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        Edge of Freedom

    
    
    
    
                The Arlin Empire has been spreading across the continent powered by magore, a dangerous material that is poisonous to life. In order to mine it, the empire uses slaves with magical aptitudes who are resistant to the effects of magore. North, a nineteen year old slave, finds himself with the ability to bypass the magic restricting cuffs that are chained to him. After his friend Sera is injured and given only sixty days until she’s executed, he resolves to save her and everyone else in the mining camp. With this new found power, he and the other slaves work together with an unlikely ally to fight for their freedom and escape the empire that holds them captive.
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        Prologue

    
    
    
    
                The Arlin Empire was many things, but one word that could define a lot of aspects of the nation was desire. Desire for growth, desire for technology, and desire for power. It was a somewhat young country compared to its nearby compatriots, having formed out of the alliance of several smaller fiefdoms under a recently exiled prince. Their growth was due to many reasons, but the main one came down to their lust for innovation. To grow it needed to become better than those near it, to explore the world and find new methods of bending its natural foundations to their whim. And it found it within a simple stone that would turn the world on its head.

Magore. Pure, solidified mana, pressurized underground as a source of energy. To most, it was only known as poison. Simply being near it for most people was enough to damage them with the mana that resonated off of it, overloading their bodies with the lifeblood of the universe. But to the fledgling nation, they saw it as a stepping stone. Harnessed in the correct forms, it could power technology unfathomable in decades prior, giving life to machines and tools once thought to be in the realms of dreams and nightmares. For those outside of Arlin, it remained just as much of a poison as ever, slowly rotting away their borders and encroaching on their cores. Thus, a nation powered by desire now entered the world stage with the tools to bend everyone to their will and spread like a cancerous tumor.

Their conquests were not without their benefits. The natural resources of those surrounding them were plentiful, and new sources of magore were found all over. Those who resisted were forced to face down a power rapidly advancing in both literal and figurative terms. Arlin grew more and more, the times when it had been only a collection of fiefdoms a footnote in its history.

Yet the problem still remained that magore, despite its utility, was poisonous in its unrefined form. Those who had resistance were those with affinity for utilizing the natural mana of the world. Mages were not extremely uncommon, but many of the wars that had just been fought utilized them in numbers. Those who were left were either prisoners of war or youth who were just coming into their power. With their newly acquired human resources, the Empire of Arlin now had a much better method to continue their steady growth and consumption of magore.

Slaves.

***

There was a loud crack as the pickaxe finally broke apart the rock. I grabbed it off the floor and took a moment to look it over, squinting my eyes slightly. Even in smaller fragments, uncovered magore gave off an energy that felt like being hit with a wave. Staring at it for long periods made that sensation even worse, so I tried to keep my visual contact with the material as limited as possible. The slight glimmer was enough to tell me that I had aimed for the right spot and hadn’t broken off too much of it for it to be hard to refine. If I had enough energy for it in my face, I would probably have smiled. As I turned to place the mined chunk in the basket sitting next to my feet, I looked around the cave. 

If you removed the guards, the stench, the constant sound of picks hitting stone and the slaves, it would probably be a somewhat beautiful sight. The light of the torches combined with the soft glow given off by the magore that lined the walls of the cave gave it an almost dream-like atmosphere. The roof expanded upwards, creating a dome like shape with occasional stalactites hanging from above. In the morning, before work started, you could hear the water slowly dripping off of them and hitting the cave floor. According to Elric, the cave probably formed like this after the magore condensed as the energy pushed away the earth, creating this underground expanse. I never really took much interest in admiring the view, but this day felt slightly different. 

As I turned back to the wall to continue breaking away at it, a loud whistle blew throughout the air and all attention turned to a raised platform farther back within the cave. 

“Dinner! Get your asses moving!”

There was a symphony of groans as we all started moving towards the exit, climbing up the scaffolding while lugging the baskets over our shoulders. The cuffs that stopped us from using mana rattled at our ankles, occasionally clanking against each other or the metal railings. The guards along the path, covered head to toe in what looked like the most cumbersome armor possible, slightly backed away as we passed them. The armor wasn’t for physical protection. From what I could tell, most of the guards lacked magical aptitude and had to wear protective gear in order to not get poisoned. It definitely helped, but it was clear that most of them looked slightly sick by the end of their shifts. It wasn’t something I felt pity for.

As we walked out, I had to take a moment to allow my eyes to shift to the change in lighting. It was a sensation I had gotten used to, so it was over rather quickly. As we walked, we placed down our baskets onto a platform near a large, dense container meant to ship the material off to be refined. I took a moment to let my eyes slowly wander over to the camp and let out a deep breath. I had been staying at this location for almost 2 years. It was not my first location, but it was the one which I had been stationed at the longest. After all, it was 5 years ago I had been declared a slave to the empire.

***

“How exactly do you find the right spots? I’ve been trying your advice, but I can’t really get it to work.” Sera said, muffled by the slice of bread she had recently shoved in her mouth. Her brown hair was starting to get in the way of her face and was a few inches from dipping directly into soup. Its brown color was more of a suggestion, as the residual dust inside the caves had darkened almost everyone’s hair, including my own. My hair was a similar shade to hers, although I presumed it was slightly lighter. 

The cafeteria was the only place in camp which could regularly be described as “lively”. It was true that the majority of us felt half dead, some more than others, but the presence of food and freedom from the confines of the dark underground gave some levity. Sera and Elric both sat across from me at the small table, taking our time going through the food. The soup they had given us today was edible, and the bread wasn’t as hard as it had been last week. It was an improvement, albeit a meager one. 

“I think I told you last time, you look for the areas that are slightly warped. They have little bends in them, like this.” I responded, holding up my bread and attempting to put a slight bend in it. Instead of bending, the bread simply snapped into two pieces and left me without a visual aid. Elric let out a soft chuckle while Sera looked at me, still perplexed.

“North, you realize that you’re kind of terrible at explaining things.”

“What, were you expecting a full lecture? I don’t know, I just sort of have a feeling for it.”

Elric took a break from his soup to interject. “Some people just have a sense for these types of things. I mean, it doesn’t matter much. It’s not like it puts North in good favor with the guards or anything.” He mumbled the last part, giving a side glance to the other side of the tent. 

I turned my head to see Elm having what looked to be a fairly casual conversation with one of the guards. His salt and pepper hair were distinct in the camps for the fact that the majority of the people here were young. Living long enough to start to have gray hair was considered a luxury. Most of the slaves considered him somewhat of an elder, a source of advice and was the most common point of contact between us and the higher ups at the camp. My conversations with him were limited, although most of them tended to be as a form of scolding rather than anything menial. Slightly angry appeared to be his most common state of being. From what I could tell, he didn’t hate me, which was enough for me to not hate him as much in turn. Elric was not as fortunate as myself, which caused a heavy distaste for the man to brew over our time here. 

“Elric, relax. It’s not like we can change that. He might be a tad bit aggressive towards you, but at least he’s consistent.” Sera said, hoping to calm down Elric. 

“And Elm’s the closest thing we have to a voice with the guards. Even if he’s a traitor, as you say, I think the majority of the people here trust him… a bit.” I patted him on the shoulder, hoping to give him some level of comfort. 

Elric sighed before going back to eating what was at least passable soup. All in all, it was a fairly mundane dinner. 

***

The bunks were quieter than usual. The building which contained them could best be described as an oversized shack, made up mostly from rotting wood and shoddy replacements whenever a large part of it broke. The bunks upon which we slept were tightly packed next to each other, giving barely enough room to sit up as long as you bent your neck down. All that we wore were the day garments they had given to us for when we weren’t in the mines. There was nothing specifically given to us for nights. It was a luxury they refused to afford.

It was a sad fact that I couldn’t remember what an actual bed felt like at this point. I stared up at the wood above and let out a quiet sigh. Those days were long past, and I had no way to return to them. The Arlin Empire had a large amount of slaves, but they were very intent on making sure that they got as much usage out of them before they keeled over. Magore was poison, no matter what. It might not be killing us directly, but the mana that radiated off of it would scratch at our basic foundations constantly. Compared to those who got mana sickness from not having a strong enough constitution, I was blessed. However, freedom was not one of those blessings. I couldn’t do anything. I was trapped in a cage which was specifically designed to utilize our bodies until we couldn’t do any more work. Anyone who wasn’t part of Arlin’s grand scheme was trash to move aside. It was a stupid, juvenile desire, but I wanted change. Something, anything to change.

I slowly started to drift off, the sight of the bunk above my head fading in my vision. As my eyes began to close, I started to see a warm glow in my periphery. It was too soft to be a lantern, but it was close to me. I leaned my head up to look and saw that the light was radiating from my left hand. I slowly raised my body up, careful not to bang my head as I brought my palm closer to my face. The light radiating from it felt like the last embers of a candle. As I stared, I muttered three words that I never expected to say.

“I have magic.”

I quickly looked down to see if the cuff was still attached to my ankle and if it was still working. Low and behold, it was still there, the runes on it still giving off the faintest sickly blue hue. Yet somehow, I was able to create a miracle of light. This was it. This was the path forward. I could see it and knew that this had to mean something, anything about the future. Whether I understood it or not, I was on the precipice of freedom, the edge of a world beyond.

And it was most likely going to get me killed. 

I turned to my right to find two deep blue eyes staring directly into my soul.


            

    
        Chapter 1: Wise Slave

    
    
    
    
                Arlin’s name originates from the first emperor, the exiled Prince Arlin. After the first campaign which conquered the prince’s homeland, he renamed it to show that it was now the dawn of a new age.

*** 

Immediately, I was stuck in place, unable to make a sound. The face moved closer to mine, the eyes unmoving. The light from my palm was finally able to radiate onto them, and the first thing I noticed was the presence of salt and pepper hair. It was Elm. 

“Stop this. Never do that again if you value your life.” Elm’s voice remained quiet, but it felt as though it reverberated throughout my entire body. The light from my palm slowly started to fade until both of us were left in darkness, the only thing I could make out being his eyes. 

“This is your last chance. I will not save you again.”

Before I could react, he was already walking away from me and moving back to his bunk. I sat there, frozen in shock at the events that had just transpired. It was an overload of information, and I didn’t know whether or not any of it had been real. As I went to lie down again, I prayed that sleeping on it would help with my confusion. It did not. 

***

A loud whistle pierced my ears, and I immediately sat up and banged my head against the bunk above me. The shock of the previous night hadn’t subsided and I was entirely on edge. I looked over to where Elm’s bunk was, and saw him getting up as though there wasn’t anything that happened. He didn’t even glance at me while he got dressed for the day and grabbed his tools. I started to wonder whether what happened the previous night was even real or was just an extremely vivid dream. I held my head, got up and prepared myself for breakfast. 

There was a similar lively attitude to dinner, although the sense of dread for the work that would come soon after was palpable. I sat down with Elric and Sera, still stuck in thought about what was real and what wasn’t. Every once in a while, my eyes would wander over to Elm. It all seemed the same as usual with him having casual conversations with the other slaves and the guards. As I was starting to calm down and went back to focus on Sera and Elric, I could hear a distinct gruff voice come from behind my head.

“North. Come with me. We need to have a conversation about your sleep patterns.”

I turned back to see his stone cold face looking down at me. As I got up and followed him, I turned back to see Sera giving me a silent prayer and Elric seeming to ponder what ways he could save me from what must be my impending death. I gave them a weak smile as I exited the tent, worried for the fate that was about to befall me.

***

“I told them that I wanted to talk with you about you having trouble sleeping and it messing with some of the others in the camp. You won’t get punished, but it at least gives us a few minutes to talk.” Elm spoke in an almost vindictive voice, taking a quick moment to survey the area.

“You have a light attunement. It’s rare, and if you use it wrong you’ll probably end up getting killed for it.”

My brain took a moment to comprehend his words. I regained my senses and attempted to speak, but was immediately shut down.

“No. Listen. I never want to see you doing that again. If anyone who wasn’t me saw that, you’d be dead right now. None of the guards know that these things are imperfect and I’d prefer to keep it that way.” He said, gesturing towards the cuff on his right ankle.

“But, these things are supposed to block any usage of mana. How was I able to do that?”

“You’re an exception. These things block people from attuning to specific elements of the natural world. It stops people from connecting to the world through their mana and transforming it. Light’s rare as fuck because… nevermind. Just know that these things don’t filter it out because it only filters out those which are common.”

“But then why-”

“Because why would you? Light attunement is so rare that the only well known people who have it are the Empire’s healing pets who only do work for nobility. Most people here don’t even know what they’re attuned to, so why would you add another layer of work to a piece of tech that is already so useful? What, to protect against the infinitesimal chance that some dumb miner finds out he’s got special magic? It’s too much work, and the empire has much grander goals.” His voice felt almost sarcastic. It felt wrong watching a man who had been so untouchable now be musing about the state of the world.

I stood there, awestruck at him. Despite him being face to face with me, he wasn’t looking at me. His gaze was distant, stretching off in the distance to what I presumed to be some past memory. Whatever it was, I didn’t plan on asking. I’d already pushed him far enough and it was very clear that he wasn’t going to stick out his neck for me any farther. 

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. It’s not like you could have known. Just don’t ever do that shit again. I don’t want you dying over what amounts to a magic parlor trick.”

I watched as he walked off into the distance back inside the tent. A sigh of relief made its way throughout my entire body just as another whistle rang out across the camp, signaling the work day had begun.

“Fuck… I didn’t finish breakfast.”

It was not going to be an enjoyable work day. 

***

The water breaks found in the afternoon were a unique social event. The mines’ limited space certainly left people huddled together, so socialization was inevitable as people were refilling canteens and taking time to drink before returning to their position in the mine. This also included the guards, who took time to socialize as well as swap out positions with those who had been stationed outside as to limit long term exposure to magore, a luxury which was not extended to us. 

“So, you’re not in trouble? I thought you were going to come back to us looking even uglier.”

“Elric, shut up. Still, I’m surprised he didn’t do anything to you. It was something with your sleep, right? I don’t know, I always thought you were a pretty sound sleeper.”

Elric and Sera had both come to question me about my interaction with Elm. It made sense, but it definitely felt less like friends being considerate of each other and more like a passive-aggressive interrogation.

“I already told you guys, I’m fine. It was a small conversation, and it was only about last night. I had some issues going on, and he noticed. I guess he just told the guards he wanted to talk with me and they let him do it.” I said, hoping that they didn’t push any further. My little magic incident was already a problem enough, and dragging others into it would probably only make it worse. Elric would probably start crafting ideas about how to exploit it, and his voice tended to get louder the more interested he was in something. Sera… was probably one I could trust. I’d known her for longer and she understood me a lot better than others. She was one of the few things that was helping to keep me sane, so burdening her with information like that would only give me grief. I mean, the work was already backbreaking. No one needed another burden to carry. As long as they could remain safe for as long as possible, it didn’t really matter. 

***

The night was slightly different. Dinner was about the same quality, but the camp had been given a slight break. It was apparently a holiday for the Arlin Empire, although I never really learned the details. A majority of their holidays appeared to be around the dates of different nations being conquered or successful military ventures. Whatever it was, it seemed to put the guards in a good enough mood to let much of the slaves roam free during the night. There were guards on duty, but a good portion of them had relocated inside a large tent where festivities were apparently being held. I could hear music faintly coming from inside along with sounds of drunken merriment. I stood around a fire, huddled next to many others having casual conversations and admiring the night sky. Elric was next to me, his hands in front of him while he quietly hummed a tune from his childhood. Despite how hard I had looked, Sera was nowhere to be found. On the other side of the fire, Elm stood silently while watching all of us let our worries temporarily melt away with the flames. 

He looked in my direction finally and gave me a slight nod, beckoning me to follow him. I moved slowly, Elric not even noticing my absence. We took a brief walk through the camp until we ended up on the edge of it, next to one of the guard towers which surveyed us. Elm gave a small wave to the guard before telling him that he was just taking some time to get a bit of the view. The guard gave an odd smile before turning back to the inside of the camp, not even looking at us. While it was just a guess, it was pretty easy to assume they were frustrated by being forced to stand guard while others partied. 

The camp was inside a mountainous region, far away from any other settlement or village. Outside of where we were, it was a densely wooded area with the trees creating a thick roof for the forest below. The night sky only gave the faint outlines of the land in front of us, but it was still beautiful. Presumably, the area where the camp was looked the same as this but was completely cleared in order to build the structures. 

“Your name is North, right?”

“Yes. Just North. Nothing else.”

“You must be from the Corith, then. Pretty sure they don’t have last names.” He said, staring at the landscape below.

“Yeah… I don't know many others from Corith who are here. Sera’s the only other person from my village, although I hadn’t met her before we both ended up like… this. Been 5 years since then.” That past was now long gone, along with the village. It wasn’t even on the maps anymore, just a pile of ash with the remnants of buildings scattered throughout. We had lived close to the ever-growing border of the Arlin Empire, and our destruction acted as a warning shot for the ensuing invasion. It only took a few weeks for the capital to declare surrender.

“You don’t look that old. You must have been young.” His eyes didn’t move from the mountains but his thoughts were clearly elsewhere. 

“I’m sorry.”

I turned to look at him, confused by his apparent confession of blame. There was a mix of complex emotions on his face that I couldn’t really decipher. He let out a deep sigh before continuing.

“I’ve met one other person with a light attunement before you. He was a bit similar to you in a way. I only met him for a few weeks, but his personality was pretty easy to get a read on. He had a lot of life in him and wanted to use it for others. Joined the war effort a couple of years before I did…” His voice began to wander as his head tilted up to the stars. “I doubt he’s alive. Maybe he is, but it’s not like he can do shit for me now, can he?”

Hearing Elm reminisce on the past felt odd, but it was clearly cathartic for him. Although his face didn’t really show it, he was gaining some levity from finally being able to tell parts of his own story which he had held in for so long. Why he was telling me specifically wasn’t something I had fully deciphered, but I didn’t mind listening. 

“North, listen. I saw that look on your face last night. I know what it means, and I don’t want to see that happen. You can’t do it on your own. You’ll just get yourself killed.” His stone cold facade had melted away to reveal one of a man who had outlived too many others. “It will only make things worse.”

I took a deep breath, mentally preparing myself to respond until I was interrupted by a scream from an all too familiar voice. One that shook throughout my entire body. 

I ran as fast as I could, my only thoughts being about Sera’s safety. 


            

    
        Chapter 2: North's Declaration

    
    
    
    
                Arlin's large spread has led to some areas of their new territory to be less controlled than others. In areas where there is little presence of Arlinian forces, freedom fighter groups are more likely to coalesce.

***

I ran as fast as my legs could possibly carry me through the camp in the direction of her voice. Whatever it was, I knew that it was bad judging from the bloodcurdling scream that Sera had let out. When I found her a short distance from the guard’s tent, my fears were confirmed. 

I could only make out the outline of Sera’s body, but something was very clearly wrong. Her breathing was erratic as she looked at me. I ran off to the side to pick up a small lantern and bring it close, and it only became worse. Sera’s body was beaten and bruised, her eyes nearly closed shut due to swelling. But the worst part was her left leg.

Calling it a leg was almost a stretch. It was shattered in multiple places, most likely by the usage of the batons that the guards carried from their hips. It looked like a lump of flesh that only gave the general outline of a leg. The hits were clearly done with purpose, intending to make sure that the leg would be as mangled as possible. I turned to find Elric running to my side only to give a similar reaction towards Sera’s state. 

“I- I’ll get some wood to make a splint.” Elric stammered, struggling to voice his thoughts. I watched as he ran off into the night, searching for tools to make something to piece together her broken leg. I crouched down to get closer to her, but she flinched away from me. What happened was clear. I looked up at the tent to find the guards still laughing and singing in merriment. None of them were thinking about the horrors they had just inflicted.

“Hey… sorry about this.” Sera spoke in hushed tones, her voice interrupted with cracks as she winced at the pain. I could see her attempting to smile at me, but was faltering.

“No, this isn’t your fault. It’s theirs. They did this to you. Maybe we can-”

“Just, don’t. You know how it works. This isn’t going to heal in sixty days.” Her eyes looked directly at me, tears streaming down her cheeks. She was right. If it didn’t heal in sixty days and she wasn’t able to work, she’d be dead. A break as thorough as this was impossible to fix in such a short time, and attempting to work with it would only make it worse.

I had to do something. I at least had to try. I reached down and placed my left palm over her leg. Without thought, the soft light appeared from it again and flowed over her leg. I prayed harder than I had before, hoping that some instinctual part of my body would understand how to heal her. She stared at it, bewildered. 

“North, how?”

Before I could respond, I felt a hand grab onto my wrist, and the light immediately dissipated. Elm looked down at me, his face now filled with a growing rage. 

“What the fuck did I tell you? Are you this adamant on getting yourself killed?”

“But you said light attunement was good at healing? Maybe I could someho-”

“What, heal her? You don’t even have any idea how to do that. And even if you did, do you think the guards are going to see her walking around like normal and not ask any questions? It’s suicide for you and her!”

Hearing him raise his voice to such a degree felt unnatural, but I knew that I needed to stand my ground. I lifted myself up to meet him face to face, even though he was taller than me. 

“No. I’m going to save her. I can’t just let this happen. I’ve been here for too damn long doing nothing and just wasting away, and one of the only things keeping me going is her. You said you were sorry, right?”

I was raising my voice at this point, unable to care who or what heard me. Sera stared at me, stuck in shock while Elm stood his ground.

“Do you know how many survivors were left after the attack on Marlisle village? Two. We were just an example to be made. The only reason Sera and I aren’t dead is because the magore doesn’t kill us. Marlisle doesn’t exist anymore. It’s an empty spot on the empire’s maps. We’re all that’s left. A candlemaker’s son and the daughter of a village elder.”

I could feel a tear start to run down my cheek.

“I refuse to be the only one left to tell our story. I don’t care what happens, I just can’t be the only one. If it gets me killed, so be it. I can’t carry the burden of Marlisle alone, and neither can she. So if you’re truly sorry, if you truly need forgiveness for something, then help me. You’re the one who said I can’t do it alone.” 

“North, do you even have a plan?” 

Sera looked up at me, her body still sprawled out across the ground. She was still crying, but her mind was no longer focused on the pain. She clearly had a much larger worry now. 

“Sera, since when have I been good at planning stuff?” I forced a smile on my face before turning back to Elm. Before he could respond, Elric came back carrying broken pickaxe handles and string. 

“I can make the splint, Help me get her to the bunk so I can start.”

***

As I laid down Sera on her bunk I gave her a faint smile before walking back outside of the bunks where Elm was waiting for me. He looked me up and down, studying my body. 

“You really think you can escape? The cuffs prevent us from using magic, and the guards all have weapons powered by magore. That’s not even including these things.” He reached to tap the back of his neck, where a clear brand mark was in place. It was shared by all of us, a mark that defined us all as sub-human.

“I don’t have a choice. Plus, who said anything about running away?”

“No… you’re already killing yourself thinking about running. You really think you can do a fucking full scale revolt?” 

“It’d feel wrong if it was just three of us. Well, four if Elric decides to join in, but he doesn’t really have the best opinion of you.” I mused, taking some time to study the night sky. “And I’m not the only one who carries a story with them.”

Although not many were willing to share, several others here were orphaned during invasions before being brought here. Family was a luxury that a rare few could claim they knew were still alive. The wars of the Empire were a furtive breeding ground for human capital, and although some of those who weren’t gifted were allowed to live, many areas were slaughtered like Marlisle. Citizenship in the Arlin empire was a fickle thing, though I could never attain it. 

“Well, not like I can stop you if you’ve made up your mind. You don’t have a plan, and you don’t have any connections, so at least I can help with that. This is probably going to get me killed.”

Elm let out a soft chuckle before returning his gaze up to the stars. 

“Who in the hell am I kidding? I’ve been dead for years.”

I had never heard Elm laugh before.

“North, I want to hear you say it. What do you want to do?”

I finally looked away from the stars and let my eyes wander around my surroundings. I had never really been able to take in how disgusting this place was. It was a blemish on what was originally a beautiful landscape.

“I’m going to tear this entire camp down to the ground.”

For the first time in years, I could finally hear my own thoughts inside my head. They had always been drowned out by the monotonous sound of shattering rock.

I’m going to tear it all down.

            

    
        Chapter 3: North's Headache

    
    
    
    
                The Arlin Empire acquired slaves through multiple means, one of them being the penal system. The death penalty was uncommon even for the most heinous of crimes as the Empire believed that even the worst scum still had their uses. Crimes that were considered a blemish on society such as rape, murder, arson or mass larceny would lead to mining camps or permanent servitude. 

***

Fuck… how am I supposed to do this?

I was extremely eager that night, but my mind began to stew as I laid back in my bunk. My statement about not having a plan was sadly true. I definitely wasn’t the best at that type of stuff and would need help from others. But the main things I needed to think about were all the issues that I would have to deal with. 

According to Sera, there were currently 83 of us at the camp. My belief was that in order to make a revolt work, we need to at least get over half of them to work with us. If we get more than half, it’s way more likely that others will join in during the actual revolt. That means we needed to convince around 42 people at least to potentially put their life on the line just to escape. That was already enough of a problem since it seemed like a good portion of the people here were pretty adamant on surviving in the safest way possible and might have seen what happens to an escapee. It wasn’t a pretty sight. But that was an issue that could be dealt with after we had a plan, although the thought of it did weigh on my mind.

The first and most obvious issue was the cuffs. As long as these things were on our ankles, none of us could use mana in any form. I was the only exception, but I had no idea how to do anything other than act like a crappy candle. Thinking back to my past, it was somewhat fitting. From what I could tell, Elm had some knowledge about how to use magic and understood way more than I thought. He also apparently knew that the cuffs were imperfect on some level, which confused me. He hadn’t told me much about his past, but he definitely knew a lot more than he was letting on. Either way, the cuffs were going to be a major problem when it comes to escaping and potentially finding a way in society. The brands on our back were small enough to be hidden and could be dealt with through natural means. There had to be some way to get the cuffs off and I was hoping that it didn’t include any form of amputation. 

Then there were the guards. From what I could tell, a majority of them lacked any magical aptitude. I didn’t remember really seeing anyone in the mines who wasn’t wearing that protective armor. That didn’t mean that they weren’t dangerous. Every guard carried some form of magore weapon which could mow us down like flies. They also carried batons, which were used to hurt us and immobilize us, but not to kill. There was a separate building farther back inside the camp which was more heavily guarded than others which I assumed contained most of their weaponry and important tools. From what I could tell, the higher ups at the camp most likely had some form of communications device which they used to talk with others. Although I’d not really thought too much about it, there was very little exchange of letters or mail outside of shipments of tools and exportation of magore to refinement locations. The closest thing I’d seen to a letter was a care package one of the guards showed off to us during dinner a few months back. If the camp had some way to contact others that was faster than a letter, then it was something we had to take into account. 

The guards had to die fast and not have a chance to give out word. The longer we could delay news of the revolt the farther we could get away from the camp. But we also had to be able to find the mechanism to remove the cuffs… it was an absolute headache just trying to put it all together. The best case scenario would be to get our hands on the magore tech that the guards had, but we had no idea how to get them without taking it from a guard, and that would inevitably set off a chain of events where they would declare a warning and it would all fall apart. 

The second biggest issue would be timing. If we’re going to do it, we need to plan out a specific time where we can do this and have a check on the position of all the guards so we can take out as many as possible. They swapped shifts with each other, so there wasn’t any time when there was nobody on watch. That wasn’t the most pertinent problem. The problem was the 60 days. My first and foremost priority was making sure that Sera survived. We had less than 60 days to plan this all out and get everything set up for what would have likely best been planned over the span of years. It was probably closer to 50 days, considering the camp wasn’t too keen on wasting time and effort on what was assumed to be a useless tool. There were a few others at the camp who also liked Sera, so the time limit did have the benefit of making it easier to sympathize with our cause and be more proactive. Still, it was a harsh time limit. Once Sera could move slightly, she’d probably be sent to do menial work that didn’t require her to go into the mines, but that didn’t make her safe. In fact, it put her at risk of more abuse. The camp had one goal, and any tool that couldn’t fulfill that goal was a waste of space. It was going to put a wrench in things.

It didn’t help that we were also under constant watch and rarely had time to talk with each other for extended periods or have access to material which we could write upon. Too much interaction that wasn’t necessary was punished, and getting people on our side through discussions with them would naturally look suspicious. The second a single one of us talked or was discovered planning to do a revolt, it would all fall apart. Most of the people here could keep quiet but there were some voices that were naturally louder than others. 

I didn’t even want to think about what we would do afterwards, assuming the non-existent plan went well and we destroyed the camp. The camp was far from anywhere that could be called civilization, and the only road that presumably led somewhere was the road towards the refinery, which meant we would be walking even further into the Arlin Empire. We’d have to go somewhere at least, since the supplies that arrived at the camp would inevitably stop coming in and any shipment that arrived would find this place completely in shambles. 

It was just one massive headache after another trying to plan out how to escape. I knew there was a way, but there were so many things limiting us that coming up with a strong plan felt like an impossible task. I couldn’t do it alone, but Elm clearly expected for me to be the mind behind this operation. Sera would probably be able to help since she was a lot better at thinking these things out than me, but I couldn’t burden her anymore than she already is burdened now. Elric would be useful, since he had some pretty good craftsmanship skills, but I couldn’t ask much more from him than that.

We needed help. Lots of it. It wasn’t going to be easy but the people here were determined to survive. If they weren’t, their bodies would have already rotted away. 

I lifted up my left hand and clenched it into a fist. Although no light came from it, I could feel a soft warmth pass throughout my entire body.

Nobody ever said this was going to be easy…

            

    
        Chapter 4: Friends and Recruits

    
    
    
    
                Before its annexation by Arlin, Corith was rarely invaded due to the relative lack of natural resources and inherent danger contained in its forests. Logging was its main industry, but straying further into the woods past the roads or townships of Corith was akin to jumping off of a cliff, and shared similar survival rates. 

***

Alex’s appearance could best be summarized by the word “rusted”. His hair was a dark orange along with the freckles that dotted his face. In all honesty, it wouldn’t be surprising if he started making creaking noises. His general attitude, however, betrayed this rusted look. 

“Oh hey there! How’s it going? You’re… your name starts with an M, right?”

Alex had a dorky smile on his face, which automatically stood out from the rest of the people here. His general mannerisms and personality were lively, which often acted as a small beacon of hope for others around him. 

“North.” 

As we shuffled down the food line for breakfast, I could feel him inch slightly closer to me. If he was attempting to whisper, he wasn’t doing the best job of it. It was notable that he stood almost a head taller than me which made his energetic demeanor even more eye-catching. 

“Right, North. Listen, I heard about what happened to Sera last night. I’m sorry about it. If you ever need some help, I’m always here.”

Alex sauntered off back into the rest of the cafeteria, immediately striking up conversation as he sat down at a table. I awkwardly walked back to my usual table where Elric was already sitting in wait for me. His face seemed as though it had been paused in time, unable to emote. It was clear that Sera’s current state was affecting him just as much as it was me. 

“Can we talk? I know that you and I are both struggling, but I want to tell you something.” I murmured, keeping my voice lower than usual. Elric responded by raising an eyebrow.

“This sounds insane, but I’m planning on doing a revolt. I want to-”

“I’m in.”

I sat there for a moment, bewildered. His expression hadn’t changed but it was clear that he’d been pondering something similar to me for a while. 

“You’re doing it to save Sera, right? Then I’m in. Who else?”

“Other than me, the only person who knows is… Elm.”

Elric’s face immediately shifted alongside his tone, and he lowered his voice before leaning in towards me.

“Elm? You pick one person in this fucking camp and you pick Elm? The man who is known for helping the guards and has been on both of our asses for multiple occasions, and you choose him to trust? Gods… you’re even worse at planning than I thought.”

I knew this was going to happen.

“He’s knowledgeable and he’s sworn to work with me. I don’t have any other option, and he’s got connections in places I could never dream of. Whether he betrays us or not, we’d still be dying in the attempt. If you want to save Sera, then you need to work with him.”

Elric took a moment to search my face before sitting back down. A deep sigh escaped his throat as he tried to calm himself down. 

“We’re going to need a lot more help than his old ass. You got any plans for that?”

His question hit directly on the mark that had been bothering me. Despite my deep conviction and general knowledge, I needed manpower. Elm may have been viewed with respect for most, but his demeanor and conversational skills were lacking. I wasn’t exactly the best in social environments and Elric was, despite being a bit more amicable in most regards, not held to the highest standards within the camp. The fact that the guards also tried to break up any group that was larger than 5 people in case they were attempting to plan something also limited my chances. Having messages pass from one person to another could lead to it getting warped or intercepted by the guards, and that would cause it to all fall apart.

There was a piece of this that we were missing. Getting half of the camp on our side wasn’t exactly the hardest thing to do, since all of us already wanted to kill the guards here. The gentle melancholy that Sera’s assault was a clear sign of resentment towards those who were keeping us in bondage. But getting them together in one group to actually execute a complex plan was something that would require a miracle of communication. 

“Wait. What about…”

I lifted my head to turn over to the area where Alex was sitting. He noticed my glance almost immediately and shot me a smile. Elric took a moment to follow my gaze, and his frown immediately deepened.

“Oh for fucks sake. Him?”

***

Dinner held a similar air to the morning. Working in the mines had only made my thoughts even more clouded as I struggled to think up a plan. The more I tried to wrap my head around it, the larger the task appeared to be. The fact that I had less than 60 days to do it only compounded my worries. As I finished up my meal, I felt a hand tap on my shoulder and found Elm hovering over me.

“Grab another bowl and piece of bread. I talked with them, and they said you could give it to Sera. Fast.” 

I got up as fast as I could and grabbed the food. The room seemed to stare at me, wondering if I was committing the grave sin of getting seconds. As I walked towards the opening of the tent, the guard manning put a hand in front of my path.

“Don’t tell me you’re taking food to the bitch with the broken leg, are you?”

I stood still, holding the soup and bread firmly in my hands. 

“Yes sir. Elm ordered me to.”

The guard eyed me up and down before taking a deep breath and lowering his hand. 

“Fine. Make it quick.” He said, his voice coated in frustration. “It’s just a fucking waste of food anyhow.”

***

“Thanks… I’m still getting used to this.”

Sera’s voice was still faltering, but it was better than last night. I walked over to her bunk and leaned down to get a clear look at her. The leg was still clearly mangled but the splint had managed to move back most of it into its natural place. Instead of a malformed piece of flesh, it was very clearly a leg. I gave a false smile before stretching out my arms to hand her the food, but she instinctively pushed backwards into the bunk away from my hands. It took a moment to register what had just happened on the side of both parties.

“No, I’m sorry I didn’t mean to- I just… I don’t know.”

I couldn’t do anything other than place the food down in front of her before backing off. My fists were clenched in frustration. 

“It’s not your fault. It’s theirs. Don’t worry. They’ll get what’s coming to them soon enough.”

“You realize how selfish you are, trying to act like the hero? Are you really doing this just for me?”

I took a moment to think about her words before responding. It was true that I was doing this for a very personal reason and was only really spurred on by one major event. 

“No, I’m not going to play the hero. I don’t know what I’m doing. The only things I’ve got are a dumb level of conviction and the ability to use an attunement I have absolutely no understanding of. But I’ve got people around me who are a lot smarter and a lot better in ways I never could be.” I took a moment to crouch down to meet her face. “You’re one of those people. And if we can get a few more heads together, maybe we can make up for this extremely stupid one talking to you right now.”

With bread in her mouth, she looked at me and smiled. I didn’t know whether it was fake or not, but it definitely helped to keep me going.

“I hope you’re right. Judging from that look, I think you already have a person in mind to start with?”

I gave her a thumbs up before I stood up and walked out of the room. The next thing I had to do was talk to the one person in camp who loved talking the most. It had only been one day since I had declared my conviction to destroy this place, but I was about to get the closest to killing myself in the 5 years that I had been a slave.

            

    
        Chapter 5: Loud Conviction

    
    
    
    
                The language used throughout Arlin and its territories was an essential part to its cancerous spread across the continent. Morathin was already an extremely common language, but became a necessity for nations on the periphery of Arlin’s borders in order to trade with them. By the time Arlin invaded, the nations already spoke the language of its oppressors.

***

“You want me to do what?”

Alex’s attempt at whisper yelling ended up a bit more on the yelling side than the whisper one. I immediately held up a finger asking him to quiet down.

I’m starting to get Elric’s response. This isn’t going to be easy.

Asking a man who was very easily defined as “loud” to do a secretive mission that could get not only himself, but multiple people killed was like asking a bird to stop singing. I didn’t really have a choice and he was still the best candidate for it. I stared at him, my finger still in the air.

“I can’t do this plan without help. You said that if I wanted help, I could always come to you, right?”

“That’s not what I meant…” He mumbled, staring at the wall of the bunk. 

