counter, his axe finding the gap in the Ursaloth's natural armor. The creature howled and staggered back, giving Francis the opening he needed to finish it.
      

        "Behind you!" Francis shouted to Kerhi.
      

        She was so lost in her battle fury that she didn't react fast enough. The Ursaloth she'd been fighting swung its massive paw toward her head, a blow that would crush her skull if it connected.
      

        Francis moved without thinking, throwing himself between Kerhi and the strike. The Ursaloth's claws caught him across the chest, tearing through his armor and into his flesh. Pain exploded through him, but Warrior's Resolve converted it into power, and his Life Core was already working to heal the damage.
      

        "Watch yourself!" Francis growled, finishing the Ursaloth with a brutal overhead strike that split its skull.
      

        Kerhi blinked, some of the battle fury fading from her eyes as she registered what had just happened. "You—"
      

        "Later," Francis interrupted. "More coming."
      

        Two more Ursaloths approached, these ones larger and bearing scars that marked them as experienced fighters. Francis and Kerhi shared a look, and something passed between them. They understood each other and trusted their back to one another. The kind of connection that came from fighting side by side.
      

        They moved as one, flowing around each other's attacks and covering each other's weaknesses. When Francis overextended on a strike, Kerhi was there to guard him. When she threw herself recklessly at an opponent, Francis intercepted the counterattack. They weren't just fighting together—they were fighting as a unit, each anticipating the other's movements.
      

        [ Axe Increased - 36 ]
      

        [ Life Core Channeling Increased - 36 ]
      

        The notifications appeared as Francis buried his axe in the last Ursaloth's chest. Seven dead in total, their white forms scattered across the frozen ground. Francis was bleeding from a dozen wounds, his armor torn, and his muscles screaming from exertion. But he was grinning, and so was Kerhi.
      

        She looked wild, blood-spattered, and fierce, her eyes still burning with battle joy. She took a step toward another ice formation, where Francis could sense more Ursaloths gathering.
      

        Then a roar split the air, deeper and more powerful than any they'd heard so far.
      

        The alpha.
      

        The massive creature came toward them along the battlefield of ice. It was easily half as large as some of the others they'd fought. Its scarred hide spoke of countless battles, and its eyes held an intelligence that made Francis's skin crawl. This wasn't just a beast. This was a warrior who'd earned its position through strength and cunning and had claimed life multiple times.
      

        "Yes," Kerhi breathed, her whole body tensing for another fight. "Finally, a real challenge."
      

        Francis grabbed her arm, pulling her back. "No. We retreat. Now."
      

        "What?" Kerhi turned on him, her eyes still wild with battle fury. "We can take it! Together we can—"
      

        "No, we can't," Francis said firmly. He stepped between her and the alpha, meeting her fierce gaze with his own. "I know what that thing can do, Kerhi. I've fought it before, died to it before. We're not ready, and I will not watch you die today."
      

        The alpha took a step forward, and Francis pushed more power through his Life Core threads, ready to buy time for their escape if needed.
      

        "If you don't pull back," Francis said quietly, his eyes never leaving Kerhi's, "I'll never share a moment like this with you again. In any of my loops."
      

        Something in his tone, or perhaps the absolute certainty in his words, cut through Kerhi's battle fury. The fire in her eyes diminished, replaced by frustration and reluctant acceptance. She nodded once, sharply.
      

        "Next time," she said. "Next time, we take it down."
      

        "Next time," Francis agreed.
      

        They retreated together, moving quickly, putting distance between themselves and the alpha. The massive Ursaloth watched them go, its roar echoing across the frozen landscape, not pursuit, but acknowledgment. A challenge for another day.
      

        ---
      

        The healing tent was warm and smelled of herbs. The shaman working on Francis's wounds muttered disapprovingly about reckless southerners, but she worked efficiently, her healing magic knitting torn flesh and mending broken bones. Kerhi sat nearby, her own wounds being tended to, and Francis caught her watching him with an expression he couldn't quite read.
      

        When the healers finally released them, Kerhi stood and gestured for Francis to follow. They walked through the camp in silence, and Francis realized she was leading him toward the warrior quarters, toward her tent.
      