“You’re the best person for this. Everyone here trusts you and I know that if there was anyone who could rally the people together, it’d be you. All you need to do is be ready and talk with the right people once the plan is all together.”

Alex looked up from the bunk to stare directly at me, his eyes widened.

“You don’t even have a plan?”

Probably shouldn’t have said it like that.

“Elm has something, and Sera is working with me to figure out who to call on and how we can plan this. It’s not completely finished but we’ve got some ideas.”

“Listen, North. I think you’re probably doing the right thing here, but I don’t know how much I can trust this… tell me, where did you come from?”

I paused for a moment, wondering why he was going in this direction. 

“Corith. Place called Marlisle.”

I didn’t go into detail. I doubted that a sad story would help him join our cause. 

“Really? I was west of you. Nacilia.”

I hadn’t thought about it, but it made sense. His alabaster skin was apparently a trait that was commonly found in Nacilia. Although his tone wasn’t patronizing, it was drenched in a sense of pity.

“You know, my people hated you. To them, Corith was just a nation of cowards who hid in their forest so they never had to go to war. I remember my father saying that the only good thing that came out of Corith was wood. When Arlin invaded, there were town criers yelling about how the Corithian king refused to come to our aid and how it would lead to our downfall, but I’m pretty sure we just didn’t want to admit that we had no idea how to handle their forces… sorry. Don’t mean any offense.”

“None taken? I’m sorry, but why are you asking this?”

“I just wanted to understand you a bit more. You see, I’ve found that once I learn where they come from, I can get a read on a person pretty quickly. What you’re currently talking about, doing this massive revolt all for the sake of Sera, doesn’t match up with the person I’m getting a read on. So why would a kid from Corith who’s never been forced to pick up a weapon think that they have it in them to tear this place to the ground?”

He was right. I’d never been forced into combat before. I’d never held a sword or a weapon. Yet here I was attempting to go to war. I looked up at him to notice that his shirt was partially covering up what looked to be large scars, too big to be dealt by a simple baton strike or a whip. They might have been healed, but the skin looked like it had been malformed. Alex may have not have made it obvious, but he had clearly fought a lot in his life. He may have been only a few years older than me, but his experiences dwarfed my own.

“I don’t know if I can change your mind or not, but I can at least try to help you understand why you want to do this. Just because you’re determined to save her and to help everyone out doesn’t mean you have the ability to do that. If I follow you, if I choose to go down this path I am putting my life on the line for a plan that doesn’t even exist yet. Give me a good reason to follow you, because if you can’t do that, nobody else will.”

I stared at him, then looked over to Elm’s bunk, only to find it empty. Taking a deep sigh, I removed my shirt and placed my hand inside of it through the neck, folding in the arms so nothing could peek out. It was a risk, but it was something I needed to do if I wanted to show my resolve. Alex leaned down to peek inside the bottom of the shirt. I watched as a soft light spread across his face. His eyes widened, brimming with the curiosity and intrigue of a child. As the light faded he raised his head to look at me, a wide grin now spread across his face.

“Now that’s a much better pitch.”

It was surreal watching him change from his sympathetic tone so quickly. It was like I was talking to a completely different man. 

“Are you sure that this can actually help you? Because if that’s all you can do, I can’t imagine it’s going to help us much.”

I returned a smile to him as I put back on my shirt. 

“Only one way to find out.”

The cold air inside the bunkroom suddenly felt a little bit warmer. Even without the light, his eyes were brighter than ever before.

“When do we start?”

            

    
        Chapter 6: A Normal Day of Slave Labor

    
    
    
    
                During their 7th military campaign, The Arlinian empire designed magore powered drills to help build trenches and break through enemy structures. However, they were unable to be used in the mining camps. Due to the unstable nature of unrefined magore, mining with these drills would commonly lead to the refined material to release all of its energy at once.

***

Today was a normal day. Rather, I had chosen for it to be a normal day. I wasn’t exactly the best at planning things that were super complex, but I genuinely believed that doing a normal day would allow me to better grasp what the schedule was at the camp and how I could potentially utilize that. It was one step towards detangling the headache that had plagued me ever since I started on my mission to destroy this place. Sera was already doing some brainstorming along with Elric for ways we could overpower the guards and while he wasn’t telling me anything, Elm had been talking to the guards a lot more and seemed to be collecting information. If he was betraying us I’d probably know by now because I’d most likely be dead. Elm was still infuriatingly mysterious with how little he wanted to share, but I had to be grateful to the man. All I had to do today was keep a simple mindset. I was hoping that living the average life that I had been going through was enough to suddenly spur on some thoughts in my head on what the next step to take was. 

The fact that I had convinced Alex to work with us on the plan to escape and help inform others of the cause was important, although I didn’t really think of him as much of an idea guy. His message towards me had been simple; If I got a plan together, he’d start working with other people to help get them in on it and find people who might be able to help in a more direct way. While it might be considered rude, there were definitely some slaves here who had more skills than others and could help out more with our endeavor. We just needed to figure out who we could rely on and let in on more crucial details of the plan. According to Sera’s assertion, people don’t really need to know everything that we’re planning to do. Except for a few select people who would be taking the big motions, they just needed to know their part in the grander scheme and focus on that rather than needing to be let in on every single detail. It also made it a lot safer for us when planning, since it meant that we wouldn’t be socializing with too large a group. Not realizing this fact just showed me that I was in over my head. But for the moment, I needed to focus on daily life and seeing what gaps there are in it and what I might have missed in my 2 years here. My revelation had led me to see how disgusting this place was and actually admit it. That alone was a step in the right direction.

***

I got up out of my bunk and put on my day clothes. It was the outfit we wore out of the mines, and was basically a mix of rags and scraps all sewn together into the approximate shape of clothing. The shoes we wore were made of leather and a material that some other slave called rubber, although I didn’t really know what that was and wasn’t given any elaboration on it. It held together pretty well, although it was still uncomfortable. We weren’t in the outfit for the majority of the time, although we didn’t have anything to use at night. Most people just selected specific parts of their day outfit to wear at night and then put on the rest in the morning. It was uncomfortable, but it was livable.

Breakfast was gruel, which was surprisingly good. The food that was given out in the mornings was usually slightly better than the food at night due to the need to have energy for the work day. Taste was not considered important, but some cook had apparently been charitable today and put slightly more effort in. 

It had been 3 days since I had come to the resolve to revolt, but little had changed. I’d already gotten Alex to commit to working with us, but it had been over a day and we still had nothing of any real substance to call a plan. 

“Seriously though, you trust Elm? He’s been talking with the guards a lot more than usual and it’s starting to worry me.”

Elric was still stuck in doubt of Elm’s character. It was completely understandable, but it was starting to get on my nerves. 

“He’s fine. Again, if he was going to betray us there would be no point in waiting this long.”

“I guess, but it doesn’t make me confident.”

As I took another spoonful of gruel, I could slowly see a shadow forming over my back and onto the table. I turned my head to see Alex towering over me with his trademark smile.

“Morning guys!”

I gave an awkward smile as I watched him slowly sit down to the table and then lean in towards us. As usual, his attempts at whispering or being secret in any complex manner was laughable.

“So, any updates on the plan?”

Out of context his energy would be admirable, but it definitely wasn’t helping our cause. Having a normal day where I could just examine the camp felt more and more distant. 

“No, not yet. I’m working on it though, and so is Elric.”

“Well, make sure to get back to me when you have something. I know you can do it.”

He wandered off and went back to his normal routine. 

At least he’s on our side.

***

The mining outfit was intended to be as functional and efficient as possible. Overalls, long sleeves, and gloves. The gloves were the most important part. Even with aptitude, touching raw magore felt like grabbing onto a burning coal. Apparently the sensation was similar for those without magical aptitude, albeit with the one difference that the sensation would spread throughout one’s entire body and feel as though it was melting your insides. The rest of the attire was simply meant to stop the residue of the mines and magore from sticking to your skin. The same could not be extended to our heads, as helmets weren’t provided. Another luxury which the camp refused to offer. 

The pick and the basket were the two most important tools we carried. The pink helped to crack apart the rock to separate the parts which had pieces of unrefined magore in them, with a dull end and a sharp end. The material was never in large chunks, and generally was in scraps less than the size of a thumb inside of the stones we broke apart. The chunks which had the most concentrated inside of it were what we put into the basket. The basket was heavy, made of a dense alloy to help to keep the natural energy that radiated off of magore contained so it could be gathered and shipped. If it wasn’t protected, the driver would probably be deathly sick by the end of the journey. The two straps on it were used to carry it in and out of the mine. It was a simple set of tools that was probably extremely cheap to produce. The only other item we had was a small canteen to carry water inside the mines and would be refilled during the middle of the day, which gave us the opportunity to have a short talk with our compatriots. The canteen we were given was one of the few items we had which we got to keep throughout the day, even after leaving the mine and heading to our bunks. All of it was replaceable, a word which I had now become very familiar with. 

It was also worth noting that all of it smelled like shit. 

***

The day was mundane. I moved around through a few different spots in my designated area. We were spaced out from each other and given specific spots in the mine to do our work and break away parts of the wall or any parts of our surroundings that could contain magore. I’d found a few tricks to get parts of the surroundings which contained it due to how the stone around it would warp slightly. The energy of magore affected all parts of the world, some in more ways than others. It was odd, but I found seeing it easier…

Oh. That’s why. I still have my aptitude.

It made a lot more sense now that I had thought about it. The cuffs cut off most people’s connections to mana in the outside world and stopped them from utilizing it. Since I wasn’t disconnected, I had more awareness of it. That’s why Sera or Elric couldn’t see it. 

It wasn’t that important but it definitely made things slightly more clear. It wasn’t even the midday refill but I’d already gotten my basket about half full. If your basket got filled before the day ended and you weren’t able to pack in more material, you were supposed to just leave it on the ground to gather tomorrow or have another person nearby put it in theirs. I had taken a quick look to study the cave again.

It was wrong. It was a place which had been manipulated and torn apart. The guards, the slaves, the scaffolding and the lanterns were all blemishes on what was probably once a beautiful place. We’d expanded its walls far beyond where they originally were in the search for the smallest scraps of magore. It was all of the things wrong with the empire condensed into one engorged cavern. 

***

We walked out of the cave into the setting sun. Fall had already begun and the days were clearly becoming shorter. As we placed down our baskets onto the platform next to the mine, we were directed over to the shed where the mining outfits were kept. After taking them off and placing them in a pile, we were stripped and hosed down with water to wash off any residue that had stuck to our bodies, but it was impossible to get all of it. Over the years here our hair and skin had been caked in Magore, and some of it would still remain in our hair or other places. It wasn’t enough to feel any effect on us, but it seemed to cause discomfort for the guards without protective gear. It wasn’t enough to cause any full on sickness but was enough to make them uncomfortable. The smell that we also had accumulated definitely played a part in that, although my nose had numbed to it years ago. The clothes were then carried off by the Arlinian criminals and then…

Oh fuck. I forgot about them.

In all of my ruminations on the revolt I had completely ignored what was an integral part to keeping the camp alive- The slaves without magical aptitude. 

            

    
        Chapter 7: A Painful Awakening

    
    
    
    
                Magore poisoning is complex and has a variety of different effects on the body. Overloading one’s body with energy that it has no protection against leads to internal systems shutting down and the body to start to fall apart. If a person is in vicinity of it for a prolonged period or is repeatedly exposed to it, it could cause the entire body to shut down or leave permanent damage. 

***

“You seriously forgot about the penal laborers?”

Sera had taken a break from the bread she had been chowing down to scold me for my foolishness. It was true that I had completely ignored the existence of the slaves who were not sent into the mines. I couldn’t say I was entirely at fault, since I was rarely in contact with them and most of their work was centered around supporting the guards. They still were the ones who washed off the mining outfits and clothes of the guards in order to remove any residual magore, as well as served and cooked the food. There was one important distinction, and that was that they couldn’t enter the mines. They lacked an aptitude, and the magore poisoning would kill them. 

They worked here because they were criminals and had some level of usage to the Empire. They were still getting poisoning from the small residue that was left on the clothes, which meant that the work was very slowly killing them. In a way, it was a genius method to deal with the scum of society while still getting worth out of them and making sure they didn’t come back.

If it wasn’t so morally abhorrent I’d compliment it, but it doesn’t help that the slaves in the mines are innocent of any criminal acts against Arlin outside of warfare… I think.

Once I started thinking about it, I also didn’t remember seeing many male criminals… or any, for that matter. Maybe men were executed or were sent to do other work.

“I’m sorry, I just didn’t really pay attention to that. Plus, how much can they help us? Most of them look like they’re rotting away and I’ve never seen a single one look at me with any facial expression other than contempt.”

“Can you blame them?”

Sera felt a lot angrier about this than I expected. It was obvious that she had been thinking about this for way longer than I had and really wished that the person who was supposed to be the leader would take every single person possible into account.

“North, they hate this place just like we do. You want to liberate this place, and they’re just as much a victim of this place as we are. Once I get sent back to work, I’ll probably be doing the same stuff that they do.”


I let out a deep sigh, trying to keep my cool. It wasn’t even day 4, and I was already struggling to keep everything together or get people to work with me. 

“I’m sorry. Do you mind telling me how you’re holding up?”

“It’s alright… still hurts like all hell, but Elric did some fine work getting it all in one place. You know, when it happened, I remember having the weirdest thought. I already knew it was bad when I was crawling out of the tent, but when I saw my leg my first thought was ‘Oh. So this is how it was for Liam.’”

I stared at her, hoping for the name to trigger some deeper memory in my mind. After searching for what felt like hours, it finally clicked.

“Wait, Liam? The kid who had the entire village searching for him for nearly 2 days?”

A smile slowly formed on her face as memories flooded back into both of our minds.

“I remember the search for him starting when my dad came with the news about it to me and mom. Liam’s mother was screaming about how he was lost and how she was worried that he might have gone into the woods on his own. So my dad and the other elders got all the other adults together to do a search for him, checking the outskirts of the woods. That entire night, the only sounds you could hear were the winds and a bunch of people yelling ‘Liam!’. The village basically gave up on the second day, and then I remembered some of the other kids in the village screaming that they finally found him. Turns out he’d just fallen into a ditch next to the road, and his leg broke. When I got there, I looked down at it and I swear it was broken in the exact same places as mine.”

Now that she had given a part of it, I could clearly envision the event and even the kid’s face.

“Actually, my dad was part of the search. He came back in the morning to the candle shop after the big search and the first words out of his mouth were ‘If I ever have to say Liam again, I’m going to lose it.’ I never saw him much but I remember my dad always looked at that kid with a glare whenever he showed up for how much work he made him do… pretty sure people were already annoyed with him, but that event definitely made it unanimous.”

We both let out a soft chuckle at the thought of him. I was glad to see Sera doing better and being able to relax slightly more. It was clear that the events of that night were still haunting her, but seeing her talk about it casually gave me some hope.

In that moment, Marlisle’s spirit was given a bit of life.

***

I woke up to the feeling of my arm being grabbed by a large palm and the sight of two very distinct blue eyes. I slowly got up, careful not to slam my head on the bunk above me and not wake anyone else up. 

“Get up. We need to get moving.”

“Wait, are we trying to make a run for it?”

Elm stared at me and seemed to be holding back a laugh. I could still hear the rustling of the guards outside having small talk with each other. The nights of the camp were never too quiet, but having a man directly up in my face was more activity than usual. 

“No. We’re heading to the Guard Captain’s office. From this day forth, you’re my magore technician apprentice.”

An unnatural smile creeped along his face. 

“Hope you don’t miss sleep. You’re not going to be getting too much of it for a good while.”

            

    
        Chapter 8: The Guard Captain

    
    
    
    
                Apprenticeships are an integral aspect of Arlin’s economy. Getting an apprenticeship under an accomplished craftsman is viewed with high renown. Arlin’s government tries to incentivize the practice through means such as tax cuts, which has led to some industries being flooded with apprentices.

***

Wandering through the camp at night felt surreal. The guards were all in an extremely casual mood simply watching the bunks to make sure nobody escaped. The entire walk, I could feel them watching me. I tried to keep my eyes from diverting and to only focus on Elm in front of me. 

The walk was slow, but it gave me a good perspective of the size of the camp. It was a fair distance, but actually going through it directly showed how simplified the design of this place was. It was all just one giant rectangle extending outwards from the mine with the armory and office at the back. 

“Don’t meander.”

My attention snapped back from my surroundings directly back to my new mentor. I still had no idea what he was planning, but the fact that he seemed so adamant on this fact meant that it was important. 

***

As we stood at the door to the office, I took a deep breath before stepping inside, not knowing what to expect. I’d only seen the guard captain on a couple of occasions, and all of them had been from a distance. He was an elusive figure to me throughout my 2 years, so I had to brace myself for anything.

“Hey Elm!”

“Good evening, Roy.”

I stood aghast as I watched the two men walk up to each other as though they were the best of friends. The man who Elm had just called Roy was a fairly stout man with blindingly bright yellow hair and oddly soft facial features. 

“I got some brandy if you would like. You do look like you could use it.”

“Damn right I do. Oh, and this is the kid I was telling you about.”

He turned to me, his happy demeanor switching back to an authoritative tone.

“Get the fuck over here and introduce yourself.”

I immediately walked forward to stand by Elm in front of the captain’s desk while he was pouring out a glass for Elm, which he quickly took and started drinking from.

“Good evening sir. My name is North. I’m from Corith.”

“Corith? I remember the 9th campaign being pretty damn short. 3 weeks, if my memory serves me correct.”

A frustrating smile came across his face as though he were rubbing in the destruction of my homeland.

“Nice to meet you. You can call me Captain Galen. Old Elm over here is the only one who can call me Roy, so keep that in mind. You know, he’s actually older than me? He was alive during the 3rd campaign! Isn’t that crazy?”

I stared at him, perplexed, then looked at Elm. Despite the difference in position, Galen appeared to hold some deep respect for a man who was currently dressed in rags. I didn’t have any idea of the history between the two men, or much of Elm’s history in general, but it all felt entirely off.

As I stood there silently, Galen began to study my body up and down before turning back to Elm.

“I never thought the person that Elm would take as an apprentice would be a Corithian. Seriously, what do you see in him? I mean, he’s not the largest we’ve got.”

He isn't wrong…

“He’s got a good head on his shoulders, and he’s pretty damn efficient in the mines. There’s some natural talent with handling magore. I think he’s got all of the traits to end up as a good magore technician in the future.”

Elm grabbed a seat and placed himself down, taking another sip of the brandy. Galen followed suit, which left me as the only one in the room standing. Galen gave another shit-eating grin as his eyes moved in between myself and Elm.


“Out of all of the places to take an apprentice, you choose here. I never took you for a man with a big sense of humor, but it seems I’ve been proven wrong.”

Elm shrugged before letting out a small laugh. I was missing out on some context that neither men seemed interested in giving. It all just felt wrong, watching these two men who held two almost antithetical positions talk so casually. 

“Doesn’t matter much, I guess. Listen, North. Elm came to me with a bit of a proposition. He wanted to take you as an apprentice in order to help with the upkeep of the tech at the camp since things have been getting a lot more hectic. I’d thought he’d do it long before that, but I guess something about you caught his eye. In return, I’m allowing you to help out your friend… Sasha?”

“Sera.”

“My bad. I’m allowing you to help out your friend Sera and give her meals despite her current lack of mobility. Once she’s up again, she’ll be working with the penal laborers. It’s much better than… you know. You should feel lucky that this guy here took a liking to you and wanted to help you out.”

I turned to see Elm staring at me, his face completely neutral. It finally clicked with me why I was able to bring her meals. It was all because he’d cut out a deal. Something about the situation felt off with how lenient the guards were being, but it made sense now. 

“Thank you sir.”

Both men stared at each other as if sending a silent message before Elm finally got up and moved back to my side in front of the desk, the captain still seated.

“Well, I think that’s all. Elm, you mind heading outside? I’d like to talk to him alone.”

Elm nodded before heading outside, leaving me trapped inside with the captain.

“Well, it’s nice to see old Elm warming up to a person for the first time in a while. I just wanted to talk a bit about your lady friend, Sera.”

I stared at him, still frozen at the same spot I had been the entire time. 

“I’m sorry about what my men did to her. It was a holiday and they were all in high spirits, and some of them got a bit too rowdy. It happens sometimes, and each time is a tragedy for the camp.”

I clenched my fist as I tried to hold myself back from saying anything. 

“I just wanted to say sorry. Although I will say that me allowing you to bring her food is a little bit like dumping it out onto the dirt. Sure, she’ll be working the basic labor jobs of the camp. That’s fine. But we have enough penal laborers to go around, and while I don’t mind having one extra, her main purpose at the camp is to do the mining. If she’s not doing that then she’s wasting a bunk. I’m really sorry, but I can’t go against protocol in this case, and the most I can give is 60 days. It’s not much, but I hope you can make your peace with her before then.”

It came together for me at that moment. It was all fake. The smile, the pity and the idea that he cared about any of our lives was all just one massive facade. Other than Elm, his opinions on us were the same as the rest of the guards. 

“You can head out. I’m confident he can make a good technician out of you.”

I nodded, walking out into the night where Elm was waiting for me. I could feel him studying me as I exited.

“Whatever he said in there, forget it. If you actually plan on actually saving everyone, you can’t be getting emotional over things like this.”

He was right. I couldn’t and I knew that. But there were already so many question marks that Elm had created during that meeting, and I couldn’t wrap my head around them. It was just a pathetic situation that I knew I needed to get over. 

“Let’s get moving. You’ve got a lot of work to do and I’m not letting you slack off for shit. I’m helping you, so you damn better prove you’re actually worth something beyond a walking candlestick.”

            

    
        Chapter 9: Magore Tech Introduction

    
    
    
    
                The military is considered the heart of any strong nation, and Arlin is no different. As an Empire, they constantly need newer recruits in order to sustain their advance and maintain territories. However, conscription is not mandatory. This was changed after the first emperor, the exiled prince, stepped down from office. The subsequent emperor immediately created laws removing forced conscription as a sort of reparation for the many losses accrued during Arlin’s initial endeavor into the creation of magore tech, a process which came at the cost of many civilian lives. 

***

The armory was another area of the camp which I had never been inside. It was another leap into the unknown, although slightly less terrifying than my previous encounter with Captain Galen. I stepped through the door and took a second to readjust to the room’s lighting. It was a lot brighter compared to the outside with lanterns dotting the corners of the room. Once my eyes were accustomed, I scanned my surroundings.

The entrance led to a sizable rectangular room, slightly smaller than my bunks. The walls appeared to be a mix of wood and metal, with hooks and shelves lining each of them to hold each tool. Above each of them was a label listing out which item was which and where to place them, although I noticed that some things didn’t appear to be in their correct spots. It was an orderly system to keep track of and maintain each of the tools that the guards would carry and to put them away during periods such as meals or when they were on break. At first glance, I couldn’t tell if the camp was overly armed or under armed, but it didn’t change the fact that a good hit with any of the weapons could kill us on the spot. Elm continued walking forward towards the back of the rectangular room to a door, completely covered with metal. As he was entering, he paused to turn back to me.

“Are you just gonna stand there or are you going to get in here? You’re not here for sightseeing.”

I briskly walked through the room, carefully avoiding any of the walls in fear of disturbing the inventory. 

***

“It’s like one giant basket…”

The entire room’s walls were lined with the same metal as the one that our baskets were made out of to carry the magore chunks. It was also extremely stuffy, and the only ventilation I could see was a small grated hole near the top of the room. 

I could hear an emphatic sigh come from Elm.

“Congratulations, you’re not blind. Welcome to the workshop, and the place you’re going to be spending your nights for a while. The walls are lined to make sure none of the radiation from the magore you’ll be working with starts pouring out and makes someone’s insides start melting. The refined stuff is nowhere near as bad as the pure shit, but large amounts of it that’s completely without protection is about as terrible for you. It also means that the only people who’ll ever come in this room are you, me, and the one guard here who has aptitude.”

I cocked my head to the side, my eyes finally centering on him.

“Who’s that?”

“You just talked with him.”

Oh… that’s why I never see a guard without the protective gear. But only the captain? That feels weird.

I took my time searching around the room. It was a mix of the normal tools I’d imagine I’d find at a blacksmith and a bunch of odd things that looked completely alien to me. In the center of the room there was a large wooden table with a few of the tools the guards carried lying on the it, some of them looking much worse for wear.

“This one here is a burner. Pretty sure you’ve seen them before. If you’re from Corith, you probably saw them in action too.”

The destruction of my village had given me a good view of the weaponry of the Arlin empire, although from afar. I was kept away from combat, asked to hide on the edge of the woods with the other children of the village. The burner held a very distinct place in my memory, even if I only saw them from afar. The pieces currently on the table all appeared to lack any magore inside of them. Elm picked up one off the table and handed it to me. I instinctively gripped onto it the way I had seen the soldiers grab onto them in the past. 

The handle looked like that of a sword, slightly curved to better fit in the palm, but lacking any crossguard or pommel. Where there would be a blade, there was a tube extending outwards in front of me with an opening at the end. The side facing me had a rod sticking out connected to a metal spring with a metal ball attached to the end of it. I remember seeing the soldiers pull back on the rod, letting it slam back into the tube which caused a beam of pure mana to fire out of the end of it. It was a small, one handed weapon that could tear holes through whoever it was pointed at.

Elm grabbed it back from me and unscrewed a part of the tube, showing me the inside. What was connected to the rod appeared to be a small circular plate. The other side of the tube which had disconnected from the handle had what appeared to be a small screw attached on the side of it, and I could see that it was used to tighten up the magore that was probably contained inside.

“The design of it is pretty simple. Get two pieces of refined magore, one big and one small, pull back the rod and smack them against each other. Since the mana from the big one can’t go to the spot where there’s already a lot of the stuff, it goes in the only direction available- out the end. It’s simple, but it does the job damn well.”

He talked about it with an odd level of reverence. There was a connection that he had to the tool in front of him that I couldn’t find the right words for. Before I could ask a question, Elm leaned over back to the table and grabbed what looked like a small cap.

“The only issue is that when the cap is open and you’re firing it, the refined stuff still gives off some mana that can make anybody without aptitude sick after a while. Hell, you can’t even hold onto the handle when it’s open without protection. Starts to make your hand feel like it's boiling. That’s why these things are pretty damn important. Lucky for you and me, aptitude makes refined magore pretty easy to handle even without gloves. Here, catch.”

Elm reached from behind him and threw something into my hands. I caught it by instinct before looking down only to find a large chunk of refined magore in my palms. I dropped it onto the table immediately out of sheer panic.

“See, what’d I tell you? Doesn’t burn like that pure shit, does it?”

He wasn’t wrong. Despite dropping it almost immediately upon recognizing the substance, I didn’t feel the same burning sensation you usually would when touching pure magore or the stones near it.

“I’d be careful messing around with it, especially after being in the mines. A reaction near the raw magore can cause it to release all of its energy at once.” he said, rubbing some dust which presumably came from the mine off of his shoulder. Although I couldn’t put my finger on when, I was sure that I’d heard something similar to that in the past.

“Wait, does the refined magore ever run out of mana?”

Elm gave a small shrug as he was piecing the burner back together.

“Depends. For this little thing, I’m pretty sure the pieces will start to fall apart before the thing runs out of mana. Refinement process makes the material stable, so smacking them together doesn’t usually cause them to fall apart. Doesn’t mean that firing it doesn’t cause some issues, but running out of power isn’t going to be the main issue we’ll be dealing with. For bigger shit, it can run out but it’d take a lot of effort to do it. Fastest I’ve heard something run out was 2 weeks, and that was one of the iron chariots which had been on and off the battlefield without stopping much.”

Damn, refined magore is crazy. I’d heard some stories from some of the slaves who fought in war, but hearing it from him really puts it into perspective.

It was all so bizarre hearing a man who I didn’t know anything about start talking about his job like it was completely normal. I’d wondered why I didn’t see him in the bunks at night sometimes but I didn’t know that he was the camp’s resident technician. 

Wait, he seems to talk about this like he’s been doing it for a while, and Galen said he was alive during the third campaign? So Elm had to be an Arlinian, right? 

“Elm, why was Captain Galen so friendly with you? You’re Arlinian, right?”

Elm turned away from the tools in the workshop to glare at me. 

“Does that matter to your job?”

“No, but-”

“Then don’t fucking ask. Just because I’m helping you doesn’t mean I’m going to give you my whole life story.”

I backed off from the subject. It was clear that whatever was in Elm’s past, it was something that would be bad to dredge up. I wanted to learn more, but he clearly was not interested in elaborating.

Elm leaned over to the table and grabbed another burner which was heavily beat up. The tube which was supposed to be completely circular was now jutting out in several places with large bumps, and the plate which would hold the smaller piece of magore was malformed. Whatever happened to it, it was bad. 

“This is the type of problem we’ll be dealing with the most. Turns out the idiots outside aren’t the best at maintaining their weaponry. Some dumbass decided to have a bit of fun with his burner and go hunting. Fired the thing too many times in a row without stopping which caused the magore to fall out of its plate and start bouncing around. When he was walking back to camp, he took a big step which led to the two pieces smacking into each other. The energy caused the barrel to expand before blasting off the cap and burning his leg. Pretty sure he’s missing a toe or two.”

Ew…

“Captain and the other higher ups at the camp don’t love throwing away mostly functional tools, so it’s your job to repair this one.”

I looked up from the busted burner to his face, which was dead serious.

“I want you to be able to repair this thing on your own by the end of 3 days. If this thing isn’t back and ready to use, I’m out. You need to prove your worth to me before I give you enough respect to lead me into war.”

I looked between him and the gun, bewildered.

“I thought you said you were going to help with the plan?”

“What plan?”

I stood silent for a moment, simply watching his stern face hover over my own. I hated how right he was, but it was true that I still hadn’t taken the first step towards the revolt. 

“Prove that you’re worth something, and I'm willing to help you. I'm already a dead man walking but I’m not going to throw away my years just to help out someone who has no value other than some lucky aptitude.”


I took a moment to brace myself. It was idiotic of me to think that a man like him was going to do this for free. Everything has to have a price.

“Yes sir.”

“Alright then. Let’s get to work.”

            

    
        Chapter 10: A Friendly Mortal Enemy

    
    
    
    
                The Arlin Empire designates each war for territory as a campaign. These campaigns can last anywhere from weeks to multiple years depending on the strength of the nation Arlin attempts to conquer. As time has gone on, Arlin has slowed down its spread in order to manage its newly annexed lands and make them a more functional part of the empire. Despite not even passing 60 years of age, each campaign has radically changed the nature and identity of Arlin. It is currently on its 11th campaign in the northwest.

***

“You’re welcome.”

I turned up from what could charitably be called dinner to see Alex looking down at me with his classic smile.

“Huh?”

“I said you’re welcome- Woah, you ok? You look a lot worse than usual.”

Thanks, I hadn’t noticed.

The past two nights had been grueling labor under Elm trying to figure out how to put back together the burner. I was starting to get the hang of it, but I still needed to completely replace the plate and barrel with a new one, which was a delicate process. I was running on fumes and I hadn’t found any source of motivation beyond the simple desire not to lose my best resource in the escape. 

“Thanks for the concern. Just tell me whatever you wanted to say.”

Alex scooted to the side, and a woman quickly replaced his spot. My sunken eyes widened a bit as I studied the person who was apparently valuable enough to require me to say thanks. She was tan, and her eyes were a deep brown. However, the main thing that stood out to me was her hair. Unlike Elm’s naturally graying hair, hers was a distinct steel color, a mix of earthy and white tones that set her apart from the rest of the crowd. As I tried to search for a possible name, she spoke.

“Holy shit, you do look terrible. Alex, are you seriously telling me this is the guy I’m supposed to follow?”

She pulled up a chair to sit down, dropping her tray onto the table and immediately began eating. Alex followed suit, looking me up and down in an attempt to search for whatever was wrong with me. I hadn’t told anyone too much about the work that Elm was having me do as I thought that it was information that would best be revealed when I could figure out how to use it. All they knew is that I was doing work with Elm and that it was part of the deal to help Sera.

“This is Elina. She’s from Irebor, just south of Nacilia, and she’s agreed to help us out.”

My eyes darted from Elina and Alex multiple times as his words slowly sunk in.

Wait, Irebor? Didn’t Nacilia and Irebor absolutely hate each other?

Elina took a break from her food to interject.

“I saw him wandering around and talking with you and used some basic context clues to assume you guys were planning something. I’ve also just got some damn good hearing, and if you tune out the right frequencies this dumbass is pretty easy to hear. When I confronted him, he told me everything and invited me on the spot”

Alex shrugged in response. It was another reminder that he was both the best and worst person for his job. 

“Honestly, I don’t really mind whatever it is as long as your main thing is to break out of this shithole. I just want to live the Irebor dream.”

Which is?

It was surreal in every way possible. I didn’t expect anyone to come to join our cause this easily, nor did I think they would be what was considered a mortal enemy of Alex’s people. Corith was pretty apathetic to them, but I never understood their culture.

“You really don’t know? Corithians really are something. Basically, Irebor has a code for warriors. The best way you can die is in the fight. Sure, living is preferred, but I’d prefer to go out in a blaze of glory than… this. This isn’t living, and I’d much rather prefer to fight for something and die than sit around like this wasting away. It’s just empty. As long as you let me do something that will let me fight and allow me to put my life truly into it, I’m up for anything.”

I wasn’t complaining, so all I could do was nod and hope that she was going to support us instead of just trying to commit some form of flashy suicide. I turned to Alex with the best smile I could muster, which caused Elina to snort.

“Thanks Alex.”

“Sure thing. I just hope you have something together really soon. The guards might start to notice something.”

Elina jabbed him in the gut.

“That’s probably because you can’t keep your mouth shut, you dumb Nacilian. Either way, glad to meet you. If you need someone who’s had experience using magore tech on the field, I’m probably the best you’ve got.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

***

I stared at Elm, praying for him to give me words of approval. I had truly put my all into it and I was sure that it would be good enough for him. As he finally placed the burner back onto the table, he let out a belated sigh.

“Well, I said it needed to be usable, and it looks like you could probably use it. Still shoddy work, and I’m pretty sure I could break it again if I sneezed on it too hard, but it’s a start.”

I pumped my fist, proud that I had finally given what I assumed was satisfaction to my newly assigned mentor. 

“Don’t get too excited. You’re going to be doing a hell of a lot more work now that I know that you can at least do the most basic crap. I said I was going to make you my apprentice, and I’m damn well going to make sure you’re a fucking good one. It’s going to be a lot harder than this for the next 41 days.”

Wait, what?

“41 Days? Why?”

Elm continued to work on another burner as he talked.

“Because 43 days from now, there’s going to be a shipment of supplies to the camp. If you want to get as far as possible away from this place, you’re going to need that stuff. Do the revolt too early, and the government will get suspicious. They expect a message from Roy every 2 days confirming that everything is in order and giving updates on the status of the camp. Any earlier than 42 days, and they’ll be showing up with an army instead of supplies.”

I was unable to respond. I hadn’t heard Elm talk about the revolt in any complex details, and now he was giving me valuable information to help me along. We finally knew that we could plan for a specific date. 42 days was not as much time as I would have liked, but it was enough for me to feel confident that I could actually plan something efficient.

“Don’t act like I’m going to do the whole thing for you. The rest of this plan is on you to do. I can help with unlocking the cuffs, but I don’t want to be carrying this entire operation. You wanted to do this revolt, so you’re the one who has to lead it.”

I did a second double take as I was overwhelmed with information.

“Wait, you know how to unlock the cuffs?”

“Key is in Roy’s office. No idea how to get it, but that’s not my job, now is it?”

Although his back was turned to me while he was working on another burner, I could tell he was smiling. He was enjoying screwing with me. 

“You just gonna keep standing there or are you going to start helping me? Just because you put together a single burner doesn’t mean I can’t change my mind.”

I took a deep breath before walking over to him and laying my eyes upon a new list of messes that we were intended to fix up.

I miss sleep.

            

    
        Chapter 11: Reconciliation

    
    
    
    
                It is notable that an Ireborian’s darker skin contrasts the much lighter skin of those in Nacilia despite their relative closeness in terms of geography. According to Irebor myth, this trait is a gift from their god intended to make it easier to distinguish themselves from their mortal enemy on the battlefield.

***

“Wait, you said you had experience with magore tech?”

I asked Elina the question that had been bugging me ever since I talked with her 2 days ago. We were taking a quick break from work to drink and to refill our canteens while the guards swapped out. Conversation was lively as usual, but having Elina as part of our group definitely changed the tone. We were also in slightly higher spirits thanks to Elm giving us a date to work with. 40 days until the revolt was long enough for us to feel confident we could spread the message around. We had a few days after the revolt before any military could arrive, so having the supplies the day after the revolt meant we could leave the next day.