        "Kerhi," Francis said carefully. "Are you sure—"
      

        She laughed, a sound that was part amusement and part something else. "You haven't earned that yet, southerner. But perhaps in time."
      

        She pushed aside the flap and gestured for him to enter. Francis hesitated for just a moment, then stepped inside.
      

        The tent was larger than Francis had expected, with furs covering the ground and weapons hung on the support poles. But what caught his attention was the collection of carved figures arranged on a small shelf—animals, warriors, scenes from battles. Each one was detailed and beautiful, clearly the work of someone with great skill and patience.
      

        "You made these?" Francis asked, genuinely surprised.
      

        Kerhi moved to stand beside him, her earlier battle fury now completely gone. "Every warrior needs balance," she said softly. "The fight cannot be everything, or it consumes you. The carving reminds me that there is more to life than blood and violence."
      

        Francis picked up one of the figures—a wolf mid-howl, captured in perfect detail. "These are incredible."
      

        "My mother taught me," Kerhi said, and Francis heard the weight in those words. "Before she died in battle. She said that warriors who only know how to destroy will eventually destroy themselves. We must also know how to create, how to build, how to see beauty in the world we fight to protect."
      

        Francis set the wolf down carefully, understanding now why Kerhi had brought him here. This was trust, real trust, not just the camaraderie of battle but the sharing of something personal and precious.
      

        "Thank you," Francis said. "For showing me this. For trusting me with it."
      

        Kerhi nodded, then moved to a chest in the corner and pulled out a wineskin. "Drink with me. We earned it after that fight."
      

        They sat on the furs, passing the wineskin back and forth. The liquid burned as it went down, warming Francis from the inside. For a while, they didn't speak, just sat in comfortable silence and let the tension of battle drain away.
      

        "The things you told me earlier," Kerhi finally said. "About the loops, about living the same time over and over. I still don't fully understand it, but I believe you. And I think..." She paused, choosing her words carefully. "I think that's why I feel this connection to you. Some part of me remembers, even if my mind doesn't."
      

        "Maybe," Francis said. "Or maybe it's just that in every timeline, you and I recognize something in each other. Kindred spirits, or something like that."
      

        Kerhi snorted. "Kindred spirits. That's very poetic for a Southerner who just spent the afternoon covered in Ursaloth blood."
      

        "I contain multitudes," Francis said with a grin.
      

        They talked as the afternoon faded to evening, sharing stories and observations. Kerhi asked about his life in the south, about Michael, and what drove him to push himself so hard. Francis asked about her training, growing up in the north, and what she wanted beyond battle and glory.
      

        It was the kind of conversation Francis rarely had anymore—genuine, unguarded, without the weight of his secrets pressing down on every word. Kerhi knew about the loops now, knew about his ability to reset, and instead of fear or suspicion, she'd responded with curiosity and understanding.
      

        "I should go," Francis finally said as the light began to fade. "
      

        Kerhi walked him to the tent entrance. "Tomorrow," she said, "we train again. But next time, we push further. I want to see what you're really capable of when you stop holding back."
      

        "You saw that today," Francis said.
      

        "No," Kerhi replied, her eyes sharp. "Today I saw you protecting me, fighting cautiously because you were worried about my safety. Tomorrow, I want to see you fight the way you would if you were alone. The way you fight when death doesn't matter."
      

        Francis felt something cold settle in his stomach. "That's not who I want to be around you."
      

        "Perhaps not," Kerhi agreed. "But it's who you are, Francis. The loops have made you into something more than just a warrior. You're death that keeps coming back, and I want to see what that really means."
      

        She was right, Francis realized. He'd been holding back around her, not wanting to reveal the full extent of what hundreds of deaths had done to him. But if Kerhi was going to be someone he could truly trust, she needed to see all of it—the good and the terrifying.
      

        "Alright," Francis said. "Tomorrow, no holding back."
      

        Kerhi grinned. "Good. Now go."
      

        Francis stepped out into the cold evening air, his mind churning with everything that had happened. The battle with the Ursaloths had been exhilarating, but the conversation afterward, the trust Kerhi had shown him—that meant more than any victory in combat.
      