“Oh yeah, I got pretty damn good with them. Just because the Arlinians beat us during that 6th campaign didn’t mean that Irebor was out of it, so there were a bunch of small rebellions and freedom fighting groups. As this guy’s people would say,” She nudged Alex in the side, who was looking uncharacteristically forlorn. “You can’t take the fight out of Ireborians. My group did a pretty good job, compared to others. Whenever we took down a platoon we’d scavenge their weapons and use them in the next fight. It was some trial and error, and it definitely made a bunch of us sick, but I was able to figure it out pretty easily. The rest of the people there thought I was a freak of nature for how easily I handled their shit. I just thought I had a strong stomach, and didn’t realize it had anything to do with aptitude.”

I gave her the best smile I could with the energy I still had in my system. 

“That sounds like it’ll be useful. Guess that also means you’re a trained mage?”

“Self taught. Burned down a lot of buildings in the process, but I figured it out. Might not be the best way to learn, but I damn well got more kills than anyone else I was on the battlefield with. Well, till I got captured and ended up in this shithole.”

It was good that Alex was able to find her. Well, it was more accurate to say that she found Alex and which led to her joining the cause.

It’s still odd seeing two people who are supposed to automatically hate each other be friendly. Guess having a common enemy really can change how you view others. 

I tried to talk to Alex, but he still seemed like his mind was on something else entirely. Checking in on him seemed like a good idea.

Maybe I should consult Sera first…

***

“I mean, you do realize how much work you’re placing on him, right?”

Sera was doing a lot better than she had earlier and was about to start working with the other penal laborers. Her reaction to me telling her about the deal that Elm struck was complex to say the least. It proved that Elm was mostly on our side but it also felt like he was just utilizing me for whatever he could get. It was true that I was kowtowing to whatever he asked me to do so far, but he was too useful to let go of. He understood the guards and the systems at the camp and his extensive knowledge of magore tech was on the edge of believability. Elric was already theorizing that he might not even be a slave at all, but a person from the Arlinian government who was hired to watch over the camps from the inside and just ended up going rogue. As time went on, I was almost starting to believe that. 

“I guess. He’s not been doing much actively, but I hope the job of recruitment doesn’t hang on him too hard.”

I scratched the back of my head, thinking about the entire situation. Hearing that we had a selected time made him happy at first, but maybe the fact that I was still not giving him anything to work with was enough for him to be slow about his recruitment. For him to look like that was worrying, but it at least meant that he was really thinking about the plan and wanting to help. I needed to talk with him if I was going to be a strong leader. 

“By the way, you’re going to start working with the criminals tomorrow, right?”

Sera let out an emphatic sigh, placing a hand on her forehead. 

“North, you need to stop thinking of them like that. Arlinian or not, they’re still victims of the camp. You’ve seen how the guards treat them and you know that the work they’re doing is killing them a lot faster than it is killing us. Nobody deserves this, not even them.”

It was a point that I’d struggled with for a while. I knew that we would want to have them on our side, but it felt wrong. They committed crimes against the Empire and were being punished for it, while we were taken without our will and shoved into dark caverns for what they presumed to be the rest of our days. I knew it was wrong, but it was a little bit comforting in a way to know that some people here were being given this treatment as punishment. Whether intentional or not, it meant that the empire realized that what it was doing to us was a sin. 

“I’m sorry.”

As I was sitting on the floor, Sera reached out and patted me on the shoulder.

“You got this. I’ll try to find people within the penal laborers who we can rely on. You go take care of Alex.” 

Her statement was a comfort I definitely needed at that moment.

***

Asking Elm for a night off to handle something was a pain, but he gave me the opportunity because he understood that I needed a break. Apparently, he also got 1 day every once in a while to take a break, and he decided to extend that to me as well. His stipulation was that it was going to double the amount of work I was going to do the following day, which I was dreading. 

Alex sat in front of me inside my bunk, his eyes attached to the floor. Something was wrong, and it was much bigger than I originally anticipated. The person above us was sleeping like a rock, and the person below us was Elric, who was half asleep listening in. 

It’s a blessing that the guards don’t like coming in here. Guess there’s a perk to being constantly covered in poison.

“Alex, you need to tell me what’s going on.”

Alex finally looked up at me, and it was abundantly clear that there was something big hanging on his mind.

“Why?”

“What do you mean, why?”

Alex’s hands were fidgeting with each other as he spoke.

“Why do you think you can do this? What about this-” he poked at my chest, ”is unique enough for me to believe that you can lead me into war?”

Although it was dark, I could make out the faint outline of tears in his eyes.

“Before… this, you know what I did? I was one of Nacilia’s finest. A man on the frontline, fighting for his people, hoping to destroy Arlin before it could consume us. I fought and fought because I truly believed that I could hold them back.” 

He spoke in hushed tones, but the emotion in his voice was palpable.

He’s been holding this all in for a while.

“And where am I now? I’m stuck here and I don’t know if there’s anything other than this? I thought there was. At my first camp, there was a group of slaves who tried to rebel, who made a run for it into the wilderness. And they got away, they ran off into the horizon while the rest of us silently prayed for their safety.” He paused, holding up three fingers. “Three days. It took them three days for them to be found and killed. For the next month, their corpses were hung on metal poles outside of the mine as a reminder that the only inevitable outcome of escape was death.” 

His eyes finally locked with mine as he grabbed my left hand by the wrist. 

“But when I saw this, I truly began to believe that there had to be something. You gave me that little bit of hope that I’d needed. I can only stay smiling for so long without something to keep me moving. And I want to believe. You told me you were doing this to save Sera, right? The only other child of Marlisle who remembers its story.”

His hand let go of my wrist and fell limply on to his own lap.

“But you haven’t given me anything beyond that, and I’m already too deep into the point where any mistake you make will get me killed as well. How am I supposed to fight if I don’t know where my battlefield even is, or what I’m supposed to do? I’m a soldier, and soldiers don’t go onto the battlefield without orders. If you want to lead me into war, you need to tell me now- What exactly am I fighting for?"

            

    
        Chapter 12: A Village Without Names

    
    
    
    
                “What exactly am I fighting for?”

Alex wanted an answer to something which had been bothering me just as much as him. I was struggling with the same thoughts myself. When I first declared my desire, I stated that I refused to be the only one to carry the story of Marlisle. As I looked at Alex, I thought back on the memories that I was willing to die for…

***

Marlisle was a lot like Corith. Corith never participated in any large scale wars, nor did it ever play a major part in the rest of the world’s history. It was a nation that simply existed while the rest of history happened around it, and it was content with that. Marlisle, just like Corith, existed and was content with that existence. It was a border town which sat on the edge of Nacilia, nestled in a small gap between cleared land and the forest.

Corith’s nature of simplistic existence didn’t result in wealth for the nation. Not having many natural resources meant that there wasn’t a lot outside of logging to support itself on the world stage. Its land was arable, but just barely. The land which was the best for growing crops was part of the woods, which could only be slowly chipped away over years due to the creatures that roamed it. Marlisle grew crops and had small pastures for our animals to roam, but its produce was minor and could falter in cases of drought or bad weather. It was a place which had little identity and didn’t stand out other than its position on the edge of the forest where monsters roamed unbound. Marlisle was a place that was notable for its lack of notability. 

It was also the place I called home.

***

I was named North for the simple reason that my mother thought it sounded good and it wasn’t a name anyone else in the village had. Not having last names meant that having a unique first name was important. It was so important that the village elders kept a log of all of the names in Marlisle to make sure that no two people had the same name. According to Sera, there were 230 unique names in the logbook.

My family were candlemakers and the source of most of the wax in the village. We grew the soy for the wax and created the individual wicks for each candle. It was our family trade, passed on by my father’s father. The lights of the town came from our household, and our names were synonymous with them. The “Candle Family”, who lived in the small shop west of the town center and who always had a small light flickering in the windowsill. 

We were not rich, and were often uncomfortable in the winters with food. Our small farm of soy always contained a patch of wheat for when the harvest of the rest of the town was low and our business would falter. It was a basic life which left the village aware of us, but never the focus. I was a child who never ventured into the forests or forged into unnecessary paths. We were a family of rules that I was asked to follow or else I would end up with red cheeks. 

My friends were few, but strong. Sera was not one of them. Their names had faded, and could only come back to me in short bursts as I reflected on stories of injury or comedy. My family was friends with many, but never too deeply. We always seemed to stand alone from the rest of the village despite our vital role in their darker nights. 

Marlisle was my home for 14 years.

And then it was gone.

***

For nearly 2 years, we sat on the edge of Arlin’s newest border. After having acquired Nacilia, they took time to lie in wait as it slowly began to convert the now annexed nation into fertile ground for its future endeavors while searching for new sources of magore. We were fearful, but believed that Arlin would not see any value in our territory. Our forests and lack of natural resources would have made our land undesirable to any nation who had normal goals. Under false pretenses of good faith we would even trade with them whenever their merchants would enter our town. We held onto hope that they would never find interest in Marlisle, but we were wrong. 

Two days after the Arlin Empire declared its 9th Campaign, they arrived in Marlisle. It ended in one single night. When the sun had set in the west, there were 230 unique names in our town.

When the sun rose in the east, there were only 2. 

The son of a candlemaker and the daughter of a village elder. 

North and Sera. 

Marlisle was dead, and we were all that remained.

***

3 weeks later, Corith’s capital would declare surrender. The royals, the only people in Corith with the right to have last names, hoped to find mercy from their new subjugators. 2 days later, their heads would be paraded around the capital to signify the beginning of a new era and a declaration of glory to the Arlin Empire. I would watch from the back of a carriage, chained to the floor as soldiers cheered and celebrated the dawn of a new day, a day which Marlisle would never see. 

It was then that I began my life as a miner for the empire. Over 3 years I moved to two different mining locations across the empire's ever expanding lands until I finally ended up where I was now, where I met Sera again. 

***

My name is North.

I lived in the town of Marlisle in Corith, a town without names. 

I was the child of two candlemakers. 

I was a slave to the Arlin Empire for 5 years. 

And I was staring at a man who was desperate to know what about me made me worthy to have him be willing to die for a cause he’d seen fail so many times before. 

***

Alex looked at me, his eyes still wet with tears. He needed an answer. I took a deep breath and focused my thoughts. 

“You’d be fighting for the story of a land that only exists in the memory of two people. Because the one thing that the empire would hate more than anything else would be to know that it can never truly replace a people. If Marlisle dies, if Sera dies, Arlin and all those bastards who destroyed Nacilia win because it is proof that they can rewrite the stories of those it overtakes.” 

I reached out my right hand in front of me.

“Don’t let them win this fight. Because if they can erase the history of my homeland, they can erase the history of yours too.”

I could see Alex take a moment to ponder my words as he slowly reached out his arm, locking his hand with mine. 

“Are you sure about that? I’m pretty sure the only thing that they care about are their mines.”

He might be… wait.

I’d been searching for something to distract the guards. I knew that one major step had to be distracting the guards so we could help everyone get their cuffs unlocked or get to the armory. I’d been overlooking it the entire time because I was so focused on my work and thinking about the ways that they utilized it. They had refined magore, but we could utilize our aptitude to interact with the stuff that was much more dangerous. From a logical perspective, it was suicide, but it was an advantage that only we had. It’d taken a while, but I knew where we could start.

“Alex, you just gave me the first step to our plan.”

His eyes immediately widened. I could feel a smile creep across my lips for the first time in what felt like forever.

“We’re going to blow up the mine.”

            

    
        Chapter 13: A Problematic Plan

    
    
    
    
                Nacilia’s army was most well known for its highly trained mages. Before annexation by Arlin, it was considered one of the pioneers of magic and its utilization in warfare. Researchers and professors from across the continent would commonly visit and study at Nacilian universities as a way to expand their own craft. After the 8th campaign, many experts in the fields of magecraft were executed or forcefully brought to Arlin to have their knowledge utilized for the sake of the Empire.

***

“I’ve already told you, that’s a stupid idea.”

Elric took another spoonful of gruel before continuing his rant about the problems with my plan of destroying the mine. Breakfast was the same as it had been a few days ago, and the taste of it was clearly starting to deteriorate. 

“I get that we have protection against it, but what exactly does that accomplish other than making a big scene and grabbing the attention of every single individual in the camp? Plus, if they realize it wasn’t natural and that a slave did it, what do you think they’re going to do next?”

I kept my face as neutral as possible while listening to him explain all the problems with my ideas. Alex and Elina were both watching the spectacle with bated breath, wondering how something which seemed so simple and kind of sensical was so offensive to him. The fact that no guard was listening in on us was a miracle, even though Elric and I were keeping generally hushed tones. As he took another break to eat, I finally spoke my mind.

“We need a distraction if we’re going to do the run to the armory and the captain’s office. The guards are here to make sure that the mining operation goes well, right? So obviously the main focus they’re going to have is the mine. The guards will all be distracted with that and run over to see what happened and whether a miner did it, and we can use the lack of guards to make the run for it. All we need is one big distraction to get their attention so we can make the move. Plus, if we do it at night, it won’t be as easy to hit us.” 

Both Alex and Elina were sitting there, seemingly taking mental notes as we argued with each other. It was definitely interesting to watch, but it felt as though we were both being heavily judged. Elric sighed, leaning back a bit before holding up three fingers on his hand. 

“Fine. Let’s assume that this works and that we can do this mad dash to the armory and the captain's office. Tell me, how do you expect someone to sneak into the mine in the dead of night while it's surrounded by guards?”

“I could do it.”

All three of us turned to stare at Elina who looked as though what she had just said wasn’t completely insane. I admit that my plan was built off of some heavy assumptions, but hearing the woman say that she was this confident that she could pull off stealth of that quality felt surreal.

“I’ve done more insane shit. Plus, if I get caught, I can still have that fight I’m looking for.”

Elina’s look of sheer confidence was worrying, but it wasn’t something that I could really focus on. It at least meant that if I did actually go through with the plan, I had someone who was up to the job of sneaking in there. Elric lowered a finger before continuing.

“Ok, let’s assume that Elina is our master of stealth and is able to get in there to blow up the mine? How’s she exactly going to do that? It’s not like they keep refined magore in there to cause the reaction and we’d need a lot of it to actually make it work and blow up the entrance to the mine.”

This one I had actually thought about the previous night. We still had 38 days for me to prepare and get everyone ready, which wasn’t a lot, but it gave me opportunities to use the tools that I had at my disposal. Rather, it gave me the ability to use my current situation with Elm to my advantage. One thing that we occasionally would replace were broken pieces of magore. Very rarely, small bits of it would chip off or the primer piece used in a burner would get misshapen and need to be stored away. If I got enough of those chunks together over time in small amounts to not arouse suspicion, then I could probably have it brought to the mine in some small container and then use it to react with some of the unrefined stuff to create a big explosion. We didn’t even have to do it at the direct entrance to the mine, just somewhere which was vulnerable enough to it. Hell, we didn’t even have to worry about it causing a chain reaction with the unrefined stuff, since only the refined material would be the one that would explode. 

“Easy. We take refined magore from the armory over time and bring it to the mines using the one thing they let us keep,” I grabbed my canteen from my hip and showed it to the others at the table, “Bring it in and then we use it to create the reaction. The reaction we need isn’t too big, but I think if I get enough small bits I can fill up the canteen to the point where it can act as a good catalyst for a reaction. We don’t even need to worry about leaving the mine for the unrefined stuff. Just grab the bits on the floor, put a tiny bit in the canteen and then throw it at the walls.”

Elric stared at me slack jawed while Alex and Elina both seemed completely content with the explanation. As Elric languished in frustration, Elina stared at the canteen she had on her hip and began to study it and see how it was shaped, presumably to see if she could throw it easily. After a shrug that appeared to be confirmation that it was indeed possible, I turned back to Elric with his head in his hands. 

“I really hope that you’re aware that this entire thing is suicide, right? Even if it doesn’t blow up the entire cave, the person who blows it up from the inside is going to still be inside the cave. You know that it’s going to mean that, even if they survive, you’re not going to have one of us who can actually help in the revolt?” Elric took a quick turn over to Elina “And you realize that if you’re the one who goes in there, you’re not going to be able to fight even if you survive?”

Elina seemingly paused in time, her body no longer moving as her thoughts were very clearly elsewhere. As she returned back to the flow of time, she simply responded “Oh. Guess I’m not going to do it then.”

All three of us stopped and turned to her, confused by this complete reversion in interest. As I took time to ponder what I should do now that I had lost my best candidate, I heard a deep groan coming from Elric. His black hair which was only somewhat messy by the beginning of the conversation was now matted as he messed with it in frustration. 

“Fine. If Elina can get me there, I’ll do it. I’m used to messing around with the raw stuff anyways, and I’ve seen a few explosions with the stuff.”

Elric’s solemn tone about that topic suggested that it was an experience that he hadn’t shared with us. The most I knew about his past is that he was a craftsman since it was the family trade, but never divulged the depth of how much they did. Hearing him say that he’d messed around with Magore was worrying, but I didn’t have the time to think about it. 

“I can pull that off as long as you don’t mess up. I’ve led a few sneak attacks in my time.”

As Elric seemed to be melting internally from the amount of confident stupidity he was surrounded with, Alex leaned over to pat me on the back.

“Feels like a team already. By the way, how do you plan on getting into the Captain’s office unnoticed?”

As I was about to celebrate my victory over Elric, I paused as my brain mulled over the lapse in judgment. I had completely forgotten that entire part of the plan and how I was going to pull it off. Running into the office and grabbing the key was… 

Fuck.


            

    
        Chapter 14: Criminal Recruits

    
    
    
    
                “Arlin for All, All for Arlin” is one of several national mottos, but has a deep connection to the general culture of the empire. The idea that all can help the empire has led to relatively progressive gender relations and a strong diversity of gender in the military and other industries. It has not led to true equality, as patriarchal structures from many of the original fiefdoms and nations still persist to this day, and positions such as those in mining camps remain almost entirely male due to its stigma and a belief that males have a higher resistance to magore poisoning. 

***

It was nice having Sera back with the group at dinner now that she had been up and out of the bunks. She was working with the criminals on cleaning the gear of both the guards and slaves as well as cooking meals at breakfast. I assumed it was part of the deal with Captain Galen, but she was still allowed to eat dinner with us rather than be stuck eating with the penal laborers. Breakfast was an exception, because she ate with the penal laborers after serving food. I also considered the possibility that it wasn’t her, but the penal laborers who pushed for her to still be separated from them because of their meager remnants of Arlinian pride. Whatever it was, Sera didn’t really care to elaborate. It was now 36 days until the planned break, and I was almost done with a plan to actually get the key. 

The problem was layered, but it mostly came down to the fact that the Captain’s office was the building which could be easily protected and that Captain Galen had some aptitude which I wasn’t informed of. Elm was, again, keeping information from me. I’d push him more aggressively for information, but he held a power dynamic over me and was very aware of it. Luckily the plan was enough to get Alex to start talking with other people and getting them aware of the plan. In the span of the day, he’d already gotten 3 people to side with the cause and be willing to follow instructions even without knowing the full plan. Alex seemingly had a revelation and had spent some time practicing how to whisper which gave me a needed boost in confidence.

I snapped back to reality to find a lively discussion with Sera about her day to day labors. While the rest were posing questions, Sera was presently struggling to tear apart a piece of jerky with her teeth and Elina was playing with her canteen, pantoming how one would successfully throw it while Elric watched in what appeared to be pure dread of his future role. I subconsciously smiled before turning to Sera who was still struggling with the rock solid jerky. 

“Oh yeah, we talked about recruiting them. Did you find anyone who could help us out?” I asked while taking a bite from my own jerky. 

Sera finally took a break from her futile efforts to respond.

“Oh yeah, I did. Well, she approached me actually.”

The table all stopped their individual actions to look at her with a sense of both hope and confusion.

“Apparently she figured out that something must have been up with how you all have been interacting whenever she was working at breakfast or dinner, mostly thanks to Alex. She approached me yesterday and asked if I was doing a revolt or escape, and if she could help. Her name is Twig.”

I turned to find Alex scratching at the back of his neck, clearly unhappy with the fact that he had been found not once, but twice by those who were inquisitive. It was very worrying from my position as the leader, but it simplified the process by a lot. Before I could respond, Elric took the initiative. 

“Twig? Is that her real name or a nickname?”

“I don’t know. I was thinking the same thing too. I think it’s a nickname, judging from what the other laborers said, but when I asked her she told me ‘her other name had been stolen from her’ and didn’t elaborate.”

How do you have your name stolen from you? I knew that some of the criminals were probably a bit off in the head, but that was bizarre. 

“The other penal laborers seem to respect her, so I think she can help us get the rest of them on our side.”

That was a relief, and definitely gave another boost to the group. The only thing that needed to happen was for me to somehow figure out a plan to get the key and help make sure that we can survive the mad dash to the armory. I was missing a piece and needed something to fill it. Although, I did have one idea that might help push me along the path towards getting the hell out of this place.

***

As I was handling another burner and putting the pieces together, I noticed that Elm was watching over me instead of doing work. After I finished putting in the last screw and securing the primer, I turned up to him to see his face with what looked like the faintest smile. 

“Sir?” 

I watched his eyes look over the newly put together piece before picking it up off the table to examine it. 

“You’re a lot less shit at this than I was expecting you to be.”

Was that his way of complimenting me?

“Thank you?”

He shook his head to reorient himself before grabbing another burner off of the table. Something was on his mind that was a lot grander than the little metal room we were located in, and it was something he clearly didn’t plan on discussing.

“We got one more piece to run a checkup on for the night. Grab the scope in the corner.”

I nodded before heading off behind him, crouching down to rummage through the small tool box in the corner, located directly next to the chest which contained the refined magore. The chest looked like a smaller version of the room which we were currently residing in, coated in layers of metal. When I informed him of the plan, his only response was to shrug and say that as long as I thought it would work, he’d be fine with it. The only thing he did was to show me that I needed to be extra careful with the scraps of refined magore, since they could still react if jostled around too much. Putting them in the canteen was possible, but somewhat risky and would require the person to be extra careful with them to keep them from reacting. There was one thing that was still on my mind and something that I needed to do if I wanted to move forward. I stood up, scope in hand before turning to Elm.

“I need you to teach me magic.”

Elm paused his work with the burner before letting out the deepest groan I’d heard from him so far. The mood from his compliment had vanished and was now replaced by clear and simple frustration. 

“Why should I do that, when I have expressly told you to be as careful as possible with your light magic?”

His opinion hadn’t shifted whatsoever. Still, I needed to stand my ground.

“Because if I want to do this, I need to use every tool at my disposal. Plus, didn’t you say that basically nobody else would come in this room? This is the perfect place for me to learn it.”

His glare was soul piercing as he thought about my words. Although I wasn’t showing it, I was praying that I had somehow turned the tables on him. I didn’t know a lot about him but his understanding of magore tech and general magic meant that if there was anyone at the camp who could train me, it was probably him. There were other accomplished combat mages at the camp such as Elina or Alex, but they seemed to lack an understanding of how to teach it to others. Elina didn’t really seem to really care how her magic worked, only that it was really good for killing Arlinians and Nacilians. 

But Elm had knowledge that was able to be utilized and was the only person who I had the opportunity to train with. If I couldn’t get to work with him on this, then it was likely that the rest of our plan was screwed. 

Elm sighed and placed his head on his forehead, his frustration palpable.

“Fine, but it’s not going to overtake the work we do each night. I’m not letting you use this as an excuse to not help me.”

As a smile began to form on my face, Elm interrupted me.

“And don’t you fucking dare practice it outside of this room. I know you’ve been messing around with it at night when I expressly told you to not do that.”

Can’t deny that one…

            

    
        Chapter 15: The Basics of Magic

    
    
    
    
                The study of magic is a well respected field and comes with a complex history due to culture and politics. Despite the often samaritan-like intentions of those who enter the field to better society, much of the advancements of magecraft end up as tools of warfare. 

*** 

After we finished the check up on the burner and placed it back together, Elm took a deep breath before turning to me. From the side of the room he pulled out two foldable metal chairs and placed them facing each other. I sat down, internally questioning what he was planning.

“Ok, give me your hand. If you’ve been practicing, like I told you not to, you should be able to do it by yourself.”

I placed my right hand forward with my palm upwards, letting out a soft light. It was easy to do and was simple enough that it didn’t require any focus. Elm grabbed onto my wrist while placing his other hand below mine. Now that they were up close, I could see that they were larger than my own and carried much more wear and tear. Elm squeezed a bit on my wrist to grab my attention.

“In order to understand your own aptitude, you need to understand how your body is connected to the world.” He took the hand not holding onto my wrist and put a single finger directly on my chest. “Mana is the lifeblood of the world and flows through all of it. We are constantly surrounded by it. It is in the air, the water, the earth, even fire and lightning. As a living being, mana flows through your body and flows out of it back into the world. It shapes our nature in accordance with the rest of the world. The only difference between you and the guards outside is that your body has the ability to transform it into another part of the natural world. That is what an aptitude is.”

His finger removed from my chest and pointed to the magore chest sitting in the corner.

“The reason why that shit doesn’t hurt us as badly is because our bodies are able to handle more mana flowing through us than the normal person, so the energy doesn’t stick around and flood your body's natural systems.”

As he spoke, I could feel some level of nostalgia in his voice. Something about this seemed to remind him of his past. He returned his hand back to his lap and his gaze back directly to my own.

“The light coming out of your hand right now doesn’t come from you, but from the world around you, transformed into one of its natural aspects. You can change the world around you using your aptitude, but you cannot add or subtract from it.”

“Why is light such a rare aptitude?”

I felt rude for interrupting, but it was a question that had been on my mind ever since he told me it was rare enough to not be affected by the cuffs. Elm paused for a moment before responding.

“Aptitudes are usually connected to humanity in ways that nature is tied to us. The earth in our bones and blood, the water in our tears and sweat, the fire in our body heat, the air in our breath and the lighting… that one is still being debated. Our bodies naturally attune to things that we share a connection with,” he grabbed my wrist and lifted my palm up higher to focus on it, “but light is an exception. There is no light that comes from our bodies naturally, so it is an extremely rare form of aptitude. Your aptitude is tied to one of the purest forms of mana and the least connected to humans.”

I was unable to say anything in response. It was surreal to think that I was utilizing something that was so pure. 

But that leads me to one other question…

“Then why am I supposed to be able to heal?”

I looked in Elm’s face, expecting frustration only to find him in a natural state of contemplation. He didn’t look bothered by the question, but instead tried to think of a good answer.

“Healing isn’t aptitude specific, but it is more common for some than others. I’ve met a few with the skill, and all of them had different aptitudes. Healing using mana is complex, but it requires you to alter the flow of both your own and another’s body. Because we are shaped by it, altering the flow of it can change a person’s natural state, sealing wounds or connecting lost limbs. However, it’s extremely dangerous for the healer because it requires you to allow pure mana to flow through you in some amount without transforming it. Doing healing without proper training is a one way ticket to get mana poisoning, and it requires the mage to be able to handle the flow of pure mana and focus it in the right areas. However, because light is the closest to the pure shit, you’ll have the easiest time handling it. It can still kill you, but you’ve got a lot better chances and control than others.”

How does he know this much? I thought he was probably knowledgeable but this was way beyond what I expected. If he was part of the military, maybe he studied mana?

I would have asked him, but I expected that I’d get a similar response to all the other times I’d tried to look into his past. 

“You take any of this crap in? This is important if you want to be able to be anything better than a candle.”

“Yes sir.”

“Good. Ok, let’s start by-”

As Elm was about to continue, there was a knock on the door. Immediately, Elm grabbed my right and hand forced it into a fist, causing the light to dissipate. As he removed his grip, the door swung open to reveal Captain Galen, chomping down on a piece of jerky.

“Did I interrupt something?”

***

Elm’s face changed from his previously passive one to one of false camaraderie. 

“Not at all, Roy. Just having a heart to heart with the kid.” Elm patted me on the shoulder, acting as though he had just given me a rousing speech of encouragement or had somehow uplifted my mood. I turned over to Captain Galen, noticing that Elm was nudging at me to speak up. 

“Evening, Captain Galen.”

Galen nodded at me before taking a step inside to take a look at the room. I’d gotten cocky thinking that this room was only for us. Galen had an aptitude, which meant he was fine here and didn’t get sick. As I was internally beating myself up for the stupid mistake, Galen finally spoke.

“Place looks about as I’d expect. Seems a bit less messy since I had last been here. Guess the kid is having an effect on you, eh?”

“I guess so. This little shit’s a fast learner, but he can still be a complete dumb ass sometimes.” Elm spoke those final words with a little bit of added, albeit deserved, venom. 

Galen shrugged before wandering around the room, studying every single tool and piece of equipment while stroking his chin. Despite seeming to be interested, he clearly had no idea what any of them did or how any of them worked. Everything about him was an act.

“Captain, do you need anything done for you?”

Captain Galen turned to me and smiled, shaking his head. I felt icky looking at him. 

“Not a thing, North. Just wanted to check up on an old friend. Emphasis on the old.”

“Roy, you realize that you’re insulting the man who keeps your weapons working.” Elm was genuinely miffed by that and had removed himself from his chair, placing it back against the wall.

“Sorry, sorry. Speaking of, do you mind doing a bit of work on my igniter? It’s been rusting and it could use some upkeep. Tomorrow, of course.”

Elm shrugged before walking back over to me, who was still stuck to my seat, and patting me on the shoulder.


“You should head back to the bunk. You’ve got a lot of work tomorrow, and I’m having you work with me on his igniter.”

I nodded before walking out on my own and heading back to the bunks, my heart nearly beating out of my chest. That was closer than I would have preferred and Elm was very displeased by the event. Still, he seemed committed to teaching me magic. 

One step at a time.

            

    
        Chapter 16: An Important Letter

    
    
    
    
                The legal system of Arlin is extremely complex and depends greatly on location. During the slow integration of Arlinian culture, the legal systems of the annexed territories were often merged with Arlin’s as to create a smoother transition. This is also complicated further depending on the governor placed in control of annexed territories.

***

I struggled to move down the line for dinner as the thoughts of the previous night still rattled around in my head. It was 35 days until the planned revolt and I was now more troubled than ever. I’d gotten way too close to having the entire plan falling apart. 

And now I had to repair an igniter before Elm would teach me anything.

As I was moving along, I stretched out my tray only to find the woman in front of me grab my wrist and pull herself close to me.

“Read the note. I will take a lack of response as a yes.” She spoke in a hushed tone, her voice raspy and dry.

As I studied her face, a name finally clicked. 

Twig?

That was the only person who it could be, and her description definitely fit the Twig moniker. She was abhorrently thin, with an extremely gaunt face. Her hair was a pale blonde, and it was completely unkempt. It felt as if she was one layer of skin away from becoming a skeleton. Whether she had been like this before or after the mines was completely unknown to me, but the magore poisoning was clearly having an effect.

I nodded in response and walked back to the usual table to find Elric and Alex already sitting there having a lively conversation. Sera appeared to be off at another table talking with Elina and a few others who were curious about her situation. As I sat down to take a look at my food, I noticed that the piece of meat she had given me, which was even drier than the jerky, had a rolled up piece of paper inside. Paper and writing materials were forbidden for slaves, so how she had gotten her hands on something like that was beyond me. The criminals at the camp were closer to the guards a majority of the time, so it seemed a tad more likely that they could have gotten it somewhere and used it for this. I turned up to Alex and Elric staring at me, wondering why I was analyzing my meat so intensely.

“You guys mind giving me a bit of cover? I have a message from Twig.”

As Alex and Elric moved a bit on the table to block the view of some of the guards by moving to my sides, I extracted the piece of paper from the meat and slid it into my boot.

She said something about a yes or no… that’s not reassuring. 

***

As I sat in my bunk, waiting for Elm to grab me for work, I held the letter close to me. The paper was thin and worn. As I unfurled it, I produced the faintest light possible with my pointer finger so I could read its contents. It was a small improvement, but I’d figured out how to move the light to specific parts of my hand. I still couldn’t make it any brighter, but I had a slight bit more control.

“I’m willing to work with you on your revolt plan. I want to take this place down as much as you do. Sera is a great girl from what I’ve seen and I can sympathize with your cause. However, I’m only going to do this on two conditions.”

I was expecting that. At least she’s already on board.

“I do not want you sacrificing my girls. I know you probably don’t have the highest opinion of us, but I won’t participate in this if you are knowingly using my girls in a way which will get them killed. They might not have aptitude like you, but they’ve all got skills which could be useful during or after the planned revolt. My life doesn’t matter, but theirs do.”

Sacrificing them?

The criminals at the camp were there for a reason, but the thought of having them be used as cannon fodder felt off to me. There was a good chance that people could die during the revolt, but knowingly using people for their deaths was just not something I could do.

“Second, I want all of the guards dead. All of them. They deserve a fate worse than death for what they’ve done to my girls over and over again. Especially that shithead Galen. Killing them is a mercy for their crimes. That’s all I need. My life doesn’t matter and you can use me however you wish. I’m already nearly dead from the magore poisoning and won’t last too much longer, even if we do win. “

That was something that I could work with, but it worried me. Alex had offered the idea to use some of the guards afterwards in order to help us find roads or get to locations of safe passage, but it was fine by me if they all died. Survivors could cause problems for us down the line and the rage of those at the camp needed to be taken out on someone. The fact that she could help lead the other criminals was good. I still didn’t know the way to use them in the plan, but there had to be something. 

Galen was a person who I specifically wanted dead, and understood why they desired it as well. The man disgusted me on a visceral level.

“I just want my girls to be safe and away from this shithole. If you are fine with these conditions, then I’m all in. Good luck, and give any information you think I need through Sera.”

Looks like it’s all good… that’s a relief. Now, where is Elm?

It was a little bit past the time when he would meet up with me and bring me to the armory, but something was off. It was off. After a bit of deliberation, I decided the best decision would be to make the trip there myself. As I walked out of the bunks, I could see a few of the guards turn to watch me while others seemed to just ignore me. They’d seen me do this trip a few times and knew that I was now working with Elm, so I’d appeared to have garnered a bit of trust. As Elm had said before, it probably wasn’t the best idea to mess with the person who kept their guns working. I took a bit of time to pay attention to the walk and the amount of time that passed between the bunks and the armory. 

It took about 3 minutes for me to walk from the bunks to the armory, which included me being forced to snake around several of the tents and buildings which were utilized by the guards. If I ran, I could probably make the distance in about half the time. If we were considering the rush to the armory and the captain’s office, that meant that everyone who was going towards that side would have to run for 90 seconds while likely dodging fire from the guards. That was worrying, but the explosion of the mine would create enough of a distraction to the point where the guards would likely be split up and there would be less of them along that path. As I opened the door to the armory, nodding at the guards who were at the sides of the building, I could hear voices coming from inside the room in the back.

***

I walked over to the door to the workshop and tepidly opened it to find Elm seated and Captain Galen hovering over him, his hands on his hips.

“Roy, I said no and that’s not changing.”

“I know. I just thought I’d give you the chance to think about it again.”

As I stood there silently, I watched Galen and Elm glare at each other. For two men who I had only seen act extremely friendly with each other, this tense atmosphere was unfamiliar to me. Captain Galen looked away from Elm to turn to me and give a small wave.

“Good evening North. Sorry for holding you two up with your work. Glad to see that you have a strong enough work ethic to show up on your own.”

“Thank you sir.”

As the captain left, he turned back to Elm and smiled before closing the door. Although he wasn’t showing that much emotion, I could see that Elm’s hands were tightened into fists. Something about the conversation I had missed severely ticked him off. Knowing Elm, asking him about it directly would only make more problems, so I decided to leave him alone in that regard. Elm got up from the chair and let out a deep sigh as he turned back to the table where a large piece of magore tech was laid out. He beckoned me over, and I studied the odd weapon that Galen had called an igniter.

It had the same grip as a burner, but the tube that came out the front was extended, and there was now a wooden extension out behind the tube which tapered off with a stock. It looked about the same size as a crossbow and was most likely intended to be carried in the same fashion with the stock placed in the area between the shoulder and the collarbone. On the extended tube, which probably functioned like the burner, there wasn’t the same spring mechanism where one would pull back on the rod and let go to fire it. Instead, there was a cranequin placed on the left side of the igniter with a grip. Elm held it up to give a demonstration. He turned the cranequin, and the back of the tube slid outwards and moved backwards along the rail inside the wooden extension until it was close to Elm’s face, where it locked in place. When it locked, a small piece of metal appeared out in front of the grip, which he pulled backwards. When he did, all of the tension released and the tube slammed forwards and the small metal piece disappeared back into the area below the tube. From what I could tell, the cranequin appeared to rotate backwards until a set point where it would allow the user to pull on the small trigger, which would release all the tension of a spring hidden inside, slamming the two pieces of magore together. Then, a person would turn the cranequin to repeat the process.