        He headed back toward the barracks, his body aching pleasantly from exertion and healing, his thoughts already turning to tomorrow. No holding back, Kerhi had said. She wanted to see what he was really capable of.
      

        Francis smiled to himself in the darkness. If that's what she wanted, that's what he'd show her. And maybe, just maybe, having someone who understood the full weight of what he carried would make the burden a little lighter.
      

        If over four hundred deaths since he started this new grind had taught him something important, it was that trust was worth more than any skill increase or stat improvement. And with Kerhi knowing his secret, truly knowing it, Francis felt less alone than he had in hundreds of loops.
      

        Tomorrow would bring more training, more fighting, more deaths. But tonight, Francis had something he hadn't had in a long time—a friend who knew the truth and accepted him anyway.
      

        That was worth fighting for.
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                Chapter 41
         
      

        The alpha moved like death itself, faster than anything that size had a right to move. Francis had fought it before, died to it dozens of times, but never with Kerhi beside him.
      

        "Left flank!" Kerhi shouted, her spiked fists already moving to intercept one of the alpha's guards.
      

        Francis engaged the other guard, his axes finding the gaps in its defenses with practiced precision. These fights he knew, had memorized through repetition. The guards fell within minutes, their bodies crumpling to the frozen ground.
      

        The alpha roared, a sound that shook the ice beneath their feet.
      

        "Together," Francis said, moving to stand beside Kerhi. "Watch for the feint to the right, it always—"
      

        The alpha charged, and Francis's warning came too late. The massive creature didn't feint. It came straight at them with terrifying speed, and Francis realized with cold certainty that it had changed its pattern.
      

        They fought with everything they had. Francis's axes bit into thick hide, drawing blood that steamed in the cold air. Kerhi's strikes landed with bone-crushing force, her berserker fury making her a whirlwind of violence. But the alpha was stronger, faster, and more cunning than he had given it credit. Bringing her along had changed how it fought.
      

        Francis saw the moment the alpha's claws found an opening in Kerhi's guard. She tried to dodge, but the creature anticipated her movement and adjusted mid-strike. The massive paw caught her across the chest, and Francis heard the sickening crack of breaking ribs.
      

        Kerhi flew backward, hitting the ice hard. Blood spread beneath her, staining the white ground crimson.
      

        "No!" Francis threw himself at the alpha, abandoning defense for pure aggression. His axes found flesh, opened wounds, but it wasn't enough. The alpha's massive paw caught him mid-swing, lifting him off the ground. Francis felt his ribs crumble under the pressure, felt his spine crack as the alpha squeezed.
      

        The last thing he saw before darkness took him was Kerhi's body lying still on the ice, her blood pooling around her.
      

        ---
      

        The sound of the morning bell rang out, and Francis jerked upright, his hands clutching at ribs that were no longer broken. The phantom sensation of Kerhi's death pressed against his chest, heavier than any physical wound.
      

        "You alright?" Michael mumbled from the next bed.
      

        Francis didn't answer. He was already moving, getting dressed with mechanical efficiency. There was no time for conversation, no time for anything except getting back to Tules and trying again.
      

        ---
      

        The alpha's claws tore through Francis's throat. Darkness claimed him.
      

        ---
      

        The morning bell rang.
      

        Francis stood, dressed, and began the journey north without a word.
      

        ---
      

        The alpha's jaws closed around Francis's skull. The world went black in a spray of bone and blood.
      

        ---
      

        Bell. Reset. North.
      

        ---
      

        Five deaths taught him the alpha's new opening pattern. He wasn’t sure, but the creature had adapted, somehow. It no longer followed the predictable sequences Francis had memorized. Francis wondered if it was because he now used axes and not swords.  
      

        Ten more deaths showed him the counterattack windows, the brief moments when the alpha overextended and left openings. But the windows were small, smaller than anything Francis had faced before, and missing even one meant death.
      

        Another fifteen deaths before he could consistently survive the first minute of combat. The alpha fought with intelligence and purpose, adjusting its tactics based on Francis's approach. It was learning as fast as he was, maybe faster.
      

        Francis stopped counting after thirty attempts. Each death blurred into the next—claws, teeth, crushing impacts, the bitter taste of failure. His axes found flesh repeatedly, opened wounds that would have killed lesser creatures, but the alpha fought through the damage with terrifying determination.
      