“So it’s an extended version of the burner, but using a sort of crossbow mechanism in order to get more power out of the magore?”

Elm took a moment to turn to me, a look of genuine surprise on his face. His training methods about how to work with the tech were not the most friendly, but it had allowed me to understand the basis of how most magore technology worked. 

“That’s correct… it does use a larger primer and main rod, but it functions the same. The length of it also helps with making it more accurate so it can be used over longer ranges. They’re a lot less common than burners on the battlefield due to manufacturing costs and the size, but they’re pretty good at hitting people from a range where most bows are going to struggle to hit. Plus, this shit tears through armor.”

It made me a bit happy that I was clearly getting better at understanding the material that Elm had me working with, and although it wasn’t exactly showing, he seemed to appreciate my progress. 

“We need to check up the thing’s internal system and deal with some of the rust, as well as check up on the primer plate.” Elm paused for a moment, closing the door a bit tighter and checking the small vent near the top of the room. “After that, we can finish that first lesson of yours.”

I internally cheered while grabbing the tools out of the box for the repair job.

            

    
        Chapter 17: Controlling Flow

    
    
    
    
                Aptitude is notably not inherited and doesn’t appear to run in bloodlines. There are several theories about this phenomenon, some more mythological than others. The prevailing scientific theory in the Arlin empire is that aptitude sources from a deeper connection to nature and the conditions of the child during pregnancy. 

***

As Elm and I screwed the last few pieces of the igniter together, I took a deep breath before turning towards my newest teacher in magic. Elm slumped a bit before pulling out the two foldable chairs again and placing them across from each other and closing the vent near the top of the room which led to the outside. I sat down and extended my right hand, letting the same soft light emanate from it like before. 


“We’re done with the first step of understanding it. The next step is to understand how you can control its flow beyond this. What you’re currently doing right now is changing the slightest flow of mana, the amount that normally exits your body without forcing more or less to flow through you. That’s why it’s so weak.”

That made sense. I’d been able to focus my light down to specific parts of my hand but I hadn’t been able to change the amount I was letting out. Elm sat down in front of me and placed his hand beneath my own. 

“This room is good because there’s a shit ton of ambient mana in it thanks to the magore. It should help to allow you to manage more of the stuff. Now, I want you to close your eyes and feel the sensation of the light currently escaping you.”

I closed my eyes and listened to my body. The light that escaped my hand felt like a small trickle of power as it emanated off of me and dispersed into the air. The sensation on my palm felt like wading through a thick mist. It was small, but there was a clear flow that I could sense. I nodded, and Elm continued.

“Good. Now, I want you to attempt to trace that flow inwards. Follow where it comes from internally and see where the energy which is coming out of your palm is sourced.”

I sat there and focused on the sensation. I felt the flow of energy come through my arm, the mana snaking its way through my veins back into the core of my chest, before spreading out across my entire body. I took a deep breath and realized how much the amount of mana in my core shifted when I did.

Am I taking it in through the air?

As I pondered and took more deep breaths to confirm my theory, Elm placed his other hand on my chest, pressing against it.

“You’re feeling it come from the air, right? That’s the main flow where our body takes in the mana, but it comes from all around us. Every inch of skin takes in the slightest bit, lets it flow through our core and back out of our bodies, tying us to the world. It is how we become attuned to the world and it is how your hand is currently creating light. You can open your eyes.”

I opened them to see Elm staring at me, his eyes a little bit distant. Something about teaching magic brought a bit of his past back to him. Whether they were good or bad memories was unclear, but it caused him to reminisce on days long past.

“I think I’ve sensed the flow of mana in other things before. The parts of the mine with magore always looked a little warped, like the space around them was being pushed away.” I spoke candidly mentioning the bizarre revelation that had occurred to me not too long ago. Elm’s face looked to be deep in thought at the small aside, but he shook it away to continue.

“That doesn’t matter. What matters is what is flowing through you. I want you to think about that flow, and see if you can open yourself more. Don’t focus on putting more of it in your palm, but focus on letting more of it enter your core and flow into your system. Once you do that, it will naturally increase the output you’re already giving.”

I nodded before looking inwards again at the flow. I took another deep breath and thought about my core and the energy that was passing through me, and attempted to allow more of it to go through my system and up my arm. It took a moment for me to visualize it, but once I did, my right hand started to glow more and more. I took another deep breath, opening my core and letting the flow increase as much as possible.

The entire room went white. 

***

The blinding white that had exited my palm had drained the room of color and overpowered every single other source of light in the room. I closed my palm, stopping the transformation of mana into light and limiting the flow. As it subsided, I could see Elm on the floor squinting his eyes, readjusting from the sudden burst that had just assaulted the entire room.

“Fucking hell! You didn’t have to go that far! All you had to do was slightly increase the output, not blind me!” Elm was struggling to open his eyes, and there were tears streaming down his cheeks due to how much light had assaulted them.

Elm got up from the floor after a minute of squinting and slapped me across the face, my body still glued to the chair.

That was deserved.

“Next time you want to go full power, maybe fucking warn me so you don’t make me go blind.” Elm was still struggling to look around and regain his vision, but the frustration in his voice was extremely clear. We were lucky that the vent had been closed, or else the light would have probably been seen throughout the camp. As I sat there, regretting my actions, Elm’s eyes widened as something within him seemed to switch. 

“Kid, your eyes ok?”

“Yeah?”

Wait, why are my eyes ok?

“Huh. I didn’t expect it to work like that. That’s definitely going to help out in the future.” Elm had his hand on his chin, stroking the small amount of hair that peppered it. I took a moment for the information to click in my head. The light that I had just released was enough to blind people and hurt their eyesight, yet I felt completely fine. I didn’t even close my eyes during the whole exchange.

“Sir, why are my eyes ok?”

Elm’s response was a soft shrug as he brought himself back into the chair.

“Aptitudes give the person an immunity to the mana that they transform. It’s the reason why a person with a fire aptitude doesn’t burn themselves every time they transform mana. Helps deal with the naturally occurring stuff a bit too, but not as much. I met that other person with a light aptitude but I never got the chance to ask if their eyes were protected against it.”

That’s definitely going to be useful. I have no idea how, but it’s probably going to have some use.

“What’s your aptitude?”

Elm paused for a moment as he thought about his response. Whatever he had, he probably was proficient with it. 

“Stone. Helped out a lot with my tech work in the past.” Elm spoke in a blunt tone, clearly limiting himself from indulging with the topic. It was the first time he had said to me directly that he had done magore tech work in the past. I had already assumed it based on the information given to me by both him and Galen, but hearing him confirm it gave me some level of confidence. Him having a stone aptitude meant that he could maybe help to clear out the mine after we blew it up. In hindsight, that might have been why he was okay with the plan. 

“One small thing before you head back to the bunk. I wanna test something.”

Elm picked up his chair and placed it against the wall, asking me to follow suit. He wandered over to the tool box and pulled out a blowtorch. He brought it over to me and turned it on, a small flame coming out of the tip.

“Give me a small light.”

I listened, holding up my right hand and letting off the faint light facing down towards the floor. Elm moved the blowtorch close to my hand, placing the flame below it. As it sat there, I felt the warmth, but it didn’t burn. I could still feel the heat but it wasn’t enough to make me want to pull away. After a few seconds of this, Elm pulled it away and turned off the blowtorch, staring at me with a look of curiosity. 

“I didn’t expect that one. A lot of heat comes directly from light, so I guess that gives you some protection from it.” he muttered, continuing to stroke his chin. His mind was clearly elsewhere, but it wasn’t in the past. “You should head back to the bunks. That’s all for tonight. We’ll work on this tomorrow. However, if you go all out like you did last time, I’m not going to keep teaching you. I’d prefer to keep my fucking eyesight.”

As I walked out of the armory and back towards the bunks, I could feel a smile creep across my face. I was one step closer to making the plan and I had a new tool which could help me out. Our plan was coming along, and I could finally see the goal with some level of clarity. The only thing I could do now was work with Elm, let Alex do his work and wait until the fateful day would be upon us. Well, that and figure out how the hell to safely get into Captain Galen’s office and nab the key. However, that little experiment of Elm had given me an idea that was somehow even more insane than blowing up the mines. 

But for now, we wait and plan.

            

    
        Chapter 18: Two New Sins

    
    
    
    
                The proliferation of literacy is one of the central missions of Arlin after the end of a campaign. During its founding, the first emperor believed that a literate nation meant a nation of more highly trained workers, and therefore a more cohesive society. The ability to read and write Morathin is heavily pushed onto parents in newly annexed lands and is often incentivized through donations of reading material to households. 

***

There was the same satisfying crack that always occurred whenever the pick finally broke off a piece of stone. I wiped my forehead with my sleeves before leaning down and picking up the piece, breaking it apart a few times to make it easier to refine. Even though I was going to destroy this place in what was now 20 days, I was still going to put the work in to keep my position with the guards and Galen consistent. The daily toil was a lot easier now that I had a clearer mental image and a date that was fast approaching. 

Is it me, or am I having less issues being around the raw magore?

While there were many benefits to my apprenticeship, one of them that I hadn’t considered was a higher tolerance for magore. The refined and raw forms of the material functioned on two very different bases, but it appeared that training my mana and handling it was giving me a better tolerance. 

Working with Elm was also allowing me to collect smaller bits of refined magore to use in the plan. There were a few other ideas which had been proposed on how to use the magore, which meant that keeping extra was valuable. The simple process was that I was going to need to bring pieces of the bunks in my canteen the night before the revolt, and then give them to Elric so he could meet up with Elina to make his way to the mine. I’d put a lot of trust in Elina to lead the stealth mission, and although Elric was still somewhat reluctant, he appeared to have gotten more comfortable with her as of late. Elina had also mentioned the day before that she had apparently caught the attention of another slave who might be able to help us out and who she was going to introduce us to tonight. 

Now that I had a full plan together, Alex was also getting more people for our cause and who were willing to work with us when the time came. Outside of the main group, there were now at least 25 people who were aware of and supportive of the revolt. The plan was going well enough to the point where it was starting to worry me that something major was going to go awry. There was one thing that had caused some problems recently, and that was the decision I had come upon in order to get the key from Captain Galen’s office.

I was going to set the building on fire.


***

The responses I had gotten to the plan were mixed. Elm was apathetic and thought the idea, while crazy, had some merit due to my newly found resistance to fire. I wasn’t completely flame proof, but it was likely that if the building burned in the correct way it was possible for me to get in and out fairly unharmed. From my perspective it was built off of simple logic. I mean, who would run into a burning building? There was an open window in the back which, with the usage of a bit of brute force, could easily allow me inside and grab the key from the desk. Elm had noted in the past that he’d never seen Galen put a lock on the drawer which contained it, presumably out of confidence that nobody would really be able to sneak in there and grab it. However, due to the fact that the armory was right next to it, I’d have a lot easier access.

Elm’s plan was to lure Galen out of his office by inviting him into the armory where they could have a discussion, while I would set off a fire with materials we would place there the night before. While the guards were focused on putting it out, I’d escape where I’d already come from and meet up with Elm, who’d focus on taking out the guards and dealing with Galen. According to Elm, he was better than Galen and could win in a fight as long as he had access to his aptitude or a burner. After working with him for a while, I trusted him on that statement. He’d not revealed too much more about himself but I’d figured that whatever he’d done in Arlin, he was probably really good at it. 

Elric’s response was predictable. He thought it was idiotic, and while he definitely had some points, it appeared to be a solution that everyone else was on board with. Thus, he relented. He did seem a bit more open to it since it wasn’t putting his life on the line, but he definitely worried for me. Sera was also a bit worried, but after hearing that I had protection, seemed a bit more confident. However, she emphasized that I douse myself in water to increase the amount of time I can have there. Sera also mentioned that she had her own plan, but was saving it for when we met the person who Elina thought could help us out. Alex and Elina both seemed ok with it, and Twig appeared to think it was going to be satisfying to watch the office of a man she despised burn, so she was entirely on board. 

It was all going well, except for one specific thing. Since Elm and I were closer to the guards, we got a lot more info than most. While it was only somewhat proven, there was a message that had passed around the lips of the guards on a few occasions. 

There was going to be a new slave arriving today. 

***

It hadn’t initially worried me since we could always deal with more people, and having extra hands and heads made our lives easier. However, there was a clear reason behind the new addition coming to the camp; It was Sera’s replacement. Since she only had a limited amount of time, it made sense to fill in her bunk to keep the mines working at their previous capacity. It was infuriating, but I understood the basic reasoning behind it and had seen it happen in the past. Whenever a miner died, a replacement would arrive a short period later to keep it at full capacity. Inactivity or lack of production was something the empire couldn’t tolerate, so there was a consistent flow of people to keep the system running. It did make planning harder, but I believed I could deal with the change. 

As I took another swig of my canteen, I heard the familiar sound of the whistle and picked up my basket to head outside. 

***

As we placed down the baskets onto the platform, a guard repeatedly shouted a simple order. 

“Do not change out of your mining gear! Head to the middle of the camp past the cafeteria and form ranks for an announcement!” His voice repeated the line over and over again, and the tired miners followed each other in herds towards the center where I could see Captain Galen standing on what looked like a makeshift platform. I knew what was about to happen, but I still felt a slight sense of dread. Something about it felt wrong.

As the ranks slowly formed, the guards gathered around us. A large portion of them appeared to be frustrated about not being able to remove their armor. I looked around, taking in the number of slaves that 83 actually meant. It was a sizable number of people, all of which held an aptitude. If the cuffs were removed, it could easily act as a strong fighting force. 

“Good Evening! I’m sorry if everyone’s a bit tired, but I’m here to make an announcement.” Galen said, his classic smile still permeating on his cheeks. “I know that it’s been a long day of work for everyone, but I’m glad to announce we have a new arrival.”

There was a soft murmur from the crowd as he spoke from both the guards and the slaves. Galen turned behind him and beckoned someone up to the platform. As the new arrival came onto the stage, there was another round of murmurs, with a much heavier tone behind them. As I looked at them, I immediately felt a deep sense of dread. 

It was a child. 

A young girl, standing on the stage in rags that barely fit her emaciated body. Her hair was a deep black, and the right side of her face had burn marks across it. The skin had been malformed after healing, and I could see that a chunk of her right ear had been cut off. The wound looked fresh. She couldn’t have been a day older than I was when I was first put into the mines. Looking at her felt like a stab at the soul. 

“This is Karla, and she’s from Corith.” As Elm spoke those words, I could see him turn to look directly at me. “I hope you will be able to help her get used to the camp, so please be nice. You can take off your gear and go eat.” 

The ranks began to fall apart as we headed towards the place where all of our mining gear was kept. There was still a wave of murmurs among the entire group about the newest slave. Normally the guards would punish this type of mass discussion but even they were talking about the announcement. However, the only sensation I could feel was dread.

***

While we had dinner, the discussion about Karla continued. Elric was silent, while Elina and Alex were talking in hushed tones. When I looked over to the other side of the tent, I could see a huddle of women around the child softly talking with her. Something about seeing a young child in such a bad state had kicked in several people’s maternal instincts. It was heartbreaking to everyone, and I could spot many around the cafeteria also looking away from their trays to try to spot her. As I continued to watch, I could see Sera hobble out of the crowd with her makeshift crutch before sitting down next to me. 

“She’s 14… apparently she’s from the capital and was found during one of the raids.” she said, slowly sitting down and putting her head in her hands. Karla was the same age as Sera and I when we were enslaved. 

Elina turned away from Alex and asked the quiet part loud. “So, does this change the plan at all?” She wasn’t the best at subtlety, and her mind was very clearly stuck on the thought of living the Irebor dream. 

“I’m not going to let her get in danger. We’re going to need to keep her someplace safe.” My voice was slightly strained as I spoke. Seeing Karla like that brought back a lot of bad memories that I’d let fade. “I don’t love the idea of keeping her in the bunks during it, but I don’t know where else. We just have to hope the guards are overwhelmed enough not to go after her.”

The entire group was silent for a bit as we pondered the new challenge we had facing us. The only upside of Karla being here was that it was a greater motivator for people to participate in the revolt. Keeping a child like that in bondage was an inherently disgusting thought. After a moment something inside Elina seemed to click, causing her to speak up. 


“Oh yeah, I had the person I was going to introduce to you! One sec.” Elina’s loud voice shocked the entire table, but it seemed none of the guards cared enough to look at her. Seeing Karla was a very clear hit to their morale. 

Elina got up and moved across the cafeteria, dodging in between the huddle. After a moment, she popped out with her grip firmly on the arm of a woman with dark blue hair. It was a fairly uncommon color, but there was a distinct region that it was attached to; Pluma. 

When I’d been at previous camps for short periods, I would occasionally meet people who had the same hue, and all of them were from Pluma. I’d seen this woman at the camp before, but she never seemed interested enough in me to interact. Her skin looked as light as Alex’s, which made her contrast with Elina. As she pulled up a seat and sat down, I could see her scan my body. 

“My, what a diverse bunch you’ve got. Truly representing every shade of the empire’s atrocities.” She spoke in a proper, noble voice. Everything about her from her mannerisms, tone and general atmosphere screamed that she had come from a place of wealth before ending up here.

I looked towards Elina and silently urged her to give us a name.

“Oh, right. This is Nicole. She’s here to help.” Elina’s introduction was, at the least, in character. She definitely wasn’t the same orator as Alex. 

“Thank you. I’m here to help out with the plan and put you in the right direction.” Her formal tone was unchanging, but I could feel the slightest bit of condescension. 

I put on a fake smile to keep my irritation from showing.

“You think you know ways to improve the plan?”

In response, Nicole put her hands on her hips, puffing out her chest slightly in what I assumed was supposed to be a show of pride.

“Yes, I do. After all, I’ve been planning my own escape for years.”

            

    
        Chapter 19: Keeping Time

    
    
    
    
                The life of a mining camp guard is seen with both respect and aversion. While it is viewed as a necessary job for the nation, working at a camp while lacking an aptitude is attached to the stigma of a shorter life span thanks to magore poisoning. 

***

As I made my way to the armory, my mind was torn between my two newest headaches; Nicole and Karla. One of them was emotionally taxing, while the other was mentally taxing. Before I could enter the armory, I heard an infuriatingly familiar voice shout out my name. 

“North! Do you mind coming over to my office?” I turned to see Galen waving in my direction, the smile I’d known him for still plastered on his face. Nothing about today seemed to have fazed him whatsoever even though it had left a bad taste in the mouth of everyone else at the camp. I relented and followed him inside where he promptly sat himself down and offered me a seat. The chair was comfortable in a way that I was unfamiliar with. I took a moment to study the room a bit better than when I had first met him.

The walls were lined with small items and knickknacks, with a window directly behind his head which lacked glass, only with shades to block out light. There were a few small paintings and memorabilia that he had lying around him including a few pieces that I presumed were medals. My understanding of the military was limited, but the title of captain suggested that he’d been in the military for some time and had garnered some level of acclaim. The main thing that stood out to me was the plaque which held his igniter on my right. I’d gotten familiar with the piece after handling it and could tell that it probably had some sentimental value to Galen. 

I still don’t know why he treats Elm so well. 

That was a question for another day and time, one which didn’t force me to interact with a man who was entirely artificial. As I finally reigned back in my focus, I could see that there was a small glass of brandy which had been placed in front of me. I looked up to see Galen taking a sip of his own before setting it down. I decided to follow suit and took a sip only to immediately regret it and sputter, forcing myself to swallow despite my negative reaction to the taste. At the sight, Galen began laughing heartily at my very clear unfamiliarity with alcohol. 

“Sorry. Just thought you might have had some experience with drinking. Corith must not have too much alcohol, I presume?”

“No sir.”

That was a lie. There was a fairly well utilized tavern in town that I’d visited a couple of times with my father. I wasn’t allowed to drink because Corith had a drinking age of 16. The only reason why I lacked experience with alcohol was because I was already enslaved by the time I was old enough to actually drink any of it. Galen obviously didn’t know this, and I thought that I was safer not telling him the truth than having the awkward conversation about why the sins of his people kept me from enjoying brandy.

“Eh, don’t think too much about it. I know today was a lot, especially with the new miner, but I just wanted to talk with you.” He leaned back in his chair, staring at the ceiling for a second while swishing the drink around in his hand. 

“Captain Galen, is there a problem?” I didn’t know what was going on, but something about the atmosphere felt off. 

“None at all. In fact, you’ve been doing great work. I was a bit hesitant, but I get what Elm sees in you. I never thought of the man as someone who could be a good teacher, but you’ve made a fine magore technician.” he said, his eyes watching the brandy swish around in his glass. “You’ve been doing so great, I thought I’d get you a little something.”

Wait, what?

Galen placed down his drink to open up one of the drawers on the desk, shuffling through the items in there until he pulled out a metallic, disc shaped object. He placed it on the table, sliding it across to me. I picked it up tepidly, studying it in my hand. 

“It’s a timekeeper. You ever seen them before?”

“Captain Galen, why-”

“Just call me Galen. Think of it as a reward for all the hard work you’ve been doing. You’re doing double the work of any of the other miners excluding old Elm. Plus, you did the impossible and got him to take you as an apprentice.” Galen took a pause to take another sip of his drink. “He’s not the type to really take a liking to others. He definitely thinks about the other people here, but I’ve never seen him get attached to one person in particular. But something about you just caught his eye.”

I paused for a moment, taking in the words and the potential innuendo they might have contained. Galen, noticed my sudden worry over the subject let out another loud laugh in response, taking several seconds to calm himself down.

“Oh trust me, he does not swing that way, You don’t have anything to worry about.”

How do you know that?

“Anyway, take a look. It’s well wound, so it should last you for a while without needing to rewind it again.”

I took another look at the palm sized disc before flipping open the top of it to reveal the miniature clock face inside. The small hands moved tick by tick across it underneath a glass cover which had several small embellishments on it. It was a beautiful timekeeper that screamed professional artistry. Why Galen would give an item which likely had so much expense behind it to a slave was beyond me, but it was something that I couldn’t really refuse.

“Thank you sir.”

“No problem. The guards know, so you shouldn’t have to worry about any of them getting on you for having it. If they do, just tell them it came from me. I was hoping you could find some use out of it so you always know when to head to the armory at night.” He leaned back again, turning slightly to look at the igniter on his wall. It looked as though it was already wound up and ready to fire at any moment.

“You two did a good job cleaning this thing up. I actually used her in the 9th campaign. She got a lot of work done, that’s for sure.” He turned back to me, his smile having disappeared. “I’d hate to have to use it again.”

Before I could respond, he immediately shifted back to his normal chipper tone as he gestured towards the door.

“You can head out. Just tell Elm that I wanted to talk with you, and that I’m sorry if I held up any of your work.”

I immediately got up and started walking out, my mind stuck on his ominous statement. As I closed the door, I could feel a shiver climb up my spine. The artificial nature of the man was still terrifying in its own way, and sitting around him for long periods felt like standing on a nest of knifebugs. I shook my head to clear my thoughts and headed into the armory, prepared for more work and another lesson in magic.

***

When I informed Elm of the recruitment of Nicole, his initial response was to laugh. The sight of my mentor mocking me for a decision which was forced on me was slightly disheartening, but I relented. 

“Sir, what’s funny about it?” I said, handing him a wrench from the toolbox. Elm took it, a little bit of laughter still coming from him as he started to tighten the bolts on another burner. It had been a few minutes, yet his laughter hadn’t subsided. 

“Sometimes, I forget you’re a middle of fucking nowhere Corithian.” Elm was speaking more calmly as he shifted his focus to the burner in front of him and less on my apparent misfortune. “They ever tell you how Pluma joined the empire?”

“No sir.”

Wait, did he say “joined”?

“Pluma wasn’t conquered. They don’t even have a holiday related to their campaign, because there was no campaign. Right after the 5th campaign their oligarchy shit its pants and decided the best option was to become a part of Arlin than get trampled by them later on. The emperor was so fucking grateful that they didn’t have to do another war, he let them become fully fledged Arlinians after a couple years.” Elm’s tone was almost mocking, as if the history itself frustrated him. “That means that bitch Nicole ain’t like the rest of you. She’s technically a penal laborer.”

Oh… wonder how she ended up here.

“Anytime I talked with the bitch she talked like an aristocrat, so whatever fuckup she did, it probably wasn’t simple. Even if you got aptitude, nobility doesn’t tend to end up in shitholes like this.” There was a level of resentment in his speech when he talked about aristocracy. He’d probably seen or heard about nobility getting out of punishment due to their status. It was also fair that, from what I knew, he was also a penal laborer.

“Huh. Still, she sounds like she can help us.”

“Anyone with a silver tongue like her can sound helpful.”

That’s true.

As I was tightening the primer into its plate, Elm went and grabbed the lantern hanging from the ceiling and placed it down in front of me on the table. When I looked up, I saw the familiar stern face which always seemed to precede any of his lessons.

“Today, you’re going to learn how to manipulate mana outside of your body.”

***

My progression in the study of magic had given me a lot more control over mana than when I started. According to Elm, I was “still shit, but was learning fast” which I presumed to be a compliment. I’d figured out how to focus the light to more specific parts of my body and hand more consistently. That was a good step, but the main thing was that I’d gotten control over the output. I now had a much better sense of the flow of mana throughout my body and was able to manipulate it to a greater degree.

In the center of the room sat the lantern, the singular light source which he’d left working. The vent had also been closed in order to keep people from looking inside and seeing me mess with light. Elm had also covered up the box of magore in order to stop the mana from radiating throughout the room and had put away all items that contained any of it.

“When we started, you said that you were able to sense the mana in magore. That means that the first step will be a lot easier. I want you to close your eyes and try to focus on the lantern. Because you’ve gotten pretty damn comfortable with the mana that you release when you transform it, I want you to try and search for it in other objects. Specifically, the lantern in front of you.”

I listened and closed my eyes, tuning out all other distractions. I listened to the flow within my body, remembering the distinct sensation that came with transforming mana into light. As I extended my thoughts to the rest of the room, there was a spot which felt as though it was calling to me. When I focused my mind on it, I could feel the same sensation of light that I felt whenever I used the mana within me. 

“I feel it.”

“That’s one step done. Next, I want you to try and connect with it. Because your body is attuned to light, you should be able to make it listen to you.”

“Make it listen to me?”

Even with my eyes closed I could feel the disappointment emanate off of Elm.

“Remember how our bodies are attuned to the element? Mana connects us, and your body has the ability to transform it. Mana wants to connect with other things, to flow through them. Your attunement makes you directly tied to it on an innate level, so it’s going to want to connect with you specifically. Imagine the light in front of you as an extension of your own flow, and try and see if you can change it. Try and spread it out.”

I took a deep breath before regaining my focus, singling out that sensation of light and imagining it as a part of my own flow. I lifted up my right hand with my palm opened towards the light, praying for some level of connection to occur.

Light, please spread out.

When I opened my eyes again, I noticed that the light of the lamp was unnaturally dim. As I looked around the room, the light of the lantern seemed to have dispersed and caused the room to darken. When I turned to Elm, I could see a soft smile on his face. 

“Well I’ll be damned. You actually managed to do it.”

“Sir?”

He looked at me, his soft smile not having faded. “Good job kid. Head back to the bunks, get some sleep. We’ll work more on this tomorrow. Plus, you gotta deal with that Nicole bitch, right?”

“Thank you sir.”

***

As I laid back in the bunk, my left hand toying with the timekeeper, I couldn’t help but feel a little bit better about the situation. I’d gained a bit of clarity about the world thanks to Elm. It was rare to see such a genuine smile on his face. I hated to admit it, but Galen was right about one thing: Elm had warmed up to me. He may not have intended to at first, but he was starting to trust me. There were still 2 headaches I had to suffer through, but I had more tools to deal with them.

I stared at the timekeeper, watching its hands move in a rhythmic pattern. When I put it next to my ear I could hear the quiet ticking of gears turning in small increments. It was a simple yet fascinating object that gave me some peace of mind knowing that things were going forward in a way that I could see. 

Wait…

I took a moment to think back to Elm's lesson about mana. I could control light that wasn’t created by me by attuning to it. Although it was dark, I could see the faint outline of my hand thanks to the moonlight and the lanterns that surrounded the bunks. 

What happens if I disperse the ambient light?

I closed my eyes again to focus, feeling it. Although it was much fainter, I could still feel the same sensation of the light that surrounded my hand and gave it an outline. Because it was closer to me, it seemed a lot easier to sense. After focusing, I felt the connection and asked the light to move away. 

I opened my eyes, unable to make out my own hand. Still focusing on the dispersion, I let out a soft light from my right pointer finger. 

I couldn’t see the timekeeper.

My left hand was gone.

            

    
        Chapter 20: Terse Negotiations

    
    
    
    
                Pluma is a unique nation which, similar to Corith, has almost entirely avoided war throughout its history. However, this is due to a surplus of trade rather than a lack of materials. As a coastal nation, Pluma’s ports act as an essential avenue of trade for other nations, and the multitude of treaties preceding their willing annexation kept them out of the conflicts of their neighbors. 

***

The reactions at the table at breakfast to my magical revelation was somewhat unexpected. Out of the crew, Elric seemed to be the most fascinated by my newfound ability. 

“Your hand just disappeared?” He asked, his food untouched in front of him. I nodded towards his food, which he promptly started eating. I couldn’t have my team starving on me before we got the plan out of the way. 19 days felt closer than ever now that I was getting more used to using my light magic. 

“Yeah, it just wasn’t there. I mean, it was there, but I couldn’t see it. I asked the light to move away from my hand, and it just removed it from vision. It was a dark spot, but I could kinda see behind where my hand would be too.”

Alex, who had been listening in between bites, suddenly paused. “You asked the light to move?”

“Yeah.”

“That’s not how it’s supposed to work.”

Oh right. Sometimes I forget Alex is a trained mage.

Before Alex could respond again, Elric took the initiative.

“Ok, let me get things straight. You listened to the light, attuned to it and then you just asked it to move.”

“I asked nicely?”

I heard a deep groan come from Elric as Alex sat there scratching his head, searching for some way to respond to what I thought was a logical statement.

Did I do something wrong?

“North, attuned mana doesn’t really ‘listen to you’ like that. It’s not like a conversation and more of a call and response. At least, I thought so.” Alex was still scratching, his hand now having moved down to the freckles on his cheeks. If he scratched any harder, it looked as if he would remove the rust that covered his skin.

Before we could continue to discuss my odd utilization of my aptitude, I heard a painfully noble voice come from behind my head.

“Good morning North.”

Right. Nicole. I almost forgot about that headache.

“Good morning to you as well.”

Nicole sat down in an infuriatingly elegant manner. Despite the malnourished and overworked disposition shared by all of those at the camp, she still seemed intent on retaining her dignity. Elina wasn’t at the table with us, which would have likely helped me handle her. She was currently one of the many who were surrounding and trying to talk with Karla. The young girl had acted as an emotional unifier for the camp. 

“I was hoping to have a short discussion before we went to work.”

I wanted to respond to her with something that might bring her down to our level, but Elm’s words of the previous night were still floating around in my head. She was my problem to deal with as the leader, but there was a clear difference in levels of social competency. She was an aristocrat, and I was a candlemaker. Diplomacy was not something that I was born into and that meant that I was going to fight an uphill battle as she tried to wrench control over the plan. However, trust was one clear advantage I had over this Plumite. I put up my best smile and decided to indulge her a bit.

“Go ahead.”

A wry smile creeped upon her lips as she continued. “I was hoping you would tell me a bit about Elm.”

It felt as though reality had paused for a second. I was expecting many things to come out of her mouth, but that was not one of them. I looked to my sides to find Elric and Alex having a similar reaction to my own. I hadn’t told them too much of what I had learned about Elm over my time as his apprentice, but I also lacked a lot of knowledge myself. He was a man who had a past he wasn’t keen on sharing, so sharing it with a person like Nicole who definitely had some ulterior motives felt like standing behind a strig and not expecting to get kicked in the jaw. Still, if I wanted her to work with us, I had to give her some incentive. 

“He’s an ex-Arlinian soldier. Worked as a magore technician for the military and is a pretty damn good one at that. He hasn’t told me what crime he committed to end up here.”

I didn’t lie, but I kept a good amount of information out. I didn’t inform her that he was alive during the 3rd campaign, that he had a deep knowledge of magecraft or that he was held in respect by Galen. 

“Well that is certainly interesting.” She still held that look of deep condescension, even as she took a break to drink from her canteen.

“Why exactly do you want to know this?” Elric asked, clearly sharing in my frustration.

“Oh, simple. I wanted to know whether I should kill him or not.”

Yet again, time seemed to pause. Alex, Elric and I were all shocked by the sudden declaration of murderous intent. 

“Excuse me, what?” Elric seemed to be the one who was the most willing to confront her, which helped. I was worried that it was showing some level of weakness on my part that I was willing to let another take on some of the negotiations. 

“After the revolt, of course. I’m not the type to throw out a tool before it has fulfilled its use.” She seemed completely calm despite the apparent absurdity of her statement. “He’s an Arlinian. He may be wearing the same clothes as us, but he’s still of the same blood as the bastards who parade around us with burners at their hips. I just wanted to know whether he was just a temporary tool to escape this place or something you planned on using after the fact.”

What the hell is wrong with this woman?

I needed to speak up to assert my authority.

“He’s a good person, and he deserves the same freedom as the rest of us do. So no, you cannot kill him.”

Nicole’s response was to lean across the table and move her face closer to mine. The whisper that came out of her lips felt like drips of venom.

“Do you truly believe that?”

***

It was hard to focus on anything else other than Nicole throughout the day, even during the water break. Her silver tongue and general disposition made her a threat to my plan that I wasn’t entirely prepared to handle. I knew she had a use. She was a good speaker and could very likely convince others to join if given the chance. One problem I’d encountered with Alex’s recruitment of others was gender. Although it was somewhat mixed, there was clearly a preference of males over females. I assumed this was unconscious and simply due to the type of people that Alex befriended. If she could also play the role of a negotiator who could get others to join in, that was a boon to the entire mission. However, she had big aspirations and a clear belief that she knew better than me. 

As my mind continued to stray, I felt a small tug on my hip. I turned to see Karla looking up at me, her face showing clear exhaustion from the work. The pickaxe and basket dwarfed her size which had diminished due to malnourishment. It was a sight that hurt the soul. I crouched down a bit to meet her face. 

“Hey there.” I tried to speak in a passive voice. She was already overwhelmed and I was worried that anything more could hurt her. 

“Hi. You’re North, right? Sera told me you were from Corith too.” Her voice was extremely meek. If I hadn’t leaned down, her voice would have probably been drowned out by the rest of the crowd. A few of the people surrounding me also turned to look at her. 

“Yup. Are you doing ok?”

She nodded, shaking her black hair up and down.

“It’s really hard but everyone is helping me.”

I wanted to give her as much support as possible. I knew that she was in need of it.

“That’s good.” I placed my hand on her small shoulder and patted it. “Don’t worry. We’re gonna keep you safe.”

I was going to destroy this place. She didn’t deserve to be trapped in here. She deserved the childhood which was stolen from Sera and I. 

She gave me another emphatic nod before walking back out into the crowd, snaking in and out of the crowd. When I finally straightened myself to look around, I could see Nicole, staring at me, her confident smile emanating with pride. Without speaking, I could hear the message she was sending loud and clear.

She thinks she’s already won.

***

As Sera, Alex, Elric and I sat around the table, I could feel the tension building. Elina was over talking with a few others, which was fine. She wasn’t really the type for negotiations, and I didn’t expect her to be interested in this type of work. We all stared at Nicole who was happily eating the barely palatable food called dinner. Before I could speak. Elric decided again that there was something he needed to know. 

“Before we get into this, I need some trust. You asked about Elm because you were wondering whether you wanted to kill him or not. You’re a penal laborer too, so what exactly makes you different? What did you do to end up here?”

Nicole looked up from her tray and shrugged, responding in the most casual tone possible.

“Embezzlement.”

What the fuck is embezzlement?

It was a word I was unfamiliar with, but it struck a chord with everyone else. I stopped myself from asking for a definition as it would show weakness. Elric had a hand on his forehead, his frustration palpable to everyone else at the table. 

“Of course it was. You were a noble example. Arlin put you here to send the message that ‘even nobility is not above the law’, right?”

Despite the clear accusation, Nicole’s tone of voice was unchanging.

“Indeed. Does that satisfy you?”

Before the tensions could rise any further I interjected to get to the main subject. Letting this discussion go on any further would lead to infighting at best and actual fighting at worst. Nicole’s face, despite retaining some noble beauty, looked extremely punchable. 

“You said you knew better than me and wanted to change the plan. You haven’t explained what any of those changes are. So?”

Nicole looked up at me and gave me that same venomous smile I was already starting to get used to. It might be minor, but at least Galen’s fake smile didn’t look as sinister. 

“Thank you North. As I said, I believe I can make the plan better and help with our success. In other words, I think that while your aspirations are admirable, your plan is problematic in several parts.” Her formal speaking tone and general demeanor felt as though she was giving me a lecture. 

“First, Galen. I think the best choice would be to keep him alive. He’s got utility that I think would be lost in the case of death.”

“Wait, you wanted to kill Elm but keep Galen alive?” Elric responded with the thought that was likely on everyone’s mind.

“Oh, I do not sympathize with Galen one bit. Trust me, I’d love to put his head on a pike and parade it around the streets of Arlin. But he has uses. The most important being the soundline.”

The soundline? Is that the thing Elm mentioned that Galen used to contact Arlin?

“You don’t know?” Nicole’s pitch raised in parallel to her ego. “It’s an impressive device. It requires one to have an attunement, but it can send messages across extremely long distances, no paper or strig required. Truly, I would have thought Elm would inform you of them if he was such a master technician.”

“Nicole, you do realize that our deal with the penal laborers is built upon them getting their revenge. If we don’t kill Galen, they won’t work with us.” I needed to hold my ground as best as possible here. She wasn’t entirely wrong in her assertion but I had built up too many alliances with too many stipulations to back down from this point. As I took a peek over to my sides, I noticed Sera giving me a soft smile. 

“I know. You don’t have to tell them now. Simply go through with the plan and capture Galen alive, and tell them that you’ll allow them to have their fun later.”

I wanted to say something, but Elric took another moment to put in his thoughts. Something about Nicole hit a specific nerve in him. “I’m sorry, but you realize you’re asking us to capture Galen, a person who is a well trained battle mage, alive?”

Nicole turned to Elric, her smile having only grown more arrogant.

“You know, you seem to be the most sensible one out of this group. I’m surprised you’re not the leader.” Her playful tone was enough to tell me that she was getting a lot of pleasure out of screwing with me. “It’s not too problematic. All you need is to get one of the cuffs on him. I believe he keeps one of them in his office. I have some doubts that he keeps any in the armory.”

She was right on that. I hadn’t seen any in the armory. However, the number was the part that confused me. Before I could respond, Alex asked the question for me.

“Only one? Why so few of them?”

Another condescending smirk creeped upon her lips as she turned to Alex. 

“They can’t just throw them around however they want. There’s a limited supply of them.”

The rest of the group stared at her, confused. The cuffs were so prescient in the camps that it felt like the empire had as many as they desired. Throughout all my years, I’d never heard any mention of a limited supply. 

“Ok, nevermind that. What are your other objections?” I asked, holding an affirmative tone. The longer we talked, the more ground I felt she was taking from me.

“Of course. My second objection is the run to the armory. I think that it is a noble idea, but I am curious how you intend to increase our survival rates. Numbers do help, but I think your plan is quite juvenile. Using the mine as a distraction is good, but the guards will still be able to fire at us while we run.”

I smiled a bit, knowing that this was a point we could actually argue, until Sera decided to speak for me.

“Actually, I already have a plan for how we’re going to increase our survival rates. We’re going to give the guards magore poisoning.”

***

The table took a moment to turn to Sera with faces of both curiosity and confusion. Sera gave off a confident smile, seeming to take deep pride in her plan.

“I’ve been talking with Twig, and we figured out a way to make it easier to deal with the guards. When we clean the clothes, we collect any dust that has raw magore in it. If we can get that stuff and sprinkle a tiny bit of it in the food at dinner, they’ll get poisoned.” Sera spoke in a generally hushed tone, but the look of confidence on her face was encouraging. It was a part of the plan that I’d partially overlooked, and Sera had filled it in for me. Sadly, Nicole was doubtful.

“You do realize that they’ll notice when they start to experience it. We can’t have them keeling over suddenly and not have them expect foul play.”

Sera’s response, oddly enough, was to nod. “You’re right. That’s why we’re only going to do a small amount. We don’t want to kill them, but a minor amount of poisoning should throw off their aim and make them easier to deal with.”

Nicole sat there for a moment, pondering it. The run to the armory from the bunks was about 90 seconds, which meant that they’d be running through a lot of stuff to get there and get weapons. Once we had Elm able to use magic, he felt confident he could open up a path and help people access tools from the armory so we could then make our way backwards towards the mine. 

“Fair enough. I shall commend you on that. Finally, I have a question about afterwards.”

I immediately felt a small bit of dread at those words. I’d been focusing all of my mental energy on the revolt and not much on the steps afterwards. My best solution was to get everyone together to make a decision about our next steps. One thing that I was adamant on was staying together afterwards so we could have the numbers advantage in case they sent people after us.

“I’m going to hold a meeting with everyone to decide our next steps.”

“Oh? Tell me North, do you know where this camp is located?”

I think I do?

“Boralis, right? It’s above Corith if I remember correctly.”

“Correct. We’re at the edge of Arlin and if we decide to go north...”

 I paused to see everyone turn to me for a short second. 

Thanks, mom.

“Then we will be out of Arlinian territory and in Mylia. There’s a coastal city there which I think should provide a multitude of opportunities to go our separate ways.”

Going our separate ways were words that worried me, but I was aware that there were people here who didn’t want to stay as a group and wanted to spread out after the revolt to go on their own. When the sun rises the day after the revolt, every person who survives will be an enemy of the state. 

I sighed, aware of my lack of geographical knowledge. “I’ll keep that in mind. Now, would you mind telling me what you meant when you said you had been planning to escape for years?”

She looked up at me from her food which she had taken a break to indulge in. 

“Exactly what I meant. I’d been hoping to do one for years. I’ve seen the outcome of getting caught, but I have garnered enough knowledge and favors to feel confident that I could escape with ease if the timing was opportune. You simply caught me at the perfect time. Our goals align, which is why I will support you.” All of her practiced mannerisms reminded me of the artificial nature of Galen, but there was an odd level of honesty in her words. I was simply another step in her own personal goals, another tool which would be disposed of when the time is right. 

Relying on her was dangerous. There was a clear point in the future where our intentions would clash, and I had to be prepared for that moment. Despite all of that, I needed to rely on her for the time being to get as many people as possible on our side. She was good at negotiation and had a way with words which the average slave lacked. As she would say, she was a useful tool that I needed to get something out of.

“I’ll take your suggestions into account in the future. Now, will you help us recruit more people?” Every single person at the table turned to stare at her. She kept up the same act, taking a short swig of her canteen before responding. 

“Of course. So please, try and make sure you don’t get us all killed.”

            

    
        Chapter 21: A Close Shave

    
    
    
    
                Participation in a campaign is often rewarded through land grants. After a campaign is over, soldiers can be given a specific plot of land to start a life on. However, these land grants are often taken from civilians of the annexed territory. 

***

I stared at the space where my arm should be and attempted to study it to the best of my ability. Despite being almost entirely transparent, there were small flickers and smudges, like the distortions in air caused by a flame. It was impressive, but imperfect. It had been 5 days since I had discovered my ability to manipulate ambient light, and I was still perfecting it. 

Time felt as though it had been speeding up steadily as the days approached. The only times when time felt slower was whenever I would study the small timekeeper Galen had so kindly given to me. 15 days was not a lot of time, but it was enough to know that I could make potential changes in case something went wrong. I was still struggling to keep control on Nicole, who was now my one persistent headache. While I still lacked trust in her, she was doing her job of recruiting people to the cause. I hadn’t exactly gleaned the full number, but Sera and Elina felt as though they were now surrounded by supporters. 

A silver tongue has its uses.

“Well, it’s not perfect, but it’s still fucking scary. How’d you manage that?” Elm was sitting across from me in the workshop, watching me experiment. His curiosity had been piqued ever since I introduced it to him and he’d been working with me on better ways to utilize it. “Wasn’t it just one big fucking black spot at the beginning?”

“Sort of. I could still make out some stuff behind it, but getting rid of the light around my hand just made it completely dark. I’ve been asking the light to reflect what’s around it rather than just avoid my hand, and it seems like it worked.”

Elm scoffed at the word ‘asked’, but I ignored it. Getting the light to do it around my entire body was my current struggle. Being able to completely remove myself from people’s vision, even partially in case I couldn’t master it, was a big step in the right direction. The only problem right now was that I couldn’t appear to change ambient lighting around other objects, only myself. Unless it was a condensed area of light, I couldn’t change its flow. 

As I continued to play around with my hand, Elm sighed, leaning back in his chair. 

“If you weren’t in here you’d be considered a fucking prodigy.” he muttered. It was a compliment that I wasn’t expecting, nor one that I thought I entirely deserved.


“I have a good teacher.” I responded, letting my hand fade back into reality.

I could hear a soft chuckle come from him as he leaned forward, his hands now resting on his thighs. 

“Shit like this doesn’t just come to people though. You’re still only on the basics, but most people don’t progress this fast. It usually takes a year to get where you are, and you’re already connecting concepts together and modifying the flow of ambient elemental mana. You’re still half-baked and would probably die on the real battlefield in a few seconds without someone backing you up, but you don’t really have someone to teach you combat.” His eyes were distant again, looking back into his past. 

“Could you teach me that?”

“Don’t push your luck.”

I shrugged before heading to the door of the armory, prepared to make my short trip back to the bunks. Before I could leave, Elm spoke up again.

“Hey kid?”

“Sir?”

I turned back to him only to find a deep look of worry on his face. It was an emotion that I hadn’t really seen on him before.

“Stay safe.”

I smiled, hoping that I could give him some ease. He’d helped me so much, and it was the least I could do to help him.

“Of course. Can’t die before the big day, now can I?”

I walked out of the armory and into the darkness of the night, Elm’s face still etched into my mind.

“Slave, get the fuck over here!”

***

I turned to see a guard, waving in my direction. He was currently sitting around a fire with a few other guards who looked to be warming themselves and having casual small talk.

I tepidly walked over, my heartbeat increasing with every step. Something about this felt extremely wrong. Elm’s words of warning felt prescient as I edged closer to them, finally taking my spot to stand directly behind one of the four guards who were sitting around the fire.

“You’re the other one who does tech, right?” he said, his hands still extended out to the fire. I could see the burner hanging on his hip, and recognized the tag on it. The names of the guards who severely screwed up their burners or other tools constantly were now very familiar to me, especially those who had etched their names onto the tubes. 

“Yes. You’re Ian, right? I fixed up yours about 5 days ago?”

The guard named Ian looked at me, shocked. “Damn, you memorize the names of everyone you repair?”

“Only the ones who have their weapons appear in the shop over and over because they can’t stop breaking them.”

There was a collective laugh from the circle of guards. I gave the best fake smile I could in response, still fearful of them. I didn’t sense any form of malicious intent, but any misstep could lead to a new potential issue. The guard across from me finally stopped laughing and looked up at me. There was a large scar on his left cheek which looked like it had been hastily stitched up, causing his face to have a slight slant.

“Maybe they’re training him up so they can get rid of Elm.”

The other guard to my right, another repeat offender of the workshop named Scott, lifted his head up from the fire to respond.

“Nah, they ain’t throwing him away. Galen’s too attached.” Scott said, before turning to me. “Tech boy, they training you to be his replacement?”

“Not to my knowledge.”

“See?”


The man to my left who looked to be half-conscious finally lifted his head to look at me, his eyes struggling to stay open.

“Huh. So this means we got 3 slaves wandering around at night?”

Wait, 3?

Before I could ask who the other was, Ian responded.

“That one don’t count. They ain’t up at night all the time like him.”

I wanted to ask, but knew that doing so would only lead to them getting more interested in me. I wanted to end this situation as fast as possible and get back to the bunks. Ian had already turned to me and was now taking some time to size me up. 

“Galen seems to like you too for some reason. He using you for things other than technician shit?”

I pondered for a moment until his words clicked in my mind, resulting in an immediate reaction of disgust. It didn’t help that the people in front of me were also the same people who repeatedly abused the penal laborers. Sera’s face quickly flashed into my head until I physically shook it out of my thoughts. They’d get what they deserved soon, which meant I couldn’t let my anger cloud my better judgment.

“No sir.”

Ian sighed before turning back to the flame.

“Didn’t think so.”

I needed to take the risk.

“Sir, may I-”


“You can go. Y'all gotta do shit in the mines and I don’t want you passing out cause of exhaustion. We already got the kid to watch over, and Galen’s gonna get pissed if she dies before the other bitch goes.”

I clenched my fist and nodded before briskly walking back to the bunks. The way they talked about Sera and Karla was infuriating. It showed just how little they cared. It wasn’t something that could distract me. As I toyed around with the pocket watch in my hands, I took a moment to stare up at the stars. 


The penal laborers were right. We couldn’t let a single one live.

***

Hearing them talk about Karla had made me confront the smaller headache that had been brewing in the background. Nicole was doing her job and was working with us for the moment, but Karla was someone who needed special attention. Specifically, what to do afterwards with her. She was just a child and someone needed to look after her so she could grow up right, but she was also going to be a fugitive of Arlin for the rest of her life when the sun rises the day after the revolt. 

That came along with another problem.

I didn’t know what I was going to do next. I had only really put all of my focus on the revolt because placing it on the future would further my problems. Nicole’s suggestion was the most logical one from a survival standpoint. Heading to Mylia from Boralis was a way to finally escape the empire’s grasp and move out to new locations. The empire was constantly expanding, but they never did two campaigns at once. The 11th campaign in the west looked to be a long one, which meant we had time to make our move across the continent. Once we got to a port, we could go our separate ways and go where we wanted to. My personal preference would be for a good portion of us to stick together, since I think that having more people is better than only having a few, especially since the empire would probably come at us with good numbers. 

But there was another part of me that hated that idea. For some stupid reason, stopping with this camp felt empty. I had seen a wrong in the world with my own eyes and knew that I could change it. Going south would mean going further into Arlinian territory, but it would also mean there would be other camps we could liberate. We had the numbers and understood how the places worked. If there was anyone out there who could fight this fight, it was us… but it was a juvenile dream. 

I remembered during my early days as a slave I would dream about killing all of the guards, of escaping to freedom. The tales of valiant warriors that were told in my village rattled around in my head, the songs and hymns of heroes dancing in the back of my mind as I chipped away at stones. But I knew that my hopes were in vain. No one would save me, and I didn’t have the ability to save myself. All I had were dreams and memories.

Yet things changed. I had allies and abilities which could push forward. It was there in front of me, and I could take that first step. I could take back my freedom.

But I didn’t know what to do with it. I had spent so many years trapped in the system that I had no idea what to do even if I left. Alex said it himself that he was struggling to imagine there was a life outside of this hellhole, and I sort of understood him. I had no idea how the world had changed, and I was jumping into the unknown. Thinking about Nicole’s suggestion to go to Mylia felt like running away. Maybe it was stupid or juvenile but I couldn’t shake off the feeling that not continuing down this path would be just as bad as standing by and watching the sins of the empire occur on their own. All that Nicole wanted was control, and following her plan was the same as submitting to her whims. 

However, I couldn’t truly decide our fate. It was up to the slaves of the empire to decide which path to follow, and I was praying that it would be the right one.

            

    
        Chapter 22: Confrontation with a Snake

    
    
    
    
                Arlin’s existence has always been plagued with corruption. As their borders have expanded, its oversight has greatly thinned.

***

Time continued to pass at a brisk pace. My confidence was building, but I still felt worried that everything could fall apart. We were 5 days away from the revolt, and our numbers had grown. After prodding her, Nicole finally revealed that we had almost the entire female bunks on our side. I hadn’t expected for the results to be that consistent, but a job well done is a job well done. Karla had been given information on it and was simply told to hide in the bunks when it occurred since we wanted to keep her out of danger, but I was still reluctant on that choice. It was a plan which was tense, but I felt confident. Alex had also gotten the majority of the male bunks on our side, and a few of our new recruits also spread the word. All we needed to do at this point was wait. I still hadn’t mastered the ability to make the light around me completely hide my presence, but I was getting there. 

The guards had also talked to me a bit more now, which continued to scare me. I hated being around them, and forcing myself to act friendly was a chore. Acting was not one of my best skills. I simply had to lead us to victory and keep us moving. The hands on the timekeeper were a good reminder that things were on pace. I had everyone under control…

Except for one.

***

When I walked out of the bunks that night, I was met with the dark blue hair of the one problem who I hadn’t solved yet. Nicole was an ever looming threat, and seeing her stand out in the open at night was enough to confirm my worries.

“How the hell are you out at night?”

Her simple response was to shrug. 

“I told you, I have a few favors lined up. I said to them that I wanted to have some alone time with you. They assume I’m just doing this to have sex with you. They’re watching of course, but they can’t hear us too well. After all, nobody likes being near the bunks for too long.”

I moved away from the doorway, resting my back against the wall of the bunk. It was true that several of the guards were looking, but most of them seemed to not care. It was an especially dark and especially cold night out, which meant most of the guards were staying in their quarters trying to warm themselves up. As I stared at her, a few pieces of information began to click together in my head.

“You’re the other person who works with the guards. That’s why you’re able to go out at night.”

Her aristocrat’s smile was bright, even in the darkness. I had wondered what she meant with favors, and hearing that there was another person who did work at night allowed me to connect the dots. Elm had also said that he had talked to her before, and knowing that she worked with the guards gave that statement a lot more sense. 

“Correct.”

“What exactly do you do for them?”

She took a moment to look around, spotting where the guards were. The ones which were close to us had apparently given up on watching and had turned away. One major benefit of being the camp’s other magore technician was that they had placed some level of trust in me, and Nicole also appeared to have gained some miniscule level of respect.

“I write for them. Formal documents, letters, reports, and anything else they ask of me. For a nation which places such an emphasis on literacy, it appears that only a handful of them can write a coherent paragraph. In return, I get a few favors every once in a while. Night walks, talking with specific guards or getting some extra food. Simple things. I had to cash in quite a few just to get this short little talk with you.” Her tone was relaxed and practiced. It all started to come together for me now. I was starting to understand how she worked. 

To Nicole, everything was business. It was all transactions and trades. 

“What do you want? Are you asking me to earn your trust or something?”

In an unexpected response, Nicole laughed. 

“I’m not asking you to do that North. I don’t trust anyone, especially you. I just want to understand you a bit better. After all, we’re working together.”

It was infuriating how much she reminded me of Galen. That sickening smile and absurd confidence that everything is going their way. 

“Fine.”

I couldn’t exactly fight against her at this moment. Despite my entire body’s cries to punch her, I knew that it was only going to make things harder.

Nicole took a few steps forward, inching closer to my face. When she had stopped, I could feel her breath on my skin.

“Do you want to go to war?”

What?

“It’s a simple question. Do you want to go to war? You’re not that hard to read, you know. You clearly don’t want this to end here, do you?”

I took a deep breath before responding, attempting to get my thoughts as clear as possible.

“If possible, I would like to save people at other camps. We have the numbers to do it and understand the camps better than any freedom fighting group could. If you want to call that war, then yes.” I spoke in an affirmative tone, trying to sound as formal as possible. Nicole definitely saw past it, but I couldn’t let down my guard.

“I see. Tell me, have you killed anyone?”

I felt this one coming.

“No. I have not.”

At this point, Nicole had placed her hands on the wall and had moved her face directly next to mine. Any closer and we would kiss. 

“You do realize that your hands will be stained with a lot of blood if you choose to go down this path.” She spoke in a soft whisper, but her words held the same power as they had before. “Do you have the resolve to do that?”

I gave her a cocky smirk as I answered. “Anyone who works at these camps or protects their existence deserves death.”

It was a belief that I had held ever since I first arrived at a mine. It was a sin that needed to be punished.

“Oh I agree. But that’s not all you’ll be fighting. Arlin will surely send troops your way to try and stop you. But those people aren’t the ones who run the camps, or have probably ever seen them. They’d be there for the exact same reason as you; to protect the innocent. If you plan on going through towns during your crusade, I don’t think the civilians will be the most kind. Are you prepared to potentially kill them as well?”

I had to pause for a moment. It wasn’t something I enjoyed thinking about. I understood what she was implicating me of and I knew that it was something my path would contain. Innocence was a lot less clear on the battlefield, but I wanted to avoid civilian deaths as much as possible. 

“If it’s required, I’ll do it.”

Her smile widened. I could tell how much enjoyment she was getting out of this. However, I also needed something from her, and her intrusion had given me an opportune time for it. 

“If I go down the path of war, are you going to follow me?”

“No, of course not. I couldn’t care less about going to war. I just care about getting out of this and getting to live an actual life. I’ll be heading to Mylia, with or without you.”

“You sure you could survive that journey by yourself?”

“I know I can.”

Her confidence was palpable. The noble dignity was unwavering, even in a slave camp. I still wanted to know more.

“You said we would head off from the port to our own locations? Where exactly would you be heading?”

“Pluma.”

Excuse me?

“I thought you were trying to run away from the empire, not throw yourself back into it?”

She scoffed in response to what I believed was a sensible statement.

“I love my home, so why would I want to leave it? As I’ve said, I have a lot of favors that I’ve built up over time. Forging documents and starting anew would be rather easy with my connections. I would offer the same courtesy to you, but that doesn’t appear to be an option.”

That was something we both agreed on. 

“So what? Are you happy now that you understand me a bit better?”

“A little. I like you North. You want to fight against the Empire which has wronged you and so many. It’s a valiant ideal. You’re a good person…” Nicole moved even closer to me to whisper directly into my ear.

“And that will make you a horrible leader.”

***

Time continued to pass, the gift from Galen marking each day and night. It was the day before the revolt, and I had braced myself. Almost all of the slaves were in on the plan and were ready to fight. I had one final thing to do before I tore this place to the ground.

Today was my last day working as a magore technician.

            

    
        Chapter 23: The Truth About Elm Part 1

    
    
    
    
                I stepped out of the bunks and into the night. It was cold again, and I could tell that the guards were reluctant to stay outside. A few of them waved at me as I passed, which I reciprocated. Over the past few nights, I had also spent some time looking to see if I could spot Nicole, but it didn’t appear that our paths crossed in our nightly work.

Before I entered the armory, I heard the worst possible voice I could at that moment.

“Hey North! You mind visiting my office?”

Galen…

***

“Nothing to drink, I presume?” Galen was already pouring himself a drink into a small glass by the time I had gotten up to his desk and taken a seat. I had dealt with him a few times before, but something felt different. The air around him had changed. 

“I think I’ve learned my lesson with alcohol sir.”

Galen laughed in response, sitting down and placing his arms on the table, moving to face me. 

“I want to make a deal.”

“What?” I was generally trying to hold my composure around the man, but the sudden statement had caused my mask to slip. 

“Well, to be more accurate, I’m extending a deal to you. It’s pretty simple, actually.” Galen simply swished the drink around in his hands, not even looking at me. There was something seriously wrong going on.

“I know you hate me. I’ve seen it in you from the second you first talked with me. You’re not hard to read. I don’t blame you one bit. Arlin needs to hold strong, and this camp is one of the sins we must commit in order to protect it. I am but one of many who has wronged you in the name of progress. But I think you have a purpose beyond this place and can do things for Arlin that aren’t just wasting away here. Elm was right about your skills with magore, and I could easily see you becoming a great technician if given the chance. All I want you to do is to get Elm to agree to the deal and come back to work for the Empire. His talent is wasted here.” 

There was a clear smile on his face as he spoke. This felt like it had been practiced over and over again in his head.


“He clearly cares for you. I’ve never seen him think about someone at this camp as much as you. Something in you has made him want to save you specifically. So my deal is simple. Get him to agree to help our empire, and I’ll let him take you as an apprentice and give you full citizenship. I’ll even allow Sera to get citizenship. You and your lady friend will be safe and Elm will live. Of course, with a few restrictions. A man who has committed crimes against the Empire cannot go unpunished, but I’m sure he’ll live a comfortable life.”

It was too much. The offer was one that would save both me and Sera, but would come at the cost of everyone else at the camps. That wasn’t the main thing. I knew Elm was a part of the military, but I had no idea why he seemed so adamant on getting him. Even if it put everything at risk, I had to know. 

“Why do you want Elm back so much?”

Galen’s response was to laugh. 

“I really thought that if there was anyone he was going to tell, it would be his apprentice. Elm truly is a shrewd one.”

“Excuse me sir, what exactly are you talking about?”

Galen looked at me, a deep look of condescension on his face. HIs mask had finally dropped for a moment to reveal just how he viewed me. 

“North, you’re currently working under Major Elm Grayson, one of the greatest minds in magecraft and magore technology.”

***

It was a lot. I knew that he was part of the military, and I knew that he was a good technician, but nothing like this. 

“Wait, Major?”

“Indeed. If he wasn’t a slave, I’d be saluting him everytime he walked through the door. If I didn’t have to keep up appearances, I’d probably do it anyway. He’s a personal hero of mine.”

I was still stuck there in shock, unable to really comprehend his words. I wanted to not listen to him and believe that Elm was just some random magore technician and mage in the military, but there were too many things that made sense. His knowledge of the camps, his relationships with the system and his deep understanding of magecraft all fit together. 

“That look on your face is adorable. I’ll tell you more if you want. I’ve done a lot of research on the man. This is of course depending on whether you extend my offer to him later.” His eyes were that of a predator staring down prey. I’d hated his facade of friendliness, but this was just as sickening. Against all of my better judgment, I nodded.

“Thank you. I think I told you Elm was alive during the 3rd campaign? Peroa is one of the longest in our history, and was a beautiful turning point for Arlin. After he’d grown up, he found he had an aptitude and decided to join the military to help our nation. Joined in on the 4th and 5th campaign. In less than 10 years he got to the rank of Major, and when he arrived home he was met with the love and adoration deserving of that title. Lot of ladies too, if the stories he told me over drinks are true. He was one of the first true magore tech specialists in the military, which had helped him rise through the ranks.”

I only slightly knew of Peroa, since it was considered one of the pieces of “true Arlin”. My knowledge of history was extremely limited and only came from the guards who bragged about it during holidays or other slaves who were interested in teaching me when I was young. Before my mind could wander off, Galen continued.

“He decided afterwards that he would take up the study of magore tech and magecraft, and became one of our leading minds. We’d already had the basis for several of our central machines such as the burner or igniter, but they were much more unsafe. He was one of the people who helped to build protections on them, to find ways to keep our soldiers healthier over longer periods of exposure. What I’ve read of his work is impressive, although I can barely understand half of it. He was ahead of his time in almost every aspect and was an integral part of our growth.” He turned to me and smiled. “Working as a camp technician to him is as easy as breathing.”

I leaned forward and attempted to interject.

“But-”

“Let me finish North. You want to learn his story?”

I sat back, my hands toying with the timekeeper. 

“His greatest achievement comes later. During the 7th campaign, our empire was still struggling to mine magore. The armor to protect from poisoning was only good for so long and would kill a person from exhaustion before mana poisoning if they tried mining in it. We had been using those with aptitude, but keeping them under control is hard when they could use their magic to fight back. So, Elm spent 2 years working on what would be his greatest accomplishment…” Galen leaned forward over the table to get nearer to me. When he stopped, he pointed his hand towards my ankle.

“The cuff.”

***

What…

No. That was wrong. It all felt completely and utterly wrong. I wanted to believe he was lying to me, to believe that he was obscuring the truth, but it clicked together too well. Elm knew a lot about them and understood more than anyone else. He knew that they were imperfect, and understood how mana circulated through the body. 

“I see that look on your face. It’s the woes of betrayal, right? Elm, you truly are the worst.” Galen was already leaning back in his chair, sipping his drink like he had said nothing important. This was amusing to him, watching me flounder in confusion.

“But why is he here?” I had to know. I couldn’t walk away from this now. 

“That’s a story I can’t tell myself. You’d have to ask him.” Galen said as he stared up at the ceiling. “But I can tell you what they told me.”

I nodded. He’d been dragging me along, and even though I knew I was playing into his hands, this wasn’t something I could walk away from. 

“The cuffs were a revolutionary invention. They increased our efficiency in the mining process tenfold, and we had a much easier time managing the camps. He oversaw the production of them in the capital in a workshop that he managed. Whatever he used to make them was completely incomprehensible to other people who worked in magecraft, and he was fairly good at producing them himself. The empire of course tried to make him share his designs or process with others, but only a small handful of people even understood a slight bit of the machinery and tools he was using to make them. So he kept making them, until one day he stopped.”

“He just stopped?”

“He never felt fit to tell me why, but he stopped. Destroyed his entire workshop and burned every single tool and blueprint that he used in the process. Went on a warpath and tracked down every single person he worked with who knew even the slightest bit about the cuffs and killed all of them. They sent about half of a platoon after him to try and capture him and they all turned up dead. It took an entire garrison just to make him surrender and to get one the cuffs on him. Clearly, his skills from the military never faded.” Galen opened one of his drawers and pulled out a cuff and an odd looking key, which appeared to be covered in complex patterns. “There’s only around 10,000 of the cuffs the military has right now, and even fewer keys. We can’t make them anymore because the one man who understands how refuses to work with us.”

That’s the key? Galen’s this confident he’s willing to show it to me?

“The normal citizen assumes he’s dead, but he’s been in the system for the past 7 years, refusing any offer we’ve given him so far. That’s where you come in North. You want Sera to live and I don’t want to see yours or Elm’s talents go to waste. Elm clearly cares for you. Honestly, if he told me you were his bastard son or something like that, I’d believe him. All I want you to do is tell him what I told you, and try to get him to take the deal. There’s a supply delivery coming after tomorrow. If he says yes, I’ll send a message and I’ll get you, Sera and Elm on that transport where you can then head to the capital. I’ll have a few friends get you the documents you need and you’ll act as his apprentice while he helps us restart the production of the cuffs.” Galen gave me another cocky smile as he leaned forward. 

“I’d suggest you try and get him to take that offer sooner than later. Your lady friend has less than 2 weeks if memory serves me correct. Of course, I’ll extend the offer even past that date, but it won’t be as sweet.” As he spoke I was reminded of the venom that dripped out of Nicole. Just like her, he wanted something and was willing to use others to get it. His actions made a lot more sense now.

“You were being nice to me so you could get to Elm, right? That’s why you gave me this?” I lifted up the timekeeper in my hands to show it to him. His casual smile was unwavering despite my direct accusation.

“You’re not as dumb as I thought. You’re not wrong. I don’t care about you. I care about the Empire’s future, which I think you can benefit.”

Finally, the mask was truly gone. Nothing about me was special to him other than the fact that I was his way to secure his goal. It was how he viewed all of the slaves at this camp. It was a lot, but I needed to keep moving forward. Even though the deal would save Sera, I was already committed to saving as many people as possible. This wasn’t something I could stop with and I wasn’t going to do so for a piece of shit like Galen. He wasn’t wrong in one area though.

I had questions for Elm that I needed answers for. 

“I’ll go ask him.”

Elm placed his hands behind his head and leaned back in his chair.

“Good kid.”

As I walked out, I turned to find Galen with that shit-eating grin still plastered across his face.

He was a monster, and I knew for sure that he was a person who deserved death. That wasn’t what was on my mind at the time. Instead, I needed answers from the man I called my mentor.

            

    
        Chapter 24: The Truth About Elm Part 2

    
    
    
    
                I walked through the door of the workshop prepared to finally confront Elm on his past only to find him taking his time inspecting a burner.

“Hey kid, you’re late. Isn’t this supposed to be the big night for preparations? Did one of the gua-”

“Galen told me everything.”

Elm’s face immediately darkened. The simple frown on his face most likely betrayed the amount of emotion that he was feeling inside. He moved over to the vent to close it.

“If he asked you to make a deal with me, ignore it. It’s not like it matters when we’re going to revolt tomorrow.”

“No!” I was shouting. I didn’t care at this point. I needed answers and I couldn’t just let him avoid it for any longer. “I need to know if he was telling the truth.”

Galen placed down the burner and turned to me, leaning against the table. He was still trying to keep up that cold front that he always had. I’d been reluctant to push for answers because I was scared he wouldn’t help, but I was too far in. Out of all of the things I needed at that moment, it was trust. 

“He did. Everything that he probably told you I did for the empire was true.” 

“Even these?”

I pointed a finger down to the cuff on my ankle.

“Yes. I created them.”

Even though I’d tried to prepare myself for those words, it still hurt. I’d promised to myself that I would punish anyone who helped these camps to exist, and one of them was a person who I called a mentor. I wanted to save him from the camps because I believed he was a victim just like the rest of us, but Nicole’s words of venom were ringing throughout my head.

“Do you truly believe that?”

I was stuck in between two ideals, and the man in front of me conflicted with both of them. 

“Why?” It was the only question I could think to ask him. Elm was currently unable to look at me, his eyes focused on some other part of the room. “Elm, look at me.”

When he turned to me, I could see a frustration which he was desperate to hide.

“Why what? Why did I create the cuffs? It’s because I wanted to help Arlin. I loved my nation. I wanted to be a hero for it, to help it grow and thrive into the future. I truly believed that creating it would be the best way for me to be a part of something much larger than myself. I invented it out of love for Arlin, not the hate of others.” He had now matched my yelling. The workshop was good at blocking out sound, but it wasn’t perfect. Neither of us cared at this point whether we were heard or not.

“Then why did you destroy it? What made you stop?”

When he heard those words, he let out a pained laugh.


“Because I saw it. I went to a mining camp for the first time. They never told me what they were like and when I asked to see how my creation was doing, they happily brought me along. It was in Irebor. I can remember it like it was yesterday.” Elm gave up on looking at me and finally turned his eyes towards the ceiling and into his past.

“When I first saw the camp, you know what I did? I laughed. I fucking laughed. Because when I looked down on the people with their emaciated bodies, shackled to the tool that I had spent years of my life working on I realized that my sins were much fucking grander than I ever could have imagined.” His sight returned to me, and it looked as though he were on the verge of tears. “You are here because of my work, and the only thing I can do to punish myself is to wear the same shackles as the children taken from burned villages wear.”

I could barely respond. There was a deep well of self-hatred which I had just dredged up from a man who had spent years of his life attempting to shove down into the deepest pits of his soul.

“The sad part is that there is still a disgusting part of me which still loves Arlin. No matter how much I try, there’s that tiny voice in the back of my head that tells me to love the nation who used my work to inflict so much suffering. So go ahead. Hate me. I deserve it.”

“When we talked, that night when I said I was going to tear this place to the ground, you said sorry. Why?” I asked, my voice wavering. I remembered that word so clearly in my head, and I never had a full guess as to why until now.

Elm paused, and I could see as his mind turned through time and back to his past deeper than before. Whatever point I had touched on, it wasn’t a comfortable one. I didn’t care at this point.

“Because Marlisle or Corith wouldn’t have been taken if it weren’t for me. The Empire was about to stop expanding because of how difficult the process of Magore mining was. It required so much labor simply to watch over the slaves. You couldn’t use normal penal laborers because being inside the mines without protection would kill them within an hour, and they weren’t able to mass produce the armors yet. The plan after the 7th campaign was to strengthen our borders, not continue expanding. For at least a time, we would have stopped, but with the cuffs, we didn’t have to. I killed Marlisle. I killed all of them.”

His guilt was palpable now that it was all finally in front of me. He blamed himself not just for the camps, but for all of the wars that followed in their wake. He was carrying a burden so much heavier than I had thought. I’d heard enough to finally ask him the question that Galen had pushed on me.

“Galen said that if you went back to the Empire, he’d get citizenship for both Sera and I.” I paused to watch his reaction. He simply looked at me with his guilt ridden face. “If we weren’t doing the revolt, would you have taken that deal?”

He sighed, staring down at the cuff on his own ankles. “Yes. I would. Saving the two of you would be enough for me to go back to them. It wouldn’t change too much. They’ll figure out my work within a few years without me.”

Galen wasn’t wrong. He cared. 

“When this is all over, I don’t care what happens to my life. I’ve been running away from my sins for a while now. If you want to kill me when this is all over, do it.”

***

Forgiveness was not something that had come to mind a lot during the months after Sera was condemned to death. The beauty of the camps was how black and white it was. There was the Empire, and then there was us. I knew who I would be fighting and who would be fighting against me. That was enough to steel my resolve and push forward into the unknown, even during the times when I had absolutely no idea what I was doing or how I was going to help others. There were enemies, and there were friends. That was how my world had worked for the past 41 days. 

Elm was a paradox. An enemy and a friend. Someone who loved and hated the empire. A soldier and a slave. But he was my mentor and a person who helped me down a path which he believed would kill him. My trust with him was always limited but from the day he had declared he would help me, I believed that he was a good person. I didn’t know that now. Indirectly or not, he helped to spread the empire across the continent to commit further atrocities and to destroy more lives. Without the cuffs, Corith would be as inhospitable and as worthless as it had always been to invaders. Without him, so many of us wouldn’t be here. 

Yet he was still a man who was willing to work for the Empire he hated just to save me and Sera. At his core, all he wanted to do was to protect others. Giving up on him would put me on the same level as Nicole or Galen, and I refused to be like them. Even with all of his sins, he mattered to me, and I needed him to know that.