        [ Axe Increased - 37 ]
      

        [ Axe Increased - 38 ]
      

        [ Life Core Channeling Increased - 37 ]
      

        [ Life Core Channeling Increased - 38 ]
      

        The skills climbed, incremental progress bought with blood and pain. But progress toward what? Francis could now fight the alpha for minutes instead of seconds, and dodge attacks that would have killed him fifty deaths ago. But surviving wasn't winning, and every loop ended the same way—with Francis's broken body cooling on the ice. His skill with the axes was too low to do anything to this creature and yet he didn’t want to simply swap back to the sword. He was torn, having to choose between fighting with a weapon he was better with or the one the barbarians said he needed to learn.
      

        On the forty-seventh attempt, Francis managed to wound the alpha badly enough to make it retreat. He stood alone on the battlefield, surrounded by the corpses of the guards he'd killed, watching the alpha limp away into the frozen wasteland.
      

        It wasn't a victory. It wasn't even close. But it was progress.
      

        Francis killed himself with his own axe rather than wait for the reset, unwilling to waste time when he could be learning.
      

        ---
      

        The morning bell rang, and Francis lay still for a moment, staring at the ceiling. Forty-seven deaths to the alpha in this stretch alone. Hundreds more across all the loops. And he was still nowhere near strong enough.
      

        He sat up slowly, his mind already turning over the problem. The alpha was too fast, too strong, too smart. No amount of axe skill or combat experience would bridge that gap. He needed something more, something fundamental.
      

        He needed the regeneration he'd been working toward.
      

        But first, he needed to stop throwing himself at an unwinnable fight and regroup.
      

        ---
      

        Three days into the new loop, Francis found himself standing outside Kerhi's tent as evening settled over the camp. He'd sought her out deliberately, needing the connection to someone who understood, even if she wouldn't remember their previous conversations.
      

        "Kerhi," Francis called out. "Can we talk?"
      

        She emerged from her tent, her expression curious but guarded. "Southerner. What do you want?"
      

        "I want to tell you something," Francis said. "About us. About things we've shared that you don't remember."
      

        Kerhi's hand moved to her axe, but her eyes showed more interest than threat. "You're speaking in riddles again."
      

        "Not riddles. Truth." Francis took a breath and began explaining, just as he had before. The loops, the resets, the way he'd died and come back over and over. He told her about fighting together, about the trust they'd built across timelines she couldn't recall.
      

        And then he told her about the carvings.
      

        "In another loop," Francis said carefully, "you showed me something personal. Something beautiful. You invited me into your tent and shared your mother's gift with me. The wooden carvings you make—animals, warriors, moments captured in detail that most people would never expect from someone known primarily as a fighter."
      

        Kerhi's expression shifted, surprise breaking through her usual stoic mask. "How could you possibly know about that?"
      

        "Because you trusted me enough to show me," Francis said. "Because in that timeline, we'd fought together, bled together, and you decided I was worthy of seeing that part of yourself. The part that creates instead of destroys, that finds beauty in a world of violence."
      

        For a long moment, Kerhi said nothing. Then she stepped aside and gestured toward her tent. "Show me you're not lying. Come inside and tell me which piece I was working on last night."
      

        Francis followed her into the tent, his eyes immediately finding the small shelf of carvings. But there was also a partially finished piece on her work table—a barbarian warrior mid-swing, the detail already emerging from the rough wood.
      

        "That one," Francis said, pointing to a wolf he remembered from before. "The wolf howling. Your mother taught you that one first, because wolves represent pack and family. And that warrior you're working on now—you started it two nights ago, trying to capture the moment of perfect balance right before a strike lands."
      

        Kerhi moved to the table and picked up the unfinished carving, her fingers tracing the emerging details. "I've told no one about this project. Not even the other warriors know I carve."
      

        "I know," Francis said quietly. "Because you keep it private, something just for yourself. A reminder that there's more to life than battle."
      

        She set the carving down and turned to face him, and Francis saw something in her expression he'd seen before—the moment when disbelief gave way to cautious acceptance.
      

        "This ability of yours," Kerhi said. "These loops. They're real, aren't they?"
      