I closed my eyes and took a deep breath as I collected my thoughts.

And then I hugged him.

***

Elm’s initial response was shock as he couldn’t figure out what to do. He was still leaning slightly against the table, but the hug had nearly caused him to panic and almost fall backward on top of it. I held on tight, refusing to let go. 

“I’d never do that. If you believe you need to pay for your actions, then live and fight. Letting you die here and now would be just another victory for them.” I held on even tighter. “I’m just some kid from Corith. I’m not that big or strong, nor have I ever seen true combat. I’m not a genius strategist or a well-spoken aristocrat. I barely even know what the maps look like. What I do know is that the best thing I can do to lead others is to surround myself with people who are better at those things. I need people to help me if I want to save the other camps, and you’re one of those people.”

Being close to him like this really showed the difference in size. The malnourishment of the camps had limited my growth, which meant that Elm was over a head taller than me. I finally took a moment to look up at him. 

“I’m not throwing away the best teacher I’ve had.”

Elm took a deep breath, and I could hear him let out a soft chuckle.

“For a dumb kid from Corith, you can give a good speech every once in a while.” He patted me on the back, still confused by the gesture. “You mind getting the hell off of me?”

I relented and backed up, taking a bit of time to reorient myself. It was a moment of weakness, but it was a moment that I think I needed. 

“You really want to save the other camps? Are you prepared for that?”

I shrugged in response. 

“Not one bit. But I will be when the time comes for it.”

The only thing my mentor could do was laugh.

“Thank you North. Now, don’t we have a revolt to prepare for?”

            

    
        Chapter 25: A Speech to Die For

    
    
    
    
                Setting up the flammable materials was the simple process of placing a lot of lamp oil next to Galen’s office. Using the reflection of ambient light and Elm’s movement out of the armory as a distraction, I was able to go past the armory and behind the office, placing all of the materials down. Instead of leaving immediately, Elm would hold the door open in what appeared to be him admiring the night sky. My control over ambient light was better, but still imperfect. I could only cover parts of my body for longer periods, but could do my full body for only around 10 seconds. The intense focus was easy to break, but the resolve I had found with Elm helped my mind out a lot. I was confident that we could do the plan, and knew that the man who I looked up to most was entirely on board.

After placing the materials, I ran back into the armory using the gap that Elm had created, then went back to normal and headed to the bunks with him. I’d already given one speech that night, but this one was a lot more important. 

It was time to address everyone who was in on the plan. 

***

I sat upright in my bunk and made sure to talk in a hushed tone. All of the supporters who were in the bunk had been woken up. Some were very clearly annoyed by it, but I needed to get the people together, and I understood that a speech in this case could help out a lot. I’d asked Nicole to do the same for the women’s bunks, although I had made it very clear that she shouldn’t push any of her ideas onto people. All she had to do was inform them of what actions to take the next day. The decision to follow either me or her would be something to come at the end. Nicole was a snake of a person, but she was a consistent snake who would keep her word if the deal benefited her. That was something I could manage for the time being, and I would leave the main issue for after we had torn this place to the ground. 

How exactly do I start a speech?

“Hi. I’m North, and I’m going to be leading you guys tomorrow.” I paused for a moment. I was not the type of person to do speeches to large groups of people. I only had really strong moments when I was around 1-2 people. “What we’re doing tomorrow is going to put all of our lives on the line, but I’m confident we can make it through this.”

I heard a small sigh come from some unknown location within the bunks. It wasn’t helping.

“Until nighttime, Tomorrow is going to be a normal day for most of you, with a few exceptions. There’s a lot going on and I want you people to be aware. We’re going to poison the guards at dinner time, so they won’t be on the same level as they usually are. That’s important. When dinner is over, I want you to head to your bunks like normal, but don’t fall asleep. Alex will be here to lead you in the right direction, but I don’t want anyone passing out beforehand.” I took a look over to where Alex usually slept and, although it was dark, I could see him giving me a smile of approval. 

“You’re going to hear a big boom at around 10:15. That’s going to be the mine being blown up by Elric, who will be making their way there along with Elina. Once that happens, I need all of you to make their way to the armory on the other side of camp. This place is shaped like a rectangle, so there’s not many curves. There’s going to be guards along the way, but they won’t be able to get you as easily because they’ll be fucked over by the magore poisoning. Try and keep your movement as hard to hit as possible. Once you get there, you’ll find Elm and I. If everything goes correct, you’re going to see the Captain’s office on fire and Galen will be dead. If you’re a trained mage, come to me and I’ll unlock your cuff. If you aren’t a trained mage or would prefer to use a magore weapon, Elm will be handing those out to people. Once we do that, it’s our job to take out as many of the guards as possible on the path back to the mine. There’s a high chance that Elina will be having the fight of her life, and I think she’ll kill anyone who stops her, so don’t steal any of her kills.”

Although nobody made a sound to respond, it appeared there was a general consensus agreement to not fuck with Elina living out her Ireborian dream.

“Elm will be coming with you guys on your way there, and our main job is to clear everyone out that we can during the process. Our main job is to convene at the mines, where a good portion of the guard will be. The penal laborers, who have all decided to support us, will also be having their time killing the guards, so they shouldn’t get in the way.”

Although none of them could see it, I smiled as I thought of the future.

“Remember. Don’t let any of these fuckers who have held us in bondage survive.”

There were a few nods and a few quiet sounds of acknowledgement.

“Let’s have a nice revolt, shall we? Oh, and Elric, come here.”

As quietly as possible, Elric moved over to my bunk and stood there, most likely having some deep worry about my general stupidity. Instead, I grabbed his hand and placed the timekeeper in it. 

“This should give you the timing. Try and come back with it alive, ok? It came from the shithead Galen but it’s still useful.”

Elric nodded, patting me on the shoulder. 

“You’re a fucking idiot, I hope you know that.”

“Thanks Elric.”

“No problem. Let’s win this fight.”

***

I slept surprisingly well that night. I had calmed myself and steeled my nerves which meant that I was able to prepare. I didn’t want to have any issues that day with sleep deprivation with the amount of intensity that was about to occur. 

The whistle which started the day blew, and all of us got out of bunks, giving each other looks of confidence or worry. I was prepared and knew that we had this.

It was going to be a normal day today. I walked outside, prepared to face the unknown.

A small drop of water hit my head.

Then another.

And then another. I took a moment to look up at the sky to see dark gray clouds stretch out beyond the horizon, and the trees nearby shaking softly as raindrops hit their leaves. 

I had prepared for a lot of things in my plan. I was ready for the guards, for Galen, and even for the few days after the fact. Sera was going to poison them. Elric was going to blow up the mines. Nicole and Alex would rally everyone together. Elm was going to kill Galen. And I was going to burn down the office. Even then, I had forgotten one major detail that could ruin the entire plan.

Nature.

It rained the entire day and night of the revolt.

            

    
        Chapter 26: Downpour

    
    
    
    
                It had only been a few seconds into the day and I was already completely fucked, and it was entirely my fault. I had completely forgotten about one thing which could ruin a major step in my plan and I should have been able to predict it if only I had a little bit of forethought.

I’m a fucking idiot. 

Now I had less than a day to figure out how I could get out of a mess when it had taken me weeks in between big ideas for the plan most of the time.

Sorry Elm…

***

There was an odd melancholy throughout the cafeteria, likely due to the fact that everyone recognized that my plan had already gone wrong. The main crew at the table were all giving me looks of desperation and worry.

“North, what the fuck do we do?” Elric asked, his voice shaking slightly. He was the one who was generally the most doubtful of my plans, so he was very interested in seeing how I planned on escaping the mess I had thrown myself into.

“I’m working on it. If we’re not able to get into the office, we can at least get people to the armory. That way we can be armed.” I was lost in thought on how to get the key, but I knew that we had the option of just not going for it. If we were able to get access to the key after the revolt, that would be good, but not having the ability to use our attunements likely meant a lot more casualties. Not everyone here understood how to use magore tech. It was all falling apart and it was on me. 

“Well, think of something fast. The people here are already starting to look uncomfortable and I don’t really think they’ll follow you as well if they don’t know what is going to happen.”

Elina took a turn to speak, apparently trying to put forward the positives of this shit show. 

“This does actually give us an advantage in terms of stealth and visibility. If we cover Elric in mud, he’ll be a lot harder to spot when we head to the mine. Plus, my fight will look a hell of a lot cooler in the rain.”

At least someone sees the bright side of this.

“I mean, we don’t know if it’s going to rain the entire day, right?” Alex was also trying to act as a positive voice, although he clearly wasn’t doing the best. The sudden shift in plans had shaken him, something which I couldn’t blame him for.

“Alex, I’m sorry. You saw how it is outside. This isn’t going to stop, and even if it did, the building will be too wet for me to light a good flame which can’t be put out. I’m going to have to rethink how I get the key.”

Alex shrugged in response. I looked across the room to see the others all looking around with confusion and taking occasional glances at me, probably looking for some insight or leadership.

They probably thought I had planned for this. 

I looked throughout the crowd until I finally spotted Elm. There wasn’t a look of frustration on his face like usual, but genuine worry. I nodded back to him, giving him the best smile I could to reassure him that everything would be ok. I needed the food in my system if I wanted to make this work and to keep my mind sharp. It was going to be one long night no matter what.

As I took a moment to start picking apart the gruel, I could hear a soft poisonous whisper come from behind me.

“Sera and our Arlinian ladies are prepared for dinner tonight. You, on the other hand…” Nicole spoke in a hushed, prideful tone. “Well, I wish you the best of luck in making sure we don’t all get killed. It’s your big day, so don’t screw it up.”

“Thanks.”

Everything was already going wrong.

***

The rhythmic sound of chipping away at the rocks was a sound which I hoped to never be forced to hear again after this day. The stench of the mines and the burn of raw magore was a sensation I wouldn’t miss. I doubted anyone else around me would miss it. As I was mining, I could take occasional peeks over at the others to see them doing the same to me, trying to search for some affirmation that everything was ok, which was something that I couldn’t exactly give them at the moment. All I could do for the time being was mine away at magore and pray that something within me would click together. 

The flow of mana in the mines was a lot more visible to me now that I had really practiced with it, which I attempted to use as a way to clear my mind. Studying the flow of energy throughout the stones and the air in the room was a lot more pretty than the actual mine itself. 

When we destroy this place, will they come back here?

It was a thought that I didn’t relish, knowing that my efforts might go to waste. That was one reason why we needed to make sure this place was as thoroughly wrecked by the end of it. Once we had access to our attunements, we had a strong fighting chance against any camp we would face. An army of mages who carried magore tech versus a group of guards who probably lacked the same training as their normal soldier would be one sided, but that only could come after we had finished the plan… which I was still stuck on. 

Without the key, the only person in camp who could utilize their magic was me, and I was barely trained. Compared to people like Alex or Elina, I had only been able to get a small amount of training in hiding because it would get me killed otherwise…

Wait.

I paused my mining, my pickaxe frozen in my arms. During my planning I had many ideas which were considered stupid or impossible. Yet the idea which just passed through my head was one of the dumbest I had so far. It was complete suicide, but it was an answer.

I knew how to get the key.

This is totally going to get me killed.

***

After getting washed down, I walked back through the rain with a smile on my face. The cafeteria held much of the same attitude, but not me. I had a plan which was going to make everything work, but also piss everyone else off. 

Elric especially…

When I got food, I took a moment to pause when I got to Twig, leaning forward slightly. The entire camp was in it now, so there wasn’t as much need to hide from my other slaves. 

“Keep going forward with the plan. Nothing changes on your end.” I whispered, the smile still dancing on my lips. “Plans only change on my end.”

Twig nodded as I walked away from her and back to my usual table. The crew around me looked confused by my chipper attitude. 

“I’m going to assume by that shit eating grin, you figured something out?” Elric stared at me, hoping for a good answer.

“Yup. Plan stays the same for the most part, but it changes on my end. The only thing is the timing. Blow up the mine at 10:15 no matter what, but there’s a good chance there might be fighting on the other end of the camp. If you hear a lot of burner fire, speed up the plan. Go in loud, but make sure that Elric gets inside. Elina, that means that you need to cover him before you get to have your big fight, ok?”

She nodded proudly. The anticipation for her epic battle gave me some hope.

“The poison is already in motion, but how are you still getting the key from Galen?” Sera looked increasingly worried as I spoke. At this point, her major part in the plan was helping to keep Karla safe since she lacked the mobility to do the dash.

“It’s simple.” I straightened my back, beaming with stupid positivity.

“I’m going to have a meeting with him.”

The entire table gave me a look of horror. 

Yup. I am definitely going to die.

            

    
        Chapter 27: The Starting Shot

    
    
    
    
                Elm was giving me regular grumbles of discontent as we walked through the rain that night. There were a lot of things probably going through his head as we walked towards Galen’s office. It was time to start work, but we had a bigger mission in mind. 

“You sure about this kid?”

I turned to him and smiled.

“Absolutely not. But it’s the best option I could think of.”

It was a lot harder to hear other sounds due to the heaviness of the rain. The downpour deafened out the voices of the guards who were hiding under any cover possible to not get consistently soaked. As I took a closer look at many of them, they looked slightly off and were struggling to stand up right.

Thanks Twig. 

I got up to Galen’s door and took a deep breath before knocking. I was barely prepared for the events but I knew that if we wanted to win, this needed to go right. I was about to be on a warpath, and entering this man’s office was the first step. 

“Come in!”

***

Galen smiled at us as we both entered through the door and into his office. The shutters on the window had been closed, which blocked out a lot of the sound. There was no vision in or out of the room. For a man of such importance, he never once kept a guard with him. He was confident in himself enough to the point that he never thought it was necessary. 

“Sorry about the weather. Hope you two don’t get sick because of it.” He was wiping off his hair with what looked to be a small towel. For a small moment, I could have sworn that I saw him almost reach over to his cabinet and attempt to offer Elm a drink. “Well, we have you all here. I assume this is about my proposal?”

Elm sighed before he responded. He was a much better actor than me, but keeping his composure in this situation was a lot more effort than usual. 

“Yes. But I wanted to talk with you about a few things before then. First, can you give me that towel? I’m soaked.” Galen happily threw Elm the towel which he began to use to wipe his face down.

“Go on.” Galen goaded him to continue. He was enjoying this a lot more than anyone reasonably should. For him, he was getting to watch a person who he saw as a hero of the empire essentially bow down to him.

“I didn’t pick the kid just because I saw some potential in him. It is true that he’s a fantastic technician and could easily help the empire, but there were some other motivations.”

“Is he your son?”

Both of us took a pause. I had remembered Galen mentioning that it wouldn’t surprise him, but I didn’t expect him to be so direct about it. 

“Roy, no. I went around a lot back in my youth but never in Corith.” There was a smile on Elm’s face now as he appeared to temporarily reminisce on some promiscuous part of his past. It was something I didn’t care about, nor did I care to hear any more about it. “I took interest in the kid because he showed me something about my work that I hadn’t known back when I created it.”

Galen leaned forward on his desk, his curiosity now peaked. The two men were in completely different worlds as they spoke.

“It was before Sera got injured. One night, when I was getting back to the bunks after doing the tech work, I found him using magic.”

Galen’s eyes immediately widened. 

“What?”

“Turns out there was a flaw in my design. The cuffs are meant to block out all of the aptitudes that are tied to humanity. The ones you hear about the most often. But this kid was able to work around them somehow because he has one that doesn’t follow the normal rules- a light attunement.”

The captain looked at him in bewilderment. It was enjoyable seeing a man who prided himself on being well informed to be so flabbergasted by new information. It was a lot of work to hold myself back from smiling.

“You knew this? Why didn’t you tell me this when you discovered it?”

“Because you would have killed him. I took him as my apprentice because I wanted to make sure he didn’t get himself killed. Just look.” Elm gave me a soft pat on the back. “North, show him.”

I nodded in response and walked forward, closer towards the desk. I raised my right hand with my palm facing upwards, and the soft light began to emanate out of it. Galen leaned forward, studying the soft glow I was releasing.

“Holy shit.”

As he inched closer, I turned to see Elm covering his eyes with the towel. I took a deep breath and placed all of my focus in front of me.

The entire room went white. 

***

In that single second, it felt as though time had slowed down. The adrenaline rushing through my body made every single moment felt like it lasted forever, and I needed it.

I could feel all of the energy rushing through my body at once. Just as I let the light rush out of my hand I quickly stopped the flow and dashed forward. Galen had been temporarily blinded, and I needed to use that small window of time as best as possible. Elm dropped the towel from his face and ran at Galen. We needed to take him down and get to the key if we wanted even the slightest chance of winning against the guards. 

I stepped forward and started my sprint, until I noticed something around Galen’s body. Despite still recoiling from the sudden flash, there was an odd flicker around him. I could hear the faintest sounds which resembled the crackling of a large fire, and it was growing louder. As it did, I started to see small bits of light appear and disappear around his body.

They were sparks.

Captain Galen had a lightning aptitude.

***

Another second passed, and the crackling around his body was growing, the sparks increasing in size. I took another step. Elm was just behind me, also in his own sprint towards Galen. Elm had started to step to the side and was planning to go around the table to get him, while I continued my dash forwards. Galen started to raise his hands forward, his eyes still unable to open. He was still blind, but he was going to just hit as much area as possible in front of him. The sparks began to focus around his palms, brighter and more frequent as he raised them directly towards me. I was moving forward already and wasn’t able to dodge.

The next second, lightning struck my body. I was launched backwards by the force as an overwhelming sensation of heat surrounded me and felt as though it were burning my entire body at once. My limbs all spasmed as I slammed against the wall, knocking down a few of the many knickknacks he had placed, some of which hit my head. Elm was continuing to move forward, having avoided the initial strike and was only a small step away from the man. Elm had raised his fist and winded it back, ready to slam directly into Galen’s jaw.

Another second passed. Elm’s fist connected with Galen’s jaw, smashing into it and causing it to bend unnaturally. Galen was pushed backward by the recoil, still confused and unable to see. Elm continued, pulling up another punch and aiming it for the man’s gut. Galen attempted to reorient his hands to fire off another blast in the direction from where he had been hit, but Elm had already moved out of the way. 

Another second. Elm’s fist landed in his stomach, causing all of the air within Galen’s lungs to rush outwards. He stumbled backwards and began to fall, and Elm continued the assault. 

He landed punch after punch on the man who was now on the floor, writhing in pain. It was a brutal display, but I could still hear that soft crackling of electricity. As he continued to be beaten, Galen raised his hands and grabbed onto Elm’s arms, focusing as much energy as possible into them. The older man stopped and spasmed as his body was flooded with energy. He took the moment to sit up and tackle the man to the ground, keeping up the flow of power. Even as he spat up a bit of blood, Galen smiled.

“I’d hate to kill you, old friend. But I can’t let this go unpunished.” Galen grabbed onto Elm’s chest and let the electricity flow into him, scalding his skin and causing him to convulse more and more. When Elm finally was starting to slow down and stop fighting back, Galen stopped and stood up. His eyes were still wet with tears, but he had regained his vision. Looking down at the beaten man, he laughed.

“Your apprentice on the other hand, I’d be very happy to kill.” He finally turned to look at the wall where my body was launched, only to find it gone. His smile immediately faded.

“Where the fuck did he go?”

As he turned to his side away from Elm, he found his favorite igniter pointed directly at his face. 

It was floating in midair. 

I gave the trigger a soft pull and all of the tension that had been built up released, slamming the two pieces of magore together. A bright blue beam shot out of the front and directly through Galen’s skull, right between his eyes. It melted the entirety of the top of his head and even burnt straight through his wall. When the energy subsided, the only thing left intact was his jaw.

Galen’s body collapsed onto the floor, dead.

That was for Corith.


***

I let the invisibility subside as I moved back over to Galen who had burns all over his body. He turned to me and smiled.

“I’m ok. Just let me lie here for a moment.”

“You sure?”

“Yeah, Galen went easy on me. If this shit was enough to kill me I would have died on the battlefield years ago.”

I nodded as I moved to grab the key from the drawer, finally getting to study it in my hand. The odd movement of energy throughout it was mesmerizing as the flow of mana made what looked like incomprehensible patterns. I moved over to Elm and searched his ankle, finding the small hole which the key slotted into. Putting it inside, I could hear a small click as the cuff snapped open and fell off of his leg. The skin below it was a completely different color from the rest of his body. I was about to do my own cuff before I stopped and realized it was pointless.

“Elm, can you move?”

“Yeah, I can. Feel a lot better now that the fucking cuff is off of me. You not removing your own?” He had sat up at this point and was starting to move his limbs. The spots which were burned on him looked bad, but they were shallow. 

“There’s other things to focus on. More importantly, can you fight?”

Before I could talk with him anymore, a guard slammed open the door to the office and had his burner in hand. When he spotted us next to Galen’s corpse, he began to aim his weapon at us and started to pull back on the rod. I prepared to let off another blast of light, but just as he was about to finish pulling back the rod, a small piece of rock pierced through the floor of the office and flew through the bottom of the guard’s jaw all the way to the top of his head. His wrists went limp and he dropped the burner, collapsing onto the floor while blood began to pool. I turned back to Elm to find a wide smile on his face.

“Don’t you fucking dare doubt your teacher.”

I smiled, giving him a hand so he could stand up. His balance was still off, but he was able to reorient himself quickly. I played around with the key in my hand before looking outside. The heavy rain was still pouring down all around us.

My part of the plan was complete. It was up to everyone else now to help me tear this place to the ground.

            

    
        Chapter 28: Destroying the Mine

    
    
    
    
                Elric first discovered he had aptitude when his father caught him about to eat a piece of refined magore. He didn’t eat it, but the simple fact that he was able to hold a piece of it in his hands and be mostly fine meant that he had the ability to use mana like his father. Aptitude didn’t appear to rely on bloodline and would appear randomly throughout the populations, but Elric was a unique case. 

He was a child from Rolith. In many ways, Rolith was a liminal nation. It was the territory acquired during the 4th campaign, just after Peroa. The lands of the first 3 campaigns are often considered “True Arlin”, where being born there meant you were a true citizen of the nation. This left Rolith stuck between two states, where it was neither Arlinian nor its own unique nation which had been absorbed into the empire. Their annexation had left them without a unique identity as a nation, yet nothing concrete had come to fill in the gap that was left. All that Rolith could do was wait for enough time to elapse for the emperor to declare them a true part of the empire.

The Mathers family was a family of craftsmen, well known in the nation. The lineage was large and branched out across Rolith, with many shops or items branded by the family name. Being a Mathers, Elric grew up fairly comfortably with his father and mother. He was taught to craft and build from a young age, and his father specifically trained him with carving. His father was working with magore, and that was how he got his hands on a piece and nearly ate it at the age of 5. 

***

He was trained in his attunement at a basic level. He was attuned to water, which was an extremely helpful tool for a craftsman. Water could easily cut or bend things with enough pressure or could be used to cool objects. It was a power which would be considered a boon to anyone who bore the Mathers name. 

He was given the attention he needed to get better at it and to combine it with his work as a craftsman. It was a simple life.

However, his family had made one major mistake when giving him training with his aptitude.

They assumed that they were citizens.

***

One of the most well known and most controversial sins of the empire were the raids. Even to those who were loyal to Arlin, the concept of raiding annexed territories for people with aptitude often left a bad taste in their mouth. For Arlin, the price of innovation was paid with blood, and these raids exemplified that. They would search through towns and cities, testing people’s reactions to magore to see if they had resistance. Those who had resistance were taken and used as fuel for the mining operations, while their families would generally be given small recompense in return. It was a sin, but one which the empire believed was necessary to protect its people. 

Despite its deeper connections to the general empire and often being considered a part of their core, Rolith was still a territory and therefore was still subject to the occasional raid. Thus, when Elric was 15, he was caught in a raid and ended up as a slave along with his father. The timing of it was intentional, as Corith had just been conquered and the empire needed new miners for magore deposits discovered in the region. Elric was separated from his kin and left on his own in an unfamiliar world, not knowing whether his father was alive or not. 

5 years later, he would be in a mining camp in Boralis, hoping to get revenge on the empire which deprived him of a childhood. 

***

Elric was muddy. In their attempt to get to the mine unseen by guards, Elina had made the executive decision to dirty both herself and Elric in mud to better hide them from sight. He had met up with her after using North and Elm’s exit from the bunks as a cover. How she had gotten to the bunks without being spotted was unknown, but the first thing she said to him upon running into him was “Cover yourself in mud”. Elric’s black hair, along with every inch of his skin, was now a dirty brown. As rain poured over them, he quietly followed Elina as they made their way towards the mine, careful not to mess around with the magore in his canteen which was attached at his hip. The pieces were smaller chunks which had broken off of the stuff that North had been working on under his time as Elm’s apprentice, which he had brought back with him to the bunks the previous night. All that Elric had to do was to scoop up all the pieces that North had hidden in his bunks, put them in the canteen, and then do an extremely suicidal stealth mission while following a woman who did not care about the suicidal part. 

There were many moments in life where Elric wanted to groan in frustration, and this was most certainly one of them. North may have been fairly good at convincing other idiots to follow him, but his strategic mind was befitting of his origins. It infuriated Elric on many levels that everyone around him seemed to be completely fine with his stupid decisions, but he relented. North had a specific energy to him which made others willing to follow him, and Elric lacked that. 

Elina continued to push along, crouching and dodging between cover to hide from the guards, all of whom looked to be slightly off. Sera’s poisoning had done its job, because most of the soldiers looked like they were a heavy breeze away from falling over. Elric followed, watching all of her silent commands. While he had doubted her at first, Elina’s confidence in stealth was not misplaced. 

“We’re close. I’m going to have to take out a guard.” Elina whispered, a worrying smile on her face.

“Already? I thought you were going to fight after I blew it up?”

Elina gave a beaming smile which stood out from her mud covered skin. It was clear that her desire to fight a guard was less about Elric and more about herself. 

“Eh, sooner or later, right? Just let me take this guy down and I can get you inside.”

 

Elric shrugged as they moved along. The opening to the mine had been cleared out, with the platform on one side where the slaves put their baskets. A guard sat there, struggling to stand while another guard watched him from the side. How Elina was going to deal with this, Elric didn’t know, but it worried him. 

Elina snuck forward towards the platform, where she crawled in order to stay hidden. The night was already dark, but her mud covered skin made her blend into the shadows. The guard was still delirious from the magore and had been talking intermittently with the other guard, but the way they spoke was hard to comprehend. Mana poisoning was serious, but for such a small amount of dust to mess up a person this much was surprising to Elric. Elina, on the other hand, did not care.

She intentionally knocked over a basket, causing the guard to notice and take a moment to walk over to prop it back up again. When they got close enough, Elina grabbed them, and dragged them towards her. Elric watched as she wrestled the person into a position before snapping their neck. The other guard who was watching, still affected by the magore, noticed the disappearance and prepared to aim, only for a baton to come flying out of the darkness of the night and straight towards his face. There was a disgusting crunch noise as it broke his nose and slammed into his skull. However hard Elina had thrown it, it was hard enough to knock the guard out. 

Elric was slightly horrified, but happy that Elina’s confidence was not misplaced. He started to move forward, following her opened path, until he heard a sound. It sounded like lightning coming from the other side of the camp. He turned, seeing that other guards had also taken notice of the loud noises. Suddenly, there was a beam that shot through the air, giving the sickly blue hue that was a distinct feature of magore weaponry.

Oh fuck. North better not be dead.

He couldn’t stop now. If the guards got too distracted by that area, they would screw over the dash to the armory. He needed to move.

Elric ran, not caring if he was seen, holding the canteen tight to make sure it didn't shake. Immediately, he heard the yell of a guard screaming to turn in his direction. Elina looked at him, not with frustration or fear, but with a wide smile. Whether he wanted to or not, he had just set her up for the best fight of her life.

He continued to run while beams of mana snaked past his sides, the entrance to the mine fast approaching. All he needed to do was get inside the mine and hit the right spot. Elina had picked up the burner and was already firing back at the guards. He darted through the mud and was able to pass through the entrance, canteen in hand and the timekeeper in his pocket. He felt as though his insides were on fire the entire time.

When he got inside, he was welcomed by the very dimly lit cave. Only a few lanterns had been kept up, with only a small amount of light being given by the natural magore. He grabbed a lantern and moved over to where he had been mining that day. He’d purposely left himself a bunch of small pieces of magore to put in the canteen with the other bits. Holding onto it without gloves still burned, but the adrenaline in his system was keeping him from focusing on pain. He grabbed it, placed it inside and ran back to the opening, careful not to shake it too hard.

He only had one real chance to throw it. He’d watched as Elina had practiced it so many times before during the meals. He’d mentally prepared himself for it, but he was unsteady. 

I gotta keep that dumbass Corithian alive, don’t I?

He wound his arm back and threw it. The canteen, filled with raw and refined magore sailed through the air until smashing the top of the mouth to the cave. As it connected, the substance interacted, and the instability of the raw material caused all of the energy around it to be released at once. 

It was a beautiful sight. The destruction caused by a mix of natural and unnatural magics was a sight to behold, and the cave quickly came crumbling down as it lost its stability. The stones began to fall one after another, blocking off Elric’s one and only escape. It was up to everyone else to save him when it was done.

He placed his hands on his hips, proud that he had completed his part of the mission… only to immediately recoil. He finally took a moment to look down at his stomach. On his right side, above his hip, there was a large chunk of flesh that had burned off. He could feel as some of his blood slowly dripped through the wound. The adrenaline he was working on kept him feeling most of the pain, but the realization was enough to shock him.

That was why my stomach felt like it was burning. It was literally burning.

Even in all of his pain, even with the fear of death now deeply instilled in him, all Elric could do was smile. As he fell backwards onto the ground, his consciousness slipping away, a single thought passed through his head.

North, I fucking hate you.

            

    
        Chapter 29: All Fronts

    
    
    
    
                The sound of the mine exploding was the signal for Alex and Nicole to begin their run to the armory. They had heard sounds of what he presumed to be combat, which suggested that North had killed Galen. Alex immediately got up and hopped to his feet, his boots already on. All of the other bunks followed suit, preparing themselves for the mad dash. Outside, he could hear the sound of the guards running through the mud in the direction of the mine to fight against Elina who was probably having the time of her life. After waiting a bit, he let out a declaration to all of the bunk.

“Let’s get moving!”

There was a collective cheer of agreement as they all got ready and, in droves, ran through the door. There were over 40 male slaves, and the intent was to have the spread out in order to make them harder to hit. It was a beautiful sight, and it reminded Alex of his old days in the military. There was a slightly intrusive thought at the back of his head.

This type of thing is something a tad bit more Ireborian.

It didn’t matter. All that mattered was getting to the armory and staying alive. He turned to see that the guards, who were still confused over the entire situation, were struggling to stand still. Their balance was off and it seemed as though their vision was likely blurred. The poisoning plan had worked, which made Alex a lot more confident. The sound of burner fire and confused yells from the guards was all he needed to know that North was doing something right, no matter how inherently stupid the plan was. 

North’s conviction to save others was something that Alex had missed in his years as a slave. He had been holding up a positive look to keep others from despairing, but he never had much to back it up with. All he had was the belief that if he kept moving forward in life, he would be fine and he could give his life meaning just by keeping others moving along with him. North wasn’t exactly the smartest or most eloquent leader, but he was able to get others to listen to him and he backed up his insane plans with genuine belief that they would work. The only thing he could do to support the kid in that moment was to run forward with all of his heart and soul. 

Burner fire snaked around his body as he bobbed and weaved, narrowly keeping out of their way. Other slaves did the same as the overwhelmed and delirious guards struggled to deal with their numbers. Alex took a moment to turn to find that the female bunk was also following him in his dash. As he searched through them, he locked eyes with Nicole. She was smiling, proud of the chaos that she was currently partaking in. A woman like her had very personal goals, but at least she knew when to work with others. It was a nice moment. 

Let’s keep moving forward until we can all smile.


***

Nicole was running for many reasons. One was to work with the extremely naive Corithian, and the other was for the simple fact that it would probably give her a greater level of trust in her journey to Mylia. Whether she enjoyed the company or not, numbers never hurt in this adventure away from the group. Having people to support her in her journey to Mylia and then back to Pluma would definitely help her, and she did see that giving a few of them a chance at a new life could easily create opportunities for future favors. Being able to call on a few mages who believed they are indebted to you with their life was not something she could refuse. The women around her were the ones who would most likely sympathize with her cause, as her work had softened them up to her as a person. Many recognized her nature as a schemer, but she was an affable schemer when need be. 

The dash towards the armory, in her humble opinion, was a rather imbecilic plan. However, it had worked due to those around the Corithian compensating for his lack of forethought. Nicole had never seen the battlefield, nor did she ever desire to, but eve she understood basic battle strategy. 

I will enjoy surviving this. 

Nicole was not a woman who feared death. She feared being left behind. Society was there for her to keep up with, and in order to have purpose, she needed to be on top of it at all times. She understood what people wanted, and by giving it to them she could always have a chance to claim a higher position. Even with her constant vying for control in the chaos that was Plumite politics, she was not one who was considered a liar. It was true that she could lie and was very willing to, but she didn’t find as much usage in it. Information would be given to those when necessary, but distorting it would only create further problems in the future. Trust was necessary to maintain a favor, after all. 

In this way, she saw North as just another person to trade favors with, although he was unlike many others. He was not the type of person to successfully navigate the nuance of politics and warfare, yet he seemed to be truly committed to fulfilling the role that he had been bestowed with. He had made alliances with powerful people, whether he had realized it or not. She knew who Elm Grayson was, but she didn’t know how North viewed him. He may have learned of his past already or would learn of his past in the near future, but she doubted his viewpoint would change. His rather simple morals would eventually come in conflict with the rather nuanced nature of Arlin sometime in the future, but that would be during a time when Nicole had already left the group. 

For now, as she ran from the bunks towards the armory of the camp, North was simply a person to trade favors with. She gave him allies, and he would give her freedom.


To Nicole Garcia Pluma Allena, everything was business.

***

Two daughters of Corith sat together in the bunks, unable to leave. Sera couldn’t participate in the run to the armory due to her injury, which North had expressed a desire to heal through his newly acquired attunement, and Karla because she was only a child. They heard the battle outside and were worried that the threat would reach them, but they were adamant on staying together no matter what.

Sera didn’t know Karla’s story yet. She was reluctant to share much of it, and didn’t really have the time due to her need to adjust to the camps. All that Sera knew is that she was discovered in the capital during a raid, and had been dragged away from her home. The raids were something which she had already understood as another sin of the empire and something which had always caused her frustration. It was a sign that the empire didn’t care whether it was during warfare or not, they always would need more magically attuned people to keep their mining operations going. It was an action indicative of greed. 

The one positive that Karla had, albeit somewhat bleak, was that she still likely had a home to return to. Marlisle was no longer a place, and there were no survivors other than herself and North. He was the only family she had left even though they weren’t even related. Memories, not blood, is what tied them together. She was slightly older than him, so she often saw him as a younger brother who needed help finding a clear direction. Now, he was leading a revolt for her sake because he refused to lose her. He had always struggled to act mature and was generally not the most sociable to others, but he had hung onto that bit of hope that he could change his own life. Now, he was trying to save so many others. It was enough to make her proud, even if his methodology was a bit illogical at times. 

The amount of magore fire and the sounds of what appeared to be slurred yells told Sera that her mission poisoning the guards had been successful. While she had said to North that the idea of the magore poisoning came from her, Twig was the major source of it. Twig had become a similar mentor to what she imagined Elm to be for North, although she wasn’t able to teach her as much. Twig was a somewhat older lady who probably looked even older due to her constant exposure to magore. She was an odd woman, but cared deeply for the rest of the penal laborers. Her attitude reminded her a lot of one of the village elders her father worked with, Anna. That specific Elder always seemed to have an odd relationship with her father, a love-hate relationship that seemed to often be on the verge of sexual tension, which made her own mother very uncomfortable. Anna could be extremely blunt and often extreme in her methods of policy, but they were done from a logical standpoint and with the safety of others in mind. She had often internally antagonized the woman when she was young for her policies towards children, but she had come to respect the woman in hindsight. 

As she sat there, holding tightly onto Karla between her arms, a stray beam of mana pierced through the walls of the bunk and charred a spot on the floor only a small distance away from them. Karla screamed in reaction, and Sera immediately cupped her hand over the girl’s mouth to try and silence her. If the guards realized they were in there, there was good chance they were both dead. No matter what, she was still a child and she was going to be scared by the sudden violence. 

Please get this over with quickly.

As if to make her fears come true, she heard the door to the bunks open. She instinctively tried to hide in the corner, in the darkest part of the bunks. The guard groggily walked in, their balance messed up by the mana poisoning. They held the burner in hand, ready to fire at any moment. Karla sat completely still in Sera’s lap, but she started to lean on Sera’s broken leg. She had to hold herself back from expressing the pain, and Karla almost immediately noticed her mistake. 