        "Yes."
      

        "And we've fought together before? The way you described?"
      

        "Many times," Francis confirmed. "Including against the alpha Ursaloth. We both died in that fight."
      

        Kerhi absorbed that information, then moved to her chest and pulled out the familiar wineskin. "Sit. If what you're saying is true, then we have much to discuss."
      

        They sat on the furs, and Francis told her about their recent battles together, about the seven Ursaloths they'd killed fighting side-by-side, about the way they'd moved as one unit. He described her berserker fury, the savage joy she took in combat, and how he'd had to force her to retreat from the alpha.
      

        "I don't remember any of that," Kerhi said, "but I can feel the truth in your words. And I recognize something in you—a familiarity I can't explain."
      

        "That's the bond you asked about before," Francis said. "The connection you sense. Some part of you remembers, even when your mind doesn't."
      

        They talked long into the evening, Francis sharing details only someone who'd truly known her would know, and Kerhi slowly accepting the reality of what he described. By the time Francis finally left her tent, something had shifted between them. Not quite the easy trust of their previous timeline, but the foundation of it.
      

        ---
      

        The next morning, Francis noticed Jarl Keara watching him during training. Her gaze was calculating, her expression unreadable, but there was an intensity to her attention that made Francis wary.
      

        Later, as he was leaving the practice grounds, she intercepted him.
      

        "The Southerner spends much time with Kerhi," Keara observed, her tone casual but her eyes sharp. "Training together, sharing meals, private conversations."
      

        "Kerhi is a skilled warrior," Francis replied carefully. "I'm learning from her."
      

        "Of course," Keara said, though her expression suggested she saw more than that. "It's good for warriors to train together, to build bonds through combat. Though some bonds become... complicated. Especially when one party might have other obligations."
      

        Francis felt the weight of that statement, the subtle reminder that Keara had made her interest known and didn't appreciate competition. But in this loop, as in all loops, her interest would reset. Whatever political maneuvering she attempted would vanish when Francis died again.
      

        "I appreciate your concern, Jarl," Francis said, "but my focus is on becoming strong enough to help your people against the beastkin. Everything else is secondary."
      

        Keara studied him for a moment, then smiled—an expression that didn't quite reach her eyes. "Of course. Your dedication is admirable, Southerner. I simply wanted to ensure you understand the... dynamics of our camp. Kerhi is valuable to us. I would not want her distracted from her duties."
      

        The message was clear: tread carefully.
      

        Francis nodded and excused himself, aware of Keara's gaze following him as he walked away. Politics were exhausting, especially when they reset every loop. But they were part of navigating life in Tules, and ignoring them completely would create unnecessary problems.
      

        ---
      

         
      

        The summons came that evening. Glitvall wanted to see him, along with the High Shaman Greythorn. Francis made his way to the warchief's tent, wondering what had prompted this meeting.
      

        Inside, he found both barbarian leaders waiting. Glitvall sat in his usual chair, massive and imposing, while Greythorn stood near the fire, her white hair seeming to glow in the flickering light.
      

        "Southerner," Glitvall greeted. "Sit. We have matters to discuss."
      

        Francis sat, his attention shifting between the two of them.
      

        "You've been here long enough now," Glitvall continued, "and fought enough battles that we can assess your progress. The High Shaman has been observing your magic use. Share with her your current skills."
      

        Francis pulled up his status, focusing on the skills that had improved since arriving in Tules.
      

        "Axe is at thirty-eight, moving toward the Proficient rank," Francis said. "Life Core Channeling is at thirty-eight as well. Blacksmithing has reached thirty-four. My Magic stat sits at twenty-five."
      

        Greythorn's eyes narrowed. "Show Life Core threads."
      

        Francis pulled power from his core, letting the golden threads become visible around his hands. The High Shaman studied them intently, her expression thoughtful.
      

        "Good progress you make," she said finally. "Control improved. Density of threads... core develops proper. But far from threshold you seek. Still far."
      

        "The regeneration ability," Francis said. "I know I need Life Core Channeling at the Advanced rank, but that requires reaching forty-one. I'm close."
      