The guard spotted them and raised his burner, only to suddenly stop. His head seemed to cock to the side as he started to fall over. When he hit the floor, she could spot one of the penal laborers standing proudly over the body, holding what appeared to be a kitchen knife in her hand.

“Sera, you in here?”

“Yeah. You and the rest of the girls good?”


“Yup. We’re having a grand old time. Sorry you can’t join in on the fun.”

“It’s fine. You get your revenge while I watch over Karla.”

“Sure thing. Oh yeah, catch!”

The penal laborer picked up the burner from the ground and threw it to Sera, which she fumbled around with in her hands. She hadn’t used one before but had seen it used enough to the point where she had a good idea on how.

Karla was still slightly shaking in her arms, so Sera gave her a small pat on the head.

“Everything is going to be okay. Don’t worry. If there’s anyone who can pull this off, it’s our fellow Corithian idiot.”

            

    
        Chapter 30: The Broken Twig

    
    
    
    
                Twig knew she was going to die soon. She had known that for a while. How she had held on so long was completely beyond her, but she at least knew that her death had been assured the second she had ended up as a penal laborer. The Empire stated very publicly that it didn’t have a death penalty, but every citizen understood very clearly that being sent to work as a penal laborer was an extended death sentence which simply squeezed all of the usage out of you before you wasted away. The female penal laborers were sent to a variety of locations, but the mining camps were often considered the worst fate. A slow, painful death as your body is forced to be constantly exposed to magore which deteriorates your internal systems. She had been a penal laborer for 3 years and she was at the end. Her nosebleeds and constant stomach pains suggested that her systems were starting to shut down from the overflow of mana that passed through her system sometimes soon. She’d seen it happen with others, and the end was never too pretty. Going out with a big moment, like she was doing now, was enough for her to feel pride. Death was terrifying, but she could at least make it mean something in the time she had left.

Dying with glory would also be one way to get back at him.

The man who stole her name.

 ***

When the explosion rang out throughout the camp, Twig could feel a mood shift in the female bunks. It was a sense of renewed pride and belief that they could fight back. All of them had been there for a reason, some less justifiable than others, but what had been done to them over the time they had been there was not. The empire was plagued with many things, and hypocrisy was most certainly one of them. Their existence as nonpersons who were eventually destined to die made them easy targets for the lust of the guards at the camp, and they often had little they could do to retaliate lest they wish to die. The rage that had been brewing within the 20 women who worked at this camp was strong enough to rival the miners. They did not care about freedom, although not being at the camp was definitely something they desired. The penal laborers cared about revenge, about bringing justice to those who believed their actions would go unpunished.

They had been given, or rather had given themselves, a different mission from the miners. Some of them would join in on the dash to the armory, but most of them had made the decision to just kill as many guards as possible through any means. Most of that came through utilizing the many knives of the kitchen provided. Now without anything holding them back, the penal laborers jumped onto the guards and went all out, stabbing them and stealing their burners. Some of them even appeared to refuse to use the burners out of some moral principle. The guards were easier to take down due to the effects of magore poisoning, which Twig believed was a fitting fate. The men who abused the women who were slowly dying of magore poisoning getting a harsh dosage of it the night they were all killed was a bit of beautiful karma that she couldn’t help but indulge in. It was a night to die on. She would be sad leaving her girls behind, but that was fine. They could move on without her under the leadership of the two Corith kids. That was enough to give her peace, but she at least wanted to get a few of the bastards while she was still kicking. 

Twig ran through the night holding a knife, her eyes singled on a guard who she was very familiar with- Ian. The bastard was a repeat offender on multiple of the girls and seemed to believe that he was completely above them. Watching him wobble from poisoning was already a satisfying sight, but having a knife in his body would make her much happier. As she got up close to him and finally let her blade enter his body, she realized something about Ian. 

He looked like a younger version of him.

***

Twig’s husband was an Arlin noble and one of the members of the Emperor’s court. She had seen the face of the Emperor a few times. He was a beautiful young man, adorned with golden hair and powerful blue eyes. He held a strong presence in the room even with his young age. Whenever in his presence, it felt as though the sun were constantly beaming down upon him to set him apart from the crowd. The fourth emperor also had a unique trait- He was a descendant of Emperor Arlin, the first emperor. She respected him as a man and believed that what he was doing was good for the nation. At least, she used to. 

Her husband had been in the court before the current emperor was in power, under the third emperor, who was to her an idiot. He was a man who had his morality mangled by those who surrounded him. Those who looked to survive in his court would often give him false news about his efforts or try to please him in unreasonable ways. His simple presence had allowed corruption to subsist across the empire, especially in Uril and Pluma. Her husband was one of those who attempted to appease the Emperor with all of his being in order to get the most out of him. It worked, and his domain would profit greatly under the reign of the third emperor. 

But when the fourth came into power 10 years ago, her husband’s methods failed. The fourth emperor was a rather stoic man who refused to repeat the same mistakes of the man who came before him. Her husband’s domain still survived, but the inordinate wealth that he had squeezed out of the third emperor was no longer given to him. A sudden change in the status quo led to frustration which he would eventually take out on Twig. The two of them had married out of their family titles. Her family was still noble, but was below her husband. She had married up, gained his title to profit from it. It was less of a marriage of individuals and more of a transaction of vows. He was still a fine man, but that changed during the fourth emperor. 

His frustration led to him searching for other vices which went beyond her. He was slowly descending and Twig was forced to helplessly watch while he refused all of her efforts to help him. Her resentment would build over time as she found the situation futile but was unable to leave lest she ruin her family’s reputation. 

When she first caught him in bed with another woman, Twig cried. It was not out of anger at his unfaithfulness, but realizing that he had fallen so low that he was willing to commit an act that could easily ruin his reputation simply because he didn’t have any connection to her. It was a sign that he had truly fallen to a point where she didn’t believe she could save him. It was a depressing fact, but it wasn’t something that she really believed she could change. So she waited and watched while he descended further into debauchery. It grew more and more as he continued to switch between women, all while taking out his many frustrations on Twig who he believed could not pleasure him anymore. It was a vicious and futile cycle which would eventually start to brew hatred within Twig. She could only take so much, and when she saw one of the girls walk out of his room with bruises and cuts that mirrored some of her own, she snapped.

Twig could vividly remember what her husband’s face looked like after she had attacked him. It was bruised and malformed in many places, cut in several spots with a fireplace poker. His right cheek was completely missing, and his left eye was now barely usable. In truth, it barely looked like a face at all, but a mess of flesh and bone. His body was left in a similar state. She would have gone further if not for the house staff discovering the act and tearing her off. He didn’t die, but the scarring remained permanent. His high status had given him easy access to one of the rare healers the nobility kept as pets. His face would forever resemble a patchwork of skin, but it was at least a face. Twig would be punished for her crimes, even as she professed those of her husband. The court which she found herself in front of believed it was an act of delirium, spurred on by some imbalance of mana or natural insanity which had finally come to light. 

The legal system of Arlin wanted to punish her, but it was apparently lenient on her family. Her husband had enough sway to effect their ruling to help protect her family members not on a personal level, but in their reputation. This was done by removing her from existence.

When she was declared a penal laborer, she was no longer a named human being. Her identity had been removed from as many registries as possible and those who knew her were incentivized to minimize discussion about her lest it ruin her family’s reputation. To protect her family, she was to act as a sacrifice. Her husband had not only given her a death sentence, but given her a fate that was considerably worse than normal death.

She had no name.

***

The name Twig was a nickname the soldiers gave her the first time she was sent to a camp. It was a statement about her thin body and generally gaunt demeanor. Her time in the prisons of Arlin had left her malnourished and had caused her to considerably shrink in size. Thus, she was called a Twig. She had tried to use her dead name, but it felt wrong. After all, it was the name that he called her. So she stuck with Twig, because it was a more fitting moniker. Now she was here, without a name, finally getting vengeance on those who kept her and so many others in bondage while using them as their personal toys. She was already used to being used by a man, but these people were nowhere near the same social status as her husband was. They were getting this power trip for the first time, and they would never get the same punishment or social disdain because the women they did it to were no longer “True Arlinians”. They were just penal laborers. 

The look on Ian’s face when she had stabbed him was precious. It was a beautiful reminder of her past and the fact that even men like him could bleed and face justice for their sins. Hopefully he would get that in the future, but it wouldn’t be by her hands. No, it would be from the hands of people like Sera who were wronged by the Empire for their simple existence. That was enough for her. She slowly pulled out the knife as she wrenched the burner from Ian’s hands, grabbing it and using it on a nearby guard. The beam of mana that pierced through the man’s chest was a satisfying sight. She could only hold onto the burner without some form of grip for a short period, but it was long enough for her to get a good shot in. Her insides felt that familiar pain that she was already used to at this point. It didn’t matter now. She grabbed onto one of her sleeves and yanked it off with sheer force, using it as a wrap for the handle of the burner. She spotted another guard, who was close to one of her girls, starting to aim, but she pulled back the rod and let out a beam towards him, tearing a hole through his chest. She was surprised by how easy these things were to aim. 

Twig wandered through the camp, watching the chaos unfold. She could see some of the slaves making their dash to the armory, which gave her a lot of hope. The best thing she could do was clear out some of the guards that were in their way. She took aim and fired one of them who was on the wooden towers which were interspersed throughout the camp, hitting his shoulder and burning through it. The guard spotted her, a look of desperation on his face. If he was going to say something, it’d probably be “Why”, which made her happy. He should know why. 

Twig pulled back on the rod again and fired, hitting him in the chest and putting him down. She smiled, relaxing a bit. 

No wonder the guards love these things. This is rather cathartic.

Twig would continue to fire at guard after guard, watching as they scrambled to manage themselves against her and the slaves. She even noticed that a few of her fellow penal laborers had followed in her example and were taking aim with burners stolen off of guards. As she got closer to the armory, she felt that burning sensation again in her chest, but a lot stronger now.

It took a moment to register that distinct blue light that mana beams gave off, but the sensation of it tearing through her body was something she could identify. She looked down to see that her chest had been torn through by a burner. It’d hit through her lung, and out the other side. It was towards her right, so it didn’t go through her heart. She didn’t feel much emotion about it. 

Her job was done. She had killed the guards who had abused her girls. She knew that Sera would be safe and that she could watch as they would save others wronged by the empire. 

Sera better take good care of that North kid.

It was a sad fact that, while she was loved and remembered by her fellow penal laborers, the only miner who would truly mourn for her would be Sera. That was ok. As long as someone who wasn’t destined to slowly fade away from mana poisoning remembered her, she could die happy. Twig wasn’t the name she wanted to die having, but as long as it stayed around, she was fine.

I just hope that this revolt causes panic in the royal court. I don’t want him to sleep quietly for a long while.

            

    
        Chapter 31: The March of the Free

    
    
    
    
                Both beaten and battered, we stood up and prepared ourselves to walk outside and begin the attack. Galen’s attack had been a lot wider spread than it was focused, which meant it hadn’t done as much damage to me. Elm was a lot more hurt than me but he seemed to be holding up well, even with the burns on his chest and arms. It was another reminder that I wasn’t really a combatant in the normal sense. 

“Keep that igniter. You’ll probably need it.” Elm nodded to me, his smile wide. I nodded back, holding the weapon ready in my arms, wound up as he jumped through the door and ran out into the night. On one of the wooden night towers a guard was already looking at the door, although his aim was shaky. I prepared to fire at him to see a rock fly out of the mud and into the man's forehead, out the other end. 

Elm is scary.

The title of Major hadn’t fully resonated with me yet but his military prowess was clearly showing. A battle mage as experienced as him was sure to be able to overpower his enemies with sheer skill, which apparently hadn’t really gone away despite not using it for years. I turned, seeing another guard who was also beginning to take aim and turned my igniter to him. Holding my cheek next to it felt odd, but it was surprisingly easy to figure out where my shots would land even from a long range. The battle was slowly growing as more became aware.

Then, we heard the explosion. There were some sounds of combat on the other side of the camp, but it was much clearer now that Elric had completed his part of the mission. The guards on that side would likely be drawn there to spot Elina who would be living out her dreams in the heat of combat. 

Really hope she doesn’t die.

Casualties were something I had prepared my mind for, but it still worried me. War was going to be brutal and a situation like this would never be entirely one sided. I turned to see some guards taking aim on foot, running towards our location. Small pieces of earth came flying upwards and directly into their bodies. Watching the life fade from them as they were bewildered by my mentor’s skill was a cathartic experience.

“Kid, head to the armory! I’ll cover!”

I nodded, running towards the armory with the igniter in hand. As beams flew around me I bobbed and weaved until I was able to pass through the door and get inside, coming to be surrounded by a beautiful array of magore weapons.

***

The slaves making their way to the armory were happy. Some were terrified, but there was a general air of positivity as they made their way towards the armory and towards me. Elm was continuing to wreck through the guards as though it was nothing, but some were giving up focus on him and instead focusing on the rest of us. I smiled as I spotted Alex at the front, bolting his way towards the door. I quickly ushered him in, getting him to cover away from the fire. The guards were still trying to hit us in the armory, but the reinforced walls and Elm’s constant retaliation kept them from hitting Alex. As soon as he got in, I quickly got to working on his cuff and removing it. 

“Thanks North. You gonna join the fight soon?”

I shrugged in response. 

“I’m not really a good fighter yet. Never saw the frontlines. You, on the other hand, will have a good time.” I had no idea what aptitude he had up until this point until I started to see his body be encircled in flames. For a person with a rusted appearance to have a fire attunement felt fitting. 

Before he left, he also grabbed a burner as he ran outside and was quickly replaced by other slaves. I spent time unlocking their cuffs and arming them as they all made their way back outside to join in with Elm. Some of them were not removing their cuffs and instead focused on quickly arming themselves. It was a truly beautiful sight to behold. I couldn’t help but feel proud about my efforts. 

I hope I earned this.

Once the fighting near the armory started to slow down, I was able to start to move outside to watch the battle. The slaves would still come into the armory, but I could finally take some time to admire the spectacle that was our revolt. Magore fire and magic flew in the air and left a dazzling display. I could also see a few of the penal laborers running around and having the time of their life getting revenge. Although I would prefer for this event to be more closely related to saving ourselves, they needed this in order to truly feel justified. I couldn’t spot Twig, which gave me a bit of worry.

As long as Sera and Karla are safe, I’ll be fine moving forward. 

***

As the final slaves went to get weapons and have their cuffs removed, I cheered to the rest of the crowd.

“LET THE MARCH BEGIN!”

A symphony of pride spread throughout the camp as we began our push forward. I could spot a few familiar faces, one of them being Nicole who had her cuff removed with a chilling smile on her lips. The next morning was going to be a dangerous one where I was going to have to battle her for control, and she knew that. 

The journey was rather quick as the guards were mowed down. It hurts every time I see one of their beams hit a slave or penal laborer or spot one of the slaves on the ground, but I couldn’t deal with that. It wasn’t something I could let hamper my push forward. Our march was a proud one, as the guards looked confused and overwhelmed that those who they had abused and pushed down for years finally came and gave them what they deserved. I spotted Ian’s corpse on the ground, looking thoroughly stabbed and with his face in a perpetual look of horror. 

That’s for constantly breaking your burner like a dumbass.

I took down a few guards on my path as well. The igniter was a powerful weapon which felt right in my hands. When I left the camp, I was planning on keeping it even though it was a weapon which had been used to mow down my people. Using it against the empire and against their atrocities felt like the only fitting use for the weapon. It would also be another way of getting back at Galen.

As we walked towards the mines, past our bunks, I couldn’t help but smile. I had actually done something which I had fantasized about for years. I was saving other people. A lot of the work was on them, but I had created the path for them to follow. There was no way I could let this end with a singular camp in Boralis now that I had felt this sensation. In the distance, I could hear the loud cries of joy that were very distinctly Elina’s voice as she danced with a burner in hand. She didn’t even have her cuff off but she looked like a true force to be reckoned with. They would be useful in the future if they survived, and the now shrinking number of guards gave me hope about that. 

As we marched and ran towards the mine, I finally got to see the collapsed entrance. I turned behind me to spot Elm, looking around and still continuing to take down guards with his stone attunement. 

I really need him or someone else to teach me combat magic.

***

The sound of death started to die down as the last few guards were killed off. They held a look of surprise in their faces as they likely wondered what sort of sins they had done to deserve this. Some of them might have known, some might have not, but it didn’t matter now. 

A distinct burner shot signaled the death of the last guard. I took a moment to look around to see the slaves around me, looking energized and hopeful. They were feeling a sense of justice that they had been deprived of for so long.

I turned to them and smiled.

“WE WON!”

The collective cheer was overwhelming. The rain may have drowned out some of the noise but it was louder than I could have imagined.

I turned to the mine entrance and beckoned for Elm to come over. He stared at the blockade of stone before taking a deep breath. Slowly, the rocks that covered it began to shift out of the way leading to the entrance being opened. I gave him a smile as I slowly entered the mine…

And found Elric dead on the floor.

            

    
        Chapter 32: Declaring the Future

    
    
    
    
                Seeing his body on the floor caused time to stop. I knew the chances that this would kill him but I hadn’t mentally prepared myself for it. He had given himself this role knowing the danger of the mission, and it had cost him his life. He wasn’t the only casualty, but he was a casualty that was close to me. 

I killed him.

He had disliked my plan from the beginning and was only willing to follow because he didn’t have much of a choice. I didn’t know if he could have come up with a better solution, but I had driven him down this path where he would eventually die. When I walked over to his cold body, I could see that his side had been torn through by burner fire, most likely during the run inside. My change in plans to do a direct attack on Galen which would obviously create more noise caused him to drop the same amount of stealth and to probably get hit by a guard who now was able to focus on it.

He was a life that I had given away in the pursuit. That was something that would have to weigh on me personally. 

It was going to hurt Sera as well. It was going to hurt everyone who knew him. The losses we had accrued that day were going to be something which would weigh on us all as we pushed forward. I just hoped that it would motivate us to move forward, not to stop. 

Elric wouldn’t have wanted me to stop and fall apart because of his death. He would be pissed at me if I was. The best thing I could do to honor his memory was to keep moving forward and to save as many others as possible. I didn’t want to make any more sacrifices like him.

I needed to be a better leader.

***

I walked outside with a dower look on my face. Even without speaking, my message was clear, but I needed to speak anyway.

“Elric died in the crossfire. He was able to do the job, but he didn’t survive. He probably bled out.” I couldn’t look at their faces. Not yet. I could hear Sera moving towards me even through the heavy rain as she balanced herself on her crutch. I could feel Alex pat me on the shoulder, attempting to console me. He had seen my connection to Elric and knew that it was hitting me badly. Elina was off on her own, although I could see that some of the losses hit her as well. 

I took a moment to finally meet Sera’s eyes. Karla was at her side, holding onto her. The fellow child of Corith was someone that we both needed to protect in our endeavors.

“He’s dead. I’m sorry.” I spoke in soft tones, and the others around me seemed to finally take some time to think about our losses. I didn’t know the number, but it was enough to hit almost everyone in the camp. 

Sera finally made her way over to me, her face close to mine and her hand on my other shoulder. Karla had stepped back and was now being held by a few of the other slaves. 

“Don’t blame yourself. Please. You can’t save everyone.”

I’m naive.

“These people need to hear a voice. They want someone to assure them that the future is coming and that there is someone there to lead it.” Sera said, hoping to comfort me as best as possible. “I know you can do it.”

I nodded, knowing that what she said was true. The people needed to hear a voice of reassurance, and I needed to be that voice. If I didn’t take that spot, people like Nicole would take it for me and use them for her own selfish whims. I walked over to the raised platform where we put our baskets, pushing them out of the way so I could stand. The slaves looked up at me, the rain still pouring down all around us. In order to let myself be visible, I transformed a bit of mana into light and used it to surround myself to make me stand out in the dark, rainy night. I took a deep breath, and prepared myself to speak.

***

“Slaves of Arlin! My name is North, and I am a child of Corith. Today we stand free of our shackles and with those who held us down dead. We are free, and that is something to be celebrated. But this came at the cost of some of our fellow slaves who were also searching for the same freedom we fought for today. Their losses are a tragedy, and I am sorry that I couldn’t help all of us. Today is a day we should mourn for them, but it is also a day where we decide how we move forward.”

I paused for a moment to search through the crowd. I could see Nicole, smiling at me. I had just set up my first attack against her plans, and she knew it.

“Our choices from here on out are our own. But that doesn’t apply to the other mining camps. I had the luck to get strong allies who could help me down this path, but that is not the same for so many others. They are still in bondage. The cuffs and the guards kept us powerless, but now we have the ability to fight back. We are stronger than them. We have always been that way, but they found ways to separate us and convince us that there was no life beyond the mines. That changes today.” I took a deep breath to build my voice. “I ask all of you to follow me on a path where we can give others the same freedom that we may celebrate today. It will not be an easy path, but it will be a life that is so much more than what they forced on us here. If you wish to join me in my mission, I ask that you come to me tomorrow. The day after tomorrow, we will leave and go our separate ways. It is up to you which direction to go in. For tonight, we mourn and we celebrate!”

I wanted to give them inspiration. I yelled that last line, hoping for them to cheer in response, but it appeared that everyone was exhausted. I may have misread the mood, but it was something. As I stepped down from the platform, Sera patted me on the back.

“That was pretty good, although I think you might have wanted to prepare a bit better for this. After all, you want to be a leader, right?”

I turned to Sera and gave her a smile with all the energy I had left in my system. “Since when have I been good at planning?” We both laughed a bit as we moved back over to our crew. Elina appeared to have calmed down and was very happy with the results of the night and was quickly coming in my direction. 

“I’ll follow you. You might be a Corithian, but it’s better than following a fucking Nacilian or just running back to Irebor. Plus, it sounds like I’ll get a lot of good fights along the way.” Elina placed her hands on her hips, clearly riding high on adrenaline.

“Yeah, I should probably come with you as well.” Alex walked from behind me to stand next to Elina. “She may be an idiotic Ireborian, but she’s on the right track. I think you’ll probably need someone to help you out with morale, and I know a few things about warfare that aren’t just running directly at the enemy.”

Elina punched him in the arm in response, which caused both of them to laugh. For two people who had an instinctual hate for each other, they seemed to get along quite well. I definitely felt good knowing that they would stick by my side. 

I spent a moment looking around for Elm, hoping to see where he was. He was sitting on the platform, resting while watching all of the people interact with each other. There was a soft smile on his face. I let go of Sera and walked back over to him.

“Sir?”

“You’re not the worst at speeches, but you still could use some work.” He was seeming to struggle to hold still. “Honestly I’m on the verge of passing out. Haven’t seen combat in a while and I’m mostly working on adrenaline. You holding up ok?”

I nodded in response.

“My head hurts from the stuff in Galen’s office falling on it, but I’m good overall. You should probably take a good break tomorrow. You still planning on following me?”

He let out a soft chuckle, although he stopped in the middle from what looked to be pain. “I gotta keep an eye on your dumbass so you don’t get killed. You need my help, don’t you?”

I did. I needed a lot of help. Surely Nicole would make her own proposal in the morning for people to follow her to Mylia. I had asked for her to hold back on trying to convince people until the revolt was over, which she had kept her word on. Now that the deal was no longer in place, she was now free to do as she pleased. I just needed as many people as possible to help me on my mission. 

“I do. You don’t get to die on me just yet, old man.”

I felt better, but Elric’s passing still weighed on me. I looked up into the sky and realized that the rain was starting to let up. I hadn’t thought about it beforehand, but we needed to do something with the bodies. The guards were a lot easier and could either be left scattered or be used to send a message, but it would feel wrong to just leave the people who helped us lying in the mud.

I need to do a funeral. The Corithian way.

***

The funeral pyre used wood from the wooden guard towers. Now that people had access to their aptitude, it was rather easy to move them about and set them up. Those with water attunements had an easy time taking them apart and moving them over into a large structure, although I swore that I could have seen someone carrying a massive log with their bare hands. The pyre stood tall, a proud structure which was able to fit our losses. The corpses all surrounded the body of the pyre, prepared to be burned away to ash so they could rest.

Marlisle’s funerals were not always a single person. There was a 30 day period after one death where the village would wait to see if another passed. Sometimes there would be no death, but when others died the funeral pyre would grow in size to accommodate them. It was a ritual intended to hopefully give the dead company when they passed so they weren’t alone as they returned to the earth. The fire cleansed away their body to go with the soul. Our village was small, so there was generally only one death at a time, but the funerals when there was more than one were big events. There was both mourning and celebration as people let their loved one pass away into memory and celebrate the effects they had on others during their life.

Arlin didn’t burn the bodies of Marlisle when they destroyed it. There was just a mass grave where they were piled one on top of the other before being covered with dirt. Their bodies were not allowed to join with their souls, which is considered a great tragedy. I didn’t know if they still practiced this ritual now that they were occupied, but I prayed that they did as it would be a small act of defiance against Arlin. It would be proof that they couldn’t erase our practices and culture. 

There were 8 miners who died and 10 of the Penal Laborers. That meant that there were only 86 survivors in total, and that number could shrink depending on what Nicole had planned. It required a large pyre, but it was worth it. The fire that came from it was a beautiful sight, and was a sign of change. While they might not share the same freedom as the rest of us, they would be free in death. Twig was among the casualties which seemed to deeply affect Sera. Her attachment to the woman reminded me of my own to Elm, so I could understand why she might mourn them so much. All we could do now was move on and let their bodies join their souls in the flame. I cried while holding Sera’s shoulder that night. It was a moment which I feared would show weakness to the people I led, but I didn’t care. We needed to mourn before we could move forward. 

***

I stood on the edge of the camp, looking over the forest. The sun was starting to come over the horizon, signaling the new day. It was a much more beautiful sight than the camps which had mutilated the natural beauty of this area in the name of progress. I started to hear footsteps from behind me and I turned to find Elm, still slightly off balance, moving to stand next to me.

“This was where we talked that night, wasn’t it? The night where you made your choice.”

I nodded. 

“Yeah. Feels a bit different now that the guards are all gone. It’s peaceful, at least for the moment.”

“You feel confident you can do this?”

He was asking a fairly pertinent question. 

“I do. I don’t have much of a plan but I can figure that out as I go.” I knew that I needed to do that sooner than later. 

“I’ll hold you to that. So, where do we go next?”

I looked up at the stars which were starting to fade in the sky. I had a lot of choices I could make. I tried to get the image of the map in my head and where we were located. Boralis was a location I heard about in my childhood a bit, but it was only now that it truly clicked in my head. 

“We head south. To Corith.”
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                Character List

North: Our protagonist. A mage with a light attunement who decided to lead a revolt to save Sera. From Marlisle, a village erased from the maps of Corith and grew up as a candlemaker.

Elm: The MC's grumpy mentor. Has a stone attunement, and is one of the most experienced battle mages out there. Was a major in the Arlin army and a magic researcher who created the slave cuffs.

Sera: Our protagonist's friend and the closest thing they have to family. Attunement currently unknown. Daughter of a village elder from Marlisle, the village erased from the maps of Corith. Her assault is what leads to the eventual Revolt.

Elric: North's other friend who helped with the revolt who died in the event. Had a water attunement. Son of a famous Craftsmen family from Rolith who was grabbed in a raid searching for people with aptitude.

Alex: Boisterous Ex-Military who helps North recruit people in the revolt. An affable guy with a fire attunement. Raised and fought for Nacilia against Arlin as part of a mage battalion.

Elina: Combat addict and slightly insane ex-military who helps North in the revolt. An energetic and extremely confident woman with a fire attunement. Raised in Irebor as a warrior and fought as a rebel against the Empire before being enslaved.

Nicole: A corrupt noble who assists North to further her own goals. Attunement currently unknown. A sly aristocrat who wants to use favors and any tools necessary to keep control of power. Born into a high ranking family in Pluma and continued their business until she was found embezzling money off of an Empire's mining operation in the area.

Twig: A Penal laborer who assists Sera and North in the revolt and dies during the battle. No aptitude for magic. Was arrested for nearly murdering her husband, a corrupt noble who got frustrated due to change in policy under the fourth emperor.

Karla: Young child who got dragged into the camp as a replacement for Sera. Attunement currently unknown. Was taken from her family in Corith during a raid, and is hoping to get back to them with the assistance of North and his crew.

Galen: Our first antagonist, and the captain of the guard. Had a lightning attunement. A fanboy for Arlin and Elm who hoped to get him to work with the empire in the production of slave cuffs. Was killed by North during the revolt.

Author's Note 1

Hi there! This is the author, Cobalt. This is just a simple author's note about the story, myself, and my process on it. Think of it as an afterword for the first volume. So Edge of Freedom is a story I didn’t expect I’d actually be able to write, especially to this degree. The basic concept for EoF came out of frustration with certain tropes in light novels, of which I like reading. I'm not going to go into too much detail, but needless to say I wrote out the basic concept out of spite. After a while, I decided to settle on it and actually turn it into a full story and actually build on it, which ended up creating Edge of Freedom. My initial concept for it was just this first arc which I never could have imagined myself finishing, yet here we are.

As of my plans right now, EoF is probably going to be around 7 arcs, each with a chapter amount comparable to or larger than the first arc. That means this is going to be well over 150 chapters, and the chapters I’ve been writing as of recently have only been getting longer than the first arc. Basically all of them are over 2000 words at this point since I’m covering more broad scenarios and situations, and a good portion are over 3000. Some chapters are going to be really big. There’s one really big chapter which is coming up in the future which I’m really proud of, and hope that people enjoy. “The Revolt” was definitely the easiest arc for me to write and was the one which allowed me to finally get into the world and these characters. The Sol Continent is a unique place and one that I’m loving building every step of the way.

However, we are no longer on the simple story. Lucky for you, the world is about to get a whole lot bigger as we start to explore even more facets of it. It’s going to be an interesting ride as we get to learn more about magic, the world and its culture as well as get a few new perspectives. However, that scale does require me to slow down a bit to better build the world and make it more functional. I am a tad more on the discovery writer side than the planner, which I think can sometimes show in the work, but EoF is the first story I’ve written where I really want to plan it out in full to make it as good as possible. The next arc is well planned out and will be coming out consistently as long as I feel confident in my work (which I do) and want to share it, but I want to know that I can keep going past where I’m at right now in a way that makes sense and doesn’t feel like too much of a struggle for anyone reading my story. Once I have the third and fourth arcs planned as well as my lore bible well built up in preparation, I think I’ll be able to chug along at a strong pace and keep it going up until the end. This does mean that you might not get the same pace, but the chapters will probably be of higher quality. I think my writing style has gotten more concrete as I have gone along, and that makes me happy. I do have other things going on in my life at the same time as I write this, so that may also affect my writing speed


Why don’t I go away from the sad stuff about reality and talk about the fun stuff? North’s story is definitely one of progression, which I think will become more apparent as the plot goes forward. That goes for both his magical knowledge and general competency. I mean, it’s not a literal progression thing. I’m not writing a litRPG where North has a stat screen… even though it would make my job way easier. 

Note to self- Write a litRPG instead of trying to be a contrarian.

I kid. A litRPG is hard in a different way. I guess the same also applies to isekai, something which I was adverse to doing with this story. I had thought about writing an Isekai early on, but I realized that I’d sort of hate it? I wanted to make my protagonist a more tangible person in this world and have a grounded amount of knowledge. North is an idiot, but he’s my idiot. One that I really love making suffer.

It’s also going to grow further beyond him, which should be clear. I like the first person perspective for this story, but as shown from the end of the first arc, I am going to be messing around with other perspectives outside of him. One of them I hope people will really enjoy, as I enjoyed writing them a lot myself. It’s a big world, and I really want to explore it and share it with other people. I do want to expand more on the cast as a whole and give them more personality. The first arc places a good portion of its focus on Elm because he’s the most important character in the camp. Plus, he was one of my favorite characters to write and characterize while slowly revealing more and more about his backstory. Now that we don’t have Galen breathing down our character’s necks, we can start to mess around with the others more. However, one thing that we’re going to be losing are the tip sections. 

I’m sorry about that one. I loved writing them, I truly did, but I think it’s better to not have them. It’s way more fun to have lore given organically rather than through the artificial means of the tips. Fun fact- the tips were even longer than they are now. I used to have full pages written about specific aspects of the world which allowed me to get into all sorts of fun prose. Sadly, they fucked with the pacing and I had to kill off a darling. I have a lot of lore to share, and I will share it as it feels natural. The tone of the rest of the story is somewhat incompatible with these tip sections. The first arc had enough chill periods to allow me to do tip sections and having them during the big action stuff or the super emotional stuff just didn’t feel right with me as an author. We’ve got a lot more conflict from here on out, so be prepared for that. The dangers of the revolt are only the start of North’s perils. 

At the time of writing this, I have around 16 chapters written for the second arc of the story, so while the updates will slow down significantly, there will be constant uploads unless something else comes up in my life. I think I like this type of stuff? I might do them in the middle of arcs, but I think it’s nice to have them at the end of arcs to separate them with each other. Either way, that was the end of the revolt. 

Now, onto the next leg of North’s journey for freedom…

ARC 2: THE ROAD TO CORITH


            

    
        Chapter 33: New Beginnings

    
    
    
    
                I woke up to the extremely strong slap across my face. I had only fallen asleep for what must have been an hour, but it was pertinent that I was awake according to the person who had just done some damage to my cheek. I looked up to find Elina, smiling while slightly gesturing to get moving. 

She doesn’t hold back with her slaps.

“Get up. We need to meet.”

“Yeah, yeah. I’m getting up.”

My head was already slightly bandaged from the wounds I had sustained during my fight with Galen. I felt mostly okay, but there were a couple good bumps that his many decorations had left. Elina was bruised in several places and had, according to her, dislocated her shoulder making a flashy move. However, she appeared to be moving completely fine. That definitely showed the difference in toughness that she had gained over her years on the battlefield. Elina might not have the greatest mind for tactics or any politics, but she could hold her own in a fight. It was something I was desperate to learn. Noticing all of the injuries, another subject came to my mind.

I need to learn how to heal.

Elm had been holding out on teaching it to me even though I needed the skill. Having the ability to heal those who were following me would help a lot in the future.

“Oh hey, what’s the meeting about?” I asked groggily. My movement was a bit off balance, but I was adjusting quickly. 

Elina cocked her head to the side, confused at my question.

“The supply shipment is arriving today. We need to plan an ambush.”

Oh fuck. I forgot about that.

***

“How in the hell do you forget about these things?” Sera slapped me on the back of the head, which hurt a lot more than expected. She most likely hit one of the bumps I had received during the battle.

“Ow… I’m sorry, I was really focused on the revolt and it slipped my mind. I mean, do we need to worry about it as much? They’re probably not as heavily armed and all of us have access to magic now.” 

The group was standing around one of the tables in the guard cafeteria, which were noticeably larger than the slave tables. I presumed that the tables were larger because more guards sat together at once. They probably didn’t want us all sitting together and planning stuff, but it appears that failed. Elm was still resting due to his injuries, as the burns he got were a lot worse than he initially thought. A few others were also still resting due to injuries, but most of us were fine and ready to go when tomorrow came. 

“The shipment should be coming within an hour or two, and we have no plan. Do you just expect us to flow through this one?” Sera was still lecturing me for my mistake. I was sitting down at this point, praying for something in my mind to click. 

Doing a great job as a leader, North. 

“I mean, can’t we jump them on the road in here? The woods are pretty thick from what we’ve seen and the shipment groups are usually pretty small. Plus, I’m pretty sure Elina over here wouldn’t mind another battle.” I wasn’t wrong. Elina did look like she wanted another fight which wasn’t exactly a problem, and she could probably do it on her own, but I didn’t want to risk losing one of my best fighters. “I think we can just get a few of our battle mages on it. That’s not too much of a problem. Alex, you can fight with her, right?”

Actually, now that I think about it, Alex and Elina both have a fire attunement. I’d say that they were perfect for each other, but if this were any other circumstance they’d probably be murdering each other on sight. 

“I can probably do it. I know a few others who can help, but I seriously think you might want to put some more thought into this. I mean, are we going to kill the transport crew?”

I stopped for a moment and looked at the table around me. Sera had a deep look of worry on her face when Alex asked the question.

Killing them…

“I’d prefer to not kill them. They’re not people who worked at the camps. They don’t deserve the same fate as the bastards we fought last night.” My voice wavered as I spoke. This was an issue that I’d been pushing away for a good while even though I knew that I wanted to liberate other camps. It was a thought I didn’t relish.

“North, are you sure about this? You do realize the amount of trouble keeping them alive will do?” Sera said, her arm on my shoulder. “I get that they’re not at fault, but do you know what you’d do with them?”