        "Close to one requirement," Greythorn corrected, her voice sharp. "Regeneration requires more than Life Core mastery. Requires magical capacity to sustain continuous healing. Magic stat too low. Much too low."
      

        Francis felt something sink in his chest. "How high does it need to be?"
      

        "Forty-one minimum," Greythorn said. "Same threshold as Life Core Channeling. True regeneration requires both skill to manipulate life force and raw magical power to fuel continuous. One without other? Insufficient. Useless."
      

        "That's..." Francis did the math quickly. "That's sixteen more points in Magic. That could take hundreds of deaths."
      

        "Yes," Glitvall said bluntly. "Which is why we're having this conversation. You've been throwing yourself at the alpha repeatedly, grinding your combat skills, but neglecting your magical development. If regeneration is truly your goal, you need to change your approach."
      

        Francis leaned back, processing this information. He'd been so focused on mastering the axe, on becoming strong enough to defeat the alpha through pure combat skill, that he'd lost sight of the bigger picture.
      

        "What do you suggest?" Francis asked.
      

        "Train with Greythorn," Glitvall said. "Focus on magical development alongside your combat training. The alpha will still be there when you're ready, but rushing to fight it before you have the tools to survive it is foolish."
      

        "I've died to it forty-seven times in the last few loops," Francis admitted. "And I'm no closer to victory than when I started."
      

        "Because you try win with insufficient power," Greythorn said. "Alpha is Master-rank warrior. You fight at Advanced proficiency with limited magical reserves. No amount of skill bridge that gap without fundamental capabilities to support."
      

        She moved closer, her ancient eyes studying him with disconcerting intensity. "Can teach you increase magical capacity more efficient. Still require deaths, still require grinding, but focused magical training accelerate progress. Few hundred focused deaths instead of thousand scattered ones."
      

        Francis considered the offer. Everything in him wanted to keep fighting the alpha, to keep pushing against that wall until it broke. But that was pride and stubbornness, not strategy.
      

        "How would the training work?" Francis asked.
      

        "You spend time each loop working with me," Greythorn explained. "Meditation to expand magical channels, exercises to increase capacity, practice with more advanced Life Core techniques. Combined with combat training and forge work, create balanced approach to development."
      

        "And the alpha?"
      

        "Test yourself against it periodically," Glitvall suggested. "But don't waste entire loops dying to it repeatedly when you could be building the foundation you need for victory. Take one or two attempts each loop to measure your progress, then focus on development."
      

        It made sense. Francis hated admitting it, but they were right. He'd been spinning his wheels, dying over and over to an opponent he couldn't beat with his current capabilities.
      

        "I'll do it," Francis said. "Starting tomorrow, I'll train with the High Shaman."
      

        Greythorn nodded approvingly. "Good. Begin with basic magical capacity exercises and work way up. Won't be comfortable—expanding magical channels never is—but will be effective."
      

        "I'm used to discomfort," Francis said dryly.
      

        "Yes," Greythorn replied, her expression unreadable. "Imagine you are. Someone who dies and returns casual as you do has grown quite familiar with pain. Very familiar."
      

        They discussed the training schedule and what it would entail. By the time Francis left the tent, he had a clear path forward. It would take time and require patience, a quality he didn't naturally possess, but it was the right approach.
      

        As Francis walked back through the camp, he thought about Kerhi, about the trust they were rebuilding in this loop. About Keara's political maneuvering and the complications it would create. About Tormund at the forge, teaching him the patience and precision that smithing required.
      

        All of it would reset when he died. But the skills he built, the knowledge he gained, the understanding of what he needed to achieve—those would carry forward.
      

        Death four hundred and ninety-eight had taught him humility. Taught him that sometimes the direct approach wasn't the answer, that sometimes you needed to step back and build a stronger foundation before attempting to break through the wall.
      

        Tomorrow would bring magical training with Greythorn. More deaths, more grinding, more incremental progress toward the threshold that would finally give him the regeneration he needed.
      

        But tonight, Francis had clarity. He knew what needed to be done, had allies willing to help him do it, and a clear understanding of the path ahead.
      

        It would take hundreds more deaths. But eventually, he would be strong enough.
      

        Eventually, the alpha would fall.
      

        And when it did, Francis would be ready for whatever came next.
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