Alex nodded in agreement. “She’s right on this. You need to think about the bigger picture here. If we keep them alive you have two options- Take them with us or leave them here. Take them with us, that means we’re going to have extra mouths to feed on our journey. Plus, there’s no guaranteeing that they won’t stab us in the back and try to run away. Leave them alive and go on without them, that means we have people who have information on us who could help track us down or fight us. The military will eventually start to go after us, and the less information they have on us, the better. I know it isn’t easy, but this is how war works.”

Alex’s military experience is really showing.

I shook my head, trying to untangle the moral headache I had given myself. I didn’t want to kill anyone who didn’t deserve it. 

“Let’s try and capture them for now. I can decide what to do after that.”

The rest of the group around me sighed. I knew that it was in character for me, but I wanted to give myself the choice after seeing the people firsthand. I knew that doing this was going to be difficult, but having my headaches start so early and with so little sleep was a sign of the difficulty on the path to come.

***

The soft rustling of the tree branches and the slowly browning leaves signaled that fall was starting to truly set in. Winters in Marlisle varied wildly. Sometimes we would struggle to open the doors due to the snow and sometimes it’d feel exactly like fall, just a tad bit colder. At the camp, snow was common during winter. The guards all had winter clothing, but the slaves were simply asked to endure. Sometimes we’d huddle together in the bunks on especially cold nights to use body warmth to keep ourselves from freezing. 

It was odd being out of the camp for the first time in what had been years. I’d only stepped a short distance away from the entrance of the camp, but it felt like a completely different world. The atmosphere of the mine was suffocating in that way. I kept my body still as I watched the road, listening for the sound of the guards and carriages. Elina was nowhere to be seen, and Alex and a few others were on watch alongside me. How Elina could disappear so thoroughly was beyond me, but it did show again that her confidence in stealth was well founded. 

It was a nice moment to see everyone working together even after our losses. We had the will to push forward as a group, which gave me hope that I could gain a majority of the people to my side. Whatever Nicole was planning, I didn’t fully know, but I knew it was something.

As I took a moment to think about the wider situation, I started to hear sounds of joyous conversation between men and women. The transport was apparently having a good time if their tone suggested anything. That was fine, since it drowned out any sound of our movement. Our position from the side of the road was on a high ground, which gave us a bit of cover as we hid behind trees and other foliage. As they slowly grew closer and closer I could spot more details about them.

There were 4 carriages, each drawn by a separate Strig, a massive creature that people rode and used to transport things such as carriages. They had red fur, hooved feet, a long face and horns that spread out to each side. I could spot 4 soldiers, one for each of the strigs. 

I need to take a closer look at one when this is over. I never got to get too close to them back in Marlisle. 

Once they were close enough, Alex gave a countdown and we all jumped out of our cover and onto the caravan. Alex had asked for specific mages to join us in order to deal with them. An earth mage knocked over two of them by launching large rocks before they could reach for their burners. A water mage had jumped off of a tree and had hit a soldier in the back before the attack had even registered with them, hitting them off of their steed and onto the ground. Alex made a move to go after the guard in the front, who was scrambling for his weapon, until Elina dropped out from above giving off a loud warcry. As she tackled the man onto the ground, I could see her hold him down while keeping a flame in his face. 

That was quick.

Being around trained battle mages gave me a lot of confidence. The strigs were all looking panicked but Alex and the earth mage managed to restrain them while Elina and I worked on binding the fallen guards. It was a much easier mission than the revolt and showed the difference in power now that we had our cuffs removed. 

“Can you handle the strigs and the supplies?” I asked while tying the ropes around the soldier. The man was barely conscious from how hard his head had been hit by the stone mage. “I’m not used to working with them.”

Alex nodded and had some polite conversation with the water mage about their shared military experience, although I couldn’t hear any details. The supplies they had looked to be really useful for a trip. There was a good amount of food supplies and munitions, along with a few clothes. 

I should probably get some new clothes from the guard’s stuff. 

I sat back and watched from the sidelines as the hastily made team transported the carriages and soldiers back to camp. There was a lump in my throat the entire time, knowing that I had to make the hard decision about the fate of these people.

            

    
        Chapter 34: North's Moral Quandary

    
    
    
    
                I stood outside the guard tent which held one of the soldiers in it, tapping my foot. I had been dreading this moment and my decision came down to how talking with them went. After talking with them, they appeared to be the head of the group who was leading the transport mission. He also looked slightly older than the others, which suggested seniority. 

Our arrival back at the camp with the supply shipment was met with cheers of joy. Not only did we find supplies which could help us on our journey, we had gotten revenge on another side of the empire. It didn’t feel great to me even though my intent was to fight Arlin. The scale of my decision was only starting to fully set in, and it frustrated me how unprepared I was for the grander revelation. From what I could tell, the transport group were all just conscripts, newly initiated members of Arlin’s army who were sent onto the battlefield in an already annexed territory to do basic work maintaining the new territory. They hadn’t wronged me in any direct way, although I knew there were a few people here from Boralis who would say otherwise. Emphasizing forgiveness or vengeance would inevitably alienate some part of the slaves who I wanted to follow me. 

Sera hobbled out of the tent with her crutch. Her leg was still unhealed and greatly limited her movement, but she had gotten used to it now. I wanted it to change, but that would only come once I learned healing.

“He’s in there and is willing to talk, but he’s probably not going to budge. Why are you even doing this?” Sera asked, cocking her head to the side.

“I want to. I need to make a choice, right? Then let me find out how I view Arlinians.”

Sera nodded, her face still showing great worry for me. I knew she wanted me to do good in my mission, but seeing me struggle like this was causing her grief. As she walked off to join with the rest of the slaves who were sifting through the supplies, I walked inside to find the soldier tied to a chair looking extremely unhappy, his eyes on the floor. His outfit looked almost the exact same as the ones that the guards wore at the camp, although much more rugged.

Can’t blame him for not enjoying being tied to a chair. 

I grabbed another chair and sat across from him, trying to get him to react to me, but he seemed completely detached. The bruising left from Elina’s sneak attack was still apparent on his face, even with it tilted away from me.. The only thing I could think of to do was to try and interact with him positively and not in a threatening manner.

“Hi. I’m North. Would you tell me your name?”

The soldier looked up at me and then spat in my face.

Welp. 

I should have anticipated that this wouldn’t be easy. I wiped the spit off of my face with my sleeve, trying to maintain my tone. 

“Your team is still alive, if you’re wondering that. No harm has come to them.”

“You killed all of them…” muttered the soldier. I had to take a moment to let his words connect in my head simply for how quietly he had said it. The ‘all of them’ was unquestionably the guards, which had even disturbed me. Our raiding party left early and returned midday, and the rest of the people at the camp had apparently collected all of the guard’s bodies and placed them in front of the mine in a large pile. Galen’s body was left on the top and had a wide variety of knives and other sharp objects pierced through him, most likely by the penal laborers. The soldier’s reaction to spotting it was expected, as it even affected me on some level. I felt no sympathy for the guards of the camp, but even that felt like it went a little too far. The soldiers who were doing the transport were probably friends with at least some of the guards, even if they were horrible people. 

“Yes. We did. We couldn’t let any of them survive because it would put us in danger.” I tried to give him a response that wasn’t built around vengeance. There was a motivation for revenge for their actions, but that would probably only make his views of us worse. “I’d prefer not to kill you as well.”

The soldier scoffed at me. “Don’t try to act like a hero. Kill us. I’d rather die for Arlin than work with a traitor like you.”

It wasn’t working and my conversation was only making things worse. The more I sat there with them, the more I realized that I didn’t have as many choices as I would like. I sighed, and walked out of the tent, only to hear the one voice I didn’t want to hear at that moment.

“Oh, you poor child. Want some help?”

Nicole…

***

I turned to my side to find Nicole leaning against one of the poles of the tent with an extremely smug look on her face. 

“Why would I want help from you?”

Nicole let out a soft chuckle as she shook her head. “North, you forget how easy to read you are. You don’t want to kill the soldiers because it’d make you feel like you’re being just as bad as Arlin, no? It’s a very nice sentiment, but it’s rather unrealistic.”

Knowing that she had been listening in felt extremely infuriating. She just wanted to make me another one of her tools and having that information over me had given her another chance to try at it.

“When you say help, you mean you want to make a deal, right? Get on with it.”

Nicole nodded, her smile growing ever wider.

“See, you have a problem. You don’t know what people want. I think you’ll have a fine time going on your little warpath from camp to camp, but you don’t understand what people desire. Or how to make people believe they want something. I do.”

Are you just here to gloat?

“And how does that relate to the soldiers?”

“Simple. I know how to deal with them. Let me take control of the soldiers, and you’ll never have to deal with them.”

I stared at her, letting her words repeat in my head. Nicole was not a person who lied in situations like these, but she was the type of person to omit information.

“If I took that deal, what would you want from me?”

Nicole held up 3 fingers. Seeing her do that immediately made me think of Elric, which I tried to shake off. Out of anyone to remind me of him, I never wanted it to be her. 

“First, I will take the soldiers with me when I go to Mylia. I’d love to have some extra hands, and I believe they’d enjoy working with me over you. That should be good for you, correct?”

That one was correct. If there was any place they could go, going with her would get them out of my hands and off of my conscience. That was something I wouldn’t mind happening, but the other parts of the deal worried me. I nodded, asking her to continue.

“Second, I want to be able to make a public argument to all of the camp and invite them to follow me if they so choose. I will not directly tell them that they should not follow you, but merely offer the choice of going to Mylia.” 

Of course. This was her plan the whole time.

She had planned to do this one way or the other to try and get others to follow her. She might have known that I would mess up in my fight with the soldiers and would use my issue with killing them against me. I had given her an express warning not to try to put people on her side, but it felt inevitable that she would find one way or another. That was where my battle with her would always have begun. 

“And?”

She took a look over to the supply shipment, watching the slaves unpack all of the items and search through them.

“When I leave, I will be able to take as many supplies as I need to successfully make the journey.”

That was something that was very vague and risky. How much she needed was too vague and left it open for interpretation. She could bleed me dry if she wanted to. 

“I’d be the judge of whether or not the amount is reasonable.”

Her eyebrows jumped at my statement.

“Ah, does that mean you accept?”

I shook my head in response. Something about this was off and I was sure that she knew it as well.

“You realize that you doing this would hurt my intentions a lot? If too many people go with you, I won’t be able to liberate other camps.”

Nicole turned away from me and looked to be in deep thought, although I was sure it was an act. She was the type of person to prepare for everything like this in a transaction.

“I see. Fine. When I give my argument, I will show support for your cause while also proposing my own. I’m not too bothered by the amount of people I have with me, but I still would like extra help. Journeying alone can also be quite boring. Of course, that would come with an extra stipulation.”

I stared at her, searching my mind for the definition of stipulation again. My lack of sleep was starting to have an effect on me. As I continued to think about what the hell stipulation meant, she spoke up.

“I sometimes forget how humble your origins are. To simplify, if you want me to support your cause, I want another thing from you.”

I sighed, happy that she hadn’t left me hanging on that specific part.

“What is it?”

“I want a favor in the future. Whether we meet again in the future is up to fate, but if we do, I want a favor from you.” Her eyes seemed to wander into the far distance. Unlike when Elm would gaze into the past, it was very clear that she was gazing into her future. The lady had plans that she was not keen on sharing, least of all with me.

“I’m assuming you’re not going to tell me what that favor is?”

She laughed mockingly. “Of course not. I’ll try not to give anything unreasonable, but I can imagine myself needing something from you later on down the line. The world will decide whether our destinies are entwined, so I wouldn’t think too hard about it. That is of course hinged on you not dying.”

I sighed, mulling over the details. She was giving me what I wanted but her ‘stipulations’ or whatever she called them were irritating. However, they were mangeable. The thing about Nicole that made me willing to make deals with her was her honesty in terms of what she set out in her deals. From what I had seen and heard, she never really hid anything and told you what she wanted and what she would give up front. It was a bad thing to do, but I didn’t have a choice in this case if I wanted to maintain my stance. 

“I accept.”

Nicole gave another venomous grin as she walked over to me and patted me on the shoulder. 

“Thank you North. I look forward to working with you in the future.”

I smiled back at her.

“I hate you.”

“I know you do.”

It was an honest statement. I hated this woman and really hoped that I would never have to deal with her in the future, but I couldn’t help but feel like she’d try to get that favor out of me one way or another. 

“Now, I have a speech to make to the people, don’t I? Do you mind gathering them up?” She spoke in the most saccharine tone possible.

***

I stood next to Nicole on the same platform that Galen had used to announce the arrival of Karla. Just being there and being forced to think about him caused me to feel slightly sick. I had made a deal and I was going to uphold it. Watching the others gather around looking confused didn’t help my mental state either. 

“Slaves of Arlin! I am Nicole Garcia Pluma Allena, and I have come to make an announcement. Last night, North offered you the choice to follow him down a righteous path, saving others who cannot save themselves. It is a noble cause and one that deserves to be recognized. However, I will offer you an alternative choice in case you do not desire to support his efforts.” Nicole turned to point northwards. “I am planning to head towards Mylia, away from Arlin territory. My connections will allow us to avoid the influence of Arlin and start new lives. You will be given safety if you follow me.”

She paused, taking time to see the reactions of the crowd. It was clear how much better she was at speech. Her voice was clear and practiced. 

“At the same time, I implore you to consider North’s cause. He was the one who led the mission that has allowed us to be here today. We know better than any rebel group the sins of the empire, and we can use that knowledge against them. While I cannot directly support his cause, I believe in him and those who choose to take up arms alongside him. The choice is yours.”

Nicole grabbed my arm and raised it towards the sky.

“We may have mourned yesterday, but today, let us celebrate our future!”

There was a collective cheer across the crowd. I knew that people wanted to have an actual celebration, and it did feel like a fitting time, but I would have preferred to announce it myself. I held a smile on my face as I watched people disperse. 

“Good speech.” I muttered under my breath.

“Thank you. I upheld my promise, so I presume you will honor yours. I shall go work with the soldiers, and tomorrow I shall decide on what supplies are necessary for myself and those who choose to follow me.”

Nicole dropped my hand and began to walk off the stage, before suddenly turning to me. 

“By the way, would you mind passing on a message to Major Grayson? Tell him that if he ever needs work for someone other than the empire, the Allena family would be happy to provide for him.”

I stared at her, forcing myself to hide my surprise. 

“You knew the entire time?”

Wait, then why did she ask me about who Elm was?

“Of course I did. I told you before- I have a lot of favors.”

            

    
        Chapter 35: The Cartographer

    
    
    
    
                “So, how many did we lose?”

Sera flipped through a document that we had stolen from Galen’s office which listed all of the slaves. There were a lot of papers missing, but we’d specifically asked to keep specific ones which we knew we could use, the list being one of them. The sun was only starting to go down, and it appeared as though Nicole had already clearly defined her party.

“We lost 18. So we have 68 people who are willing to follow us. It appears that her speech has unified those who want to leave for Mylia and those who want to support your cause, which is a slight upside. The 10 penal laborers all chose to follow you, if that gives you any consolation.”

Not really.

“North, this is what happens when you can’t make decisions in warfare. You’re going to end up getting screwed over by people who want to exploit you.” said Alex, his arms crossed. “You think she’ll keep her end of the deal?”

I turned to Alex and nodded. “She’s a consistent woman. When she makes deals, I think she doesn’t lie. She’s willing to not include specific details, that’s for sure, but what she says she wants is usually true and what she wants from the person she makes a deal with are rather straightforward…” I had a small moment of self awareness as those words came out of my mouth. “Except for her favors. I think she’s got something planned for me in the future.”

Next time, I’m not going to trust Elina as a judge of character.

“How is Elm doing by the way?” I asked a question which had been bugging me. Elm got burned badly from Galen and seemed to be recovering ok, but I was still going to push for him to stick to riding on the strigs or the carts.

“He’s doing fine. He’s awake, but the burns still hurt for him. I asked him how long it would take and he mentioned that he healed up pretty quick. Definitely going to leave a scar though.” Sera said, turning over to the bunks. She had been keeping track of supplies and people the entire time I was fucking up our future prospects. 

That also reminds me I need to figure out what to do with Karla. I’d prefer not to drag a child along with me on my warpath, but I wasn’t going to let Nicole take her. The best case scenario was finding her home in Corith and returning her to her family. 

“North?” Sera snapped me out of my thinking session and brought me back to the current moment. There was a lot going on in my head as I tried to figure out the future of nearly 70 people. “You mind telling us how you plan to travel to the camps?”

“Uhhh…”

Sera, Alex, and a few other passersby who had heard some of the conversation turned to look at me. I could hear Alex click his tongue in disappointment and Sera had her open hand in her face.

“Of course you don’t.” Sera was disappointed in me, and I couldn’t blame her. “We have a map from the guard’s supplies which lists out the locations. You’re going to need to work with that if you want to go to Corith as you said and also liberate areas.”

Sera, I feel like you’re forgetting something.

“I’m not good at reading maps.”

There was a collective groan from Sera and Alex.

“Fine. Lucky for you, I know someone who could help us out on our mapping. If she helps us, I’m pretty sure we should be able to work out a route. Her name is Ruby.” Sera’s face was a mix of emotions that I was unable to define but it made me a bit worried.

“That’s good. Should I go and meet her?” I tried to show her some confidence, because hers was clearly wavering. “I definitely need as much help as I can get if we want to make our journey successful.”

“Yeah, sure. Just know that Ruby is a bit… unique.”

Who at this camp isn’t unique?

“Ok. Can you just point me in her direction?” Sera’s wavering tone was not helping me feel better about our current predicament, nor was the fact that I was pretty sure I had heard the name Ruby used along with less savory descriptions..

“She’s currently scouring the captain’s office.”

***

I opened the door to Galen’s office to find items more strewn about than before and the loud sound of rummaging coming from behind the desk. Occasionally, I could see small bits of hair bounce up over top, which told me that I was in the right room. Although faint, I could hear who I presumed to be Ruby mumbling something to herself.

“Uh, hello?”

As soon as I spoke, a woman’s head popped out from over the counter. Her messy brown hair finished off with red tips. Her eyes seemed to dart around my body.

“Paper.”

I took a moment to try and fully take in all of the chaos that was in front of me, and a woman randomly yelling paper at me was certainly not helping.

“Paper?”

The frown that was already on her face deepened. “Do you have paper? Any fucking paper? I’ll take scraps, just anything to write on that isn’t my arm or tits?”

“Excuse me, what?”

Why would you write on your breasts?

“No? I’m sorry, but you’re Ruby, right?”

Before she ducked back down under the counter she nodded at me.

“Yup. Best cartographer in Boralis. Well I would be if there was any fucking paper! I swear to god those dumbasses were all high and mighty with this big funeral pyre and made the genius decision to throw in any paper they found that was blank. But nobody had a single fucking thought about the potential usages of paper for, I don’t know, PLANNING OUR ESCAPE?”

I think this might have been what Sera was warning me about.

I walked over to the other side of the counter to see that she had apparently started to scratch stuff onto the floor while also rummaging through every drawer.

“Hey, I’ve got a map that I could use some help with. We’re going south and-”

Her head immediately popped up from the drawing on the floor, her eyes brimming with curiosity and new found energy. That frown had entirely disappeared.

“Map?”

“Yeah. We’re trying to hit a camp on our way to Corith and need a route planned out that can allow us to do it while also potentially hitting towns where we can get supplies.”

She slowly got up, and I realized that her hands were stained with what I presumed to be ink, and there were small drawings on her breasts, arms and legs.

That wasn’t a joke?

“I presume that means you need the help of a master cartographer?” She flicked her hair back, attempting to show off for some unbeknownst reason.

“Yes, and I’d like you to help.”

Her smile widened. “Well then you came to the right girl. Ruby Marietta, at your service.” She gave me a thumbs up, the frustration of paper seeming to have subsided for the moment.

Wait…

I took a moment to study her right hand, only to notice that something was wrong about it. Her pointer and ring finger were completely missing, although the wound looked extremely old. Asking a cartographer why they were missing 2 fingers felt like something I should avoid, so I simply nodded and led her out of the building.

Maybe I should find some paper before she hurts someone…

***

“Kid, you don’t need to be this worried about me. I’m fine. Just a little burnt.”

Elm was sitting up from the bunk, still looking a bit tired. He did look better than the previous night but he was still recovering from his electrocution by Galen. The burns on his body stood out even under his shirt. It reminded me of the desire I had since Elric had died.

“I need to learn healing…”

Elm looked up at me with a frown on his face. 

“I ain’t teaching you that shit. For one, it’d probably get you killed, and you’ll probably end up killing whoever you try it on the first time. You’re only still working with the basics of magic. Sure, you’re a fast learner, but you don’t really have a way to understand healing. It doesn’t work like normal magecraft. I’m not teaching you that. You still haven’t learned how to really focus your magic and connect the concepts. You’re basically shooting off big bursts of light and aren’t focusing them in any direction. The way you’re interacting with mana isn’t normal, which is probably why you were able to figure out that invisibility thing, but that doesn’t mean you can just ask it to do whatever you want.” Elm was still frustrated about my adamancy about learning it, but I wasn’t going to stop. Having the ability to heal others would be a great asset in combat and general life.

“Sir, how is my utilization of mana weird? I know you’re supposed to interact with it and have it listen to you, but is ‘asking it’ wrong?”

Elm shook his head, seemingly grateful that I had shifted the subject away from healing. I’d been bothered by this ever since Alex had pointed out that what I was doing was ‘not how it is supposed to work’.

“People don’t talk with mana like that. You tell it to do something and it listens to you. You don’t ask it like it’s a fucking favor, you just tell it. But you’re doing that anyway, and it’s working. My guess early on was that you’re just doing the normal call and response, but your mind interprets it as asking the mana to do something for you, but your invisibility thing conflicts with that theory.”

I stared at him, confused. The invisibility trick I’d figured out was something that had saved me on a few occasions to the point where it felt like a natural part of my toolkit. “What’s weird about it? I mean, if I’m doing the call and response, it works the same right?” I lifted up my left hand and let it phase out of sight. Elm had already gotten used to seeing parts of my body or my entire being phase out of vision. He sighed, clearly disappointed at my attempt to show off. 

“That’s the issue. Light’s kinda hard to make parallels with since you’re such a fucking rare attunement, but messing around with ambient forms of mana is something that takes most mages years to understand. If I wanted to collect all of the dust and particles of stone in the air into one solid stone around my hand, it’d require me to issue a multitude of commands on a scale which would fry a normal mage’s brain.”

“Would it fry your brain?”

Elm laughed in response.

“I’m not enough of an idiot to try it, but I could probably do it with enough focus or liquor. But here you are, doing it with only a month of practice. Best theory I’ve got is that light attunement gives you an easier time accessing mana and talking with it, but that messes up several years of my life’s work studying magecraft.”

“Sorry?”

“Yeah, sorry. So, what’d you get me up for?”

Oh right, that’s why I was here.

“Oh, I’m having a meeting about our plan on which places we’re going to with the camp’s resident cartographer. I trust your judgment, and you don’t seem to be doing anything important other than lying around.”

Elm simply looked me in the eye, his cold demeanor having returned. Seeing that he was still the same old grumpy self was an oddly comforting thing. I extended out my hand, and Elm grabbed onto it and lifted himself up. We walked outside of the bunks, the sun starting to descend past the rolling hills in the distance. 

            

    
        Chapter 36: Planning the Route

    
    
    
    
                We stood around a table in the guard cafeteria, staring down at a large map which had the camps and towns throughout Boralis listed on it. There was soft discussion outside as people took time to relax from the hard day of work packing and cleaning up all the items from the camp. I had finally changed out of my slave outfit, now wearing a shirt and pants I’d stolen from the guards. It was a lot more comfortable than the rags I’d been wearing for the past 5 years. A few others had also followed suit and had swapped out clothes. That included Ruby, who was circling the table and studying the map, making mental marks on several locations. Out of fear of potentially rousing her anger, none of us had interrupted her. 

“Hmmm… I think I see how we can get there. Depends on what you want though, but you can definitely hit some camps on your way to Corith. I mean, there’s only one other camp, but there’s a specific border crossing with Corith which should allow us to continue our travels southwards while hitting other locations.” Ruby scratched at her temples as she surveyed it, continuing to mutter small nothings under her breath. 

I leaned forward to look at the map before turning to her and asking her the question which she had just pushed onto me.

“Wait, what I want? You sound like you’re giving me two choices here.” I turned to see the rest of the people surrounding me all having a similar reaction. It was the main crew, including Elina who had been off managing the magore weapons and a few others who were interested in hearing the planning. Those who hadn’t worked with me until the night of the revolt gave me a lot of suspicious looks, seeming to doubt my general character. Ruby looked back up from the map and nodded at me.

“Yeah, two choices. First choice is taking the off road approach, Technically safer and means we probably won’t have to deal with as many Arlinian soldiers, but we don’t have the same level of clear directions. Plus, we won’t be able to take the carts with us and the strigs are going to be a lot harder to control. So Sera over here is going to have a hard time. Still, less forces and we can probably go in a straight line for the most part other than occasional stops at towns.”

So safer overall, but less carrying capacity and Sera won’t have a strig to ride on. 

“Then there’s the option of going on main roads. It’ll keep us going in the right direction consistently, since we can just follow the roads in between locations. Also means that we’ll have the ability to utilize the carts and the strigs, so more carrying capacity. Using the roads, we can easily get from our location, through the refinery and towards the next town. Bir is a good town and will probably be willing to help us judging from how they acted towards Arlinians last time I went. If there’s any place in Boralis which would love to give a helping hand towards rebel activity, it’d be them.”

That sounded good. Any support we could get from local people would help out a ton.

“And the downsides?” Alex asked, keeping Ruby moving as she began to get distracted by the map again.

“Oh, the downsides. Well, it’s the main roads, and that means we’ll probably run directly into Arlinian forces a fair amount of times. They don’t have much here, since they’re currently focusing their efforts on the newest campaign but that means we will have to deal with them. Plus, going the main road means we’ll have to go directly through the magore refinery. If we go on the main roads, we’re going to be doing a lot of fighting and might be a tad bit easier to track, but we should move at a consistent pace. In my humble cartographer opinion, offroads is probably our safer option.”

I sat there, scratching my chin. It was two hard choices, neither of which I absolutely loved. Off roads did mean less Arlinian troops to fight and meant we could go in a straight line, but we’d have more issues with our ride and Sera might not have as easy a time keeping up with us. It’d also meant that I’d deal with less moral dilemmas. But going the main roads meant simpler travel, less chances of getting lost. 

I wanted to, on some level, go the main roads. It made more sense to me and would help out Sera and our other injured more. It was a safer option in different ways, and it’d also mean that I could transport more supplies. I was working with a lot of people, so the more supplies and the more carrying capacity, the better. 

Something was starting to itch with the shirt I’d stolen from the guards. I took a moment to scratch at it before pausing suddenly. In a fantastic moment, a concept clicked in my head.

“We take the main roads. I figured out how we’re going to do it.”

***

“North, you just heard what she said, right?” Sera leaned forward on the table to meet my face, allowing her crutch to clatter to the ground. Another slave next to us picked it up again to lean it against the table. “We’d be doing a lot of fighting with Arlinian forces. More than necessary.”

“No, we don’t have to. All we need to do is wear the right clothing.”

A collective “huh?” resounded throughout the room, although Elm appeared to be unphased by the suggestion.

“I think I get where the kid is going, but it’s not that great of a plan either. You’re saying we use the outfits of the guards to pass as Arlinian troops?” Elm pointed at my shirt. 

“Yeah. One thing I noticed when looking at the soldiers was that their outfits were almost the exact same as the guards. That means that all we need to do is to have guard outfits on so people think that we’re just a normal platoon, passing through Boralis territory.” There was a wide smile on my lips that was shining with pride. “The Boralis people won’t question us either because they won’t want to interact with Arlin troops, and the people here from Arlin are mostly new conscripts, so they probably won’t know too many other soldiers.”

I heard Elina pop out from her side to ask a question. “If we do that, you do realize that some of us are a tad too distinct to come off as Arlinians?” Although it was unstated, she was likely referencing her own tan skin and steel colored hair, two traits which wouldn’t be found in Arlin.

“But that’s the thing. Not all of us have to be dressed up as soldiers. All we need to do is to have a few people keep wearing our old clothes and we can simply say that we’re transporting them from one location to another.”

There were a few collective nods around me out of what I believed was agreement. Sera still looked to be contemplating my words but Alex at least seemed to mostly be on board. I hadn’t seen the rusted Nacilian smile in a while, but it was looking like one might be forming. 

Ruby moved across the table to tap me on the shoulder and whisper into my ear.

“You said you were going to get me paper, right?” There was a bit of hope in the voice. I nodded in response. 

“Yeah, I found some paper under one of the guard's beds. I was hoping after you map out our path, you could make a copy of the map and give it to Nicole’s group.” I patted her on the shoulder. “It’s in my old bunk.”

I didn’t tell her the full story behind the paper. When I was rummaging through the guard’s items for clothing to wear before the meeting, I found a few loose pieces of paper hidden under a feather pillow. There were a few empty sheets along with half written letters and a bunch of erotic drawings of the female form. While I didn’t spend much time looking at them, some of them did seem to look like some of the women at the camp. Shaking that mental image out of my head, I returned to Ruby and gave her a soft nudge in the direction of the bunks. She violently shook her head up and down, a few tears of joy welling up in her eyes as she darted outside and in the direction of her long desired paper. 

Elm rounded the table to walk behind me and patted me on the back. 

“Good shit kid. Better keep it up if you don’t want to get all of us killed.”

“Thanks for the reminder sir.”

Trying my hardest not to.

The decision making was done. In the morning, we would gather supplies, outfits and preparations for the road while parting ways with the Mylian group. It would probably be an odd experience, leaving the place that I had been forced to live in for 2 years behind. But for tonight, we would celebrate and relax as we prepared for the future to come.

***

My second time attempting to drink brandy went similar to the first, even though I had mentally prepared myself for the bitter taste. I choked a bit as I swallowed, a few tears welling up in my eyes. Elm and a few others around me laughed at my reaction as they casually sipped away at the drinks that the guards had hoarded. 

There was another fire tonight, but it wasn't a funeral pyre. It was a simple large bonfire that had been created to celebrate the occasion and talk with others around it while the sun slowly set in the distance. The night sky had grown darker and darker and the amount of lanterns that had been sitting around the camp increased. As I sat on the ground, watching the fire and the others around it merrily talk with each other, I felt a soft hand tap upon my shoulder. Expecting to see a familiar face, I instead found one of the penal laborers staring down at me. She was small, her body and face reminiscent of Twig. Her hair was a much darker color, a dirty brown that had grown long and unruly. 

“Thank you.”

I smiled back at her as she wandered off into the night, finally being able to explore the camp of her own free will. It was easier to ignore the pile of corpses that were off in the distance now that I could focus on the people around me who were alive. It was a morbid sight and did make me uncomfortable when staring at it for long periods, but it would send a message to the group who would find this place. 

I finally let my focus come back to the slaves around me who were telling stories of their past before they ended up in the camps. Most of them looked to be older and were likely people who came into the camps later in life instead of extremely young like myself. On the opposite side of the fire, I could make out a large man who seemed to tower over the rest of us in size. It was faint, but his voice appeared to be extremely calm and passive in contrast to his demeanor. Before I could put a name to the individual, I heard Elm speak up to the side of me.

“Kid, you mind showing the people here the little trick you can do?” Elm’s speech was surprisingly coherent, but it was clear the alcohol was having an effect on him. He may have drunk more than usual to deal with the pain of his new injuries.

I sighed in response before lifting up my right arm into the air and asking the mana to hide it from sight. The limb faded out of sight into what looked like empty air. A few of the people around the fire got up to try and study my arm and get a better look at it. From their perspective, it looked as though my upper arm simply stopped existing past my elbow. Elm threw a small rock over to me which I instinctively caught, holding it in my palm. It looked as though it was floating, although when I closed my fist it too began to disappear from vision. Those at the campfire stared in amazement at what had become to me a natural action. I took a deep breath as my arm faded back into vision and I let the rock fall out of my hands. There were a few misplaced claps as the stone hit the dirt.

“Thanks.” Elm took a moment to survey my face. “You gonna be ok? You look more shitty than usual.”

Yup. I feel like shit.

“I could use some sleep. I’ve been delaying because I’ve wanted to get everyone ready.” I had been working with adrenaline for the most part, and the ideas which had helped us plan out the trip was coming off a brain that was mostly on autopilot. 

“Then sleep. I don’t want the leader nodding off mid journey.” He nodded towards the bunks. I relented and got up. The sounds of everyone outside cheering and having a good enough time was enough for me to feel happy. It was going to be a big day tomorrow as I got everyone together, got to know my new comrades and headed off into the unknown woods of Boralis. 

***

Elm watched his student wander off into the night and felt something tug at his old heart. The kid was a unique one, that was for sure. The word student felt weird passing through his mind, as it was something which he had never really desired. His research had distanced himself from others in a way few could understand, and an apprentice would only interrupt and slow him down. He desired to help his people above all else. In that way, he was an exemplary citizen of the empire which coveted desire.

His apprentice was an oddity. A naive light mage who was adamant to learn and often struggled to think things through. He wasn’t the sharpest tool in the toolbox but he learned fast. Elm prided himself on his in depth understanding of the technology, but most couldn’t pick it up as quickly as him. When Elm had challenged him to fix that burner, some part of him was hoping that he would fail. He hated that part of himself, because it was the same part of him that loved Arlin. 

The years of study Elm had put into mana had been thrown awry by him as well, which had been causing him his own personal headache. Excluding the cuff, Elm had put a lot of pride into his research and findings. Having the kid just ‘ask mana’ to help him and then it listening went against several principles of how magic was taught to individuals throughout history. Something about North’s mindset and his attunement appeared to have the right combination of factors to allow for mana to ‘listen’ to him as though it held some form of sentience.

Mana, at least from what his years of study and conventional knowledge had said, acted more like a natural flow. It was like a river, shaped by and shaping the area around it as it moved. If mana had a will, the best summation of that will would be to keep moving. It didn’t give a shit if you asked it to move, because it doesn’t respond to questions. It responds to flows and to direct commands. You gave the mana a direction to move or a state to change between, and it would do that. Yet here North was, asking mana to make him invisible like he was asking it to open a door. It was completely insane. 

Maybe it was because of how his development had been stunted by the empire, both physically and mentally. North was small for his age due to the malnourishment of the camps, a sight which Elm had very sadly gotten used to. His mind simply interacted with mana in an unconventional way because he’d grown up without the normal avenues for understanding mana and the world in general.

Elm looked at the ground, staring at the stone that he had thrown to North. He extended his hand and focused on it.

Stone, please move.

Nothing. It sat still, unstirred. Elm attempted his usual method, and the stone floated up like normal before quickly flying into his palm. Either Elm’s methodology was too deeply ingrained in his mind that he couldn’t replicate the kid’s method, or it was just something that his aptitude could never access. As he stopped focusing, he could feel a sting of pain throughout his body. He’d hated admitting it, but Galen hadn’t held back. He did want to keep Elm alive, but the burns on his skin and the effects of the electricity passing throughout his entire body made movement feel more difficult and utilizing his stone attunement for long periods felt like reliving the first few seconds of that electrocution. He couldn’t tell North about it just yet, because he knew that the kid would run head first into trying to learn healing to fix him up, and he didn’t know what would happen then. 

He just needed to wait to see what the future held for him and the kid. No matter what happened, Elm was sure that he was along for the ride.

            

    
        Chapter 37: Departure

    
    
    
    
                I awoke to a bit of sun shining through a crack in the wall. I pulled out the small timekeeper I’d been holding in my pocket and gave it a light to check the time. It was later in the day that I would have preferred to wake up on the date that we would finally be leaving the camp. I sighed as I got up, only to find that a guard’s outfit had been carefully laid out beside me. 

Whoever did this, thank you.

After thanking the unknown person, I put on the guard outfit. It fit rather well, although the shirt felt a tad bit larger than I would have preferred. It was a buttoned, long sleeved shirt that was adorned in the browns and reds endemic of the Arlin empire. I put it on over my undershirt, leaving it unbuttoned. For some reason, having it like that felt right. When I walked outside, I nearly ran directly into the ass of a strig. 

I panicked and stumbled back onto the dirt, narrowly avoiding getting my jaw kicked off by scaring the massive creature. I’d only dealt with a few strigs when I was young, but it was a well known adage that standing behind a strig was basically begging for one of its powerful hind legs to kick you. As I scrambled, I could hear Sera’s laugh. I turned up to find her sitting on the strig with a smug look on her face. 

“Sorry North. Just testing out my new ride.”

I slowly got up to stand beside the creature. It was a massive animal, covered in autumn red fur and with powerful hooved legs. It had a long face, and its head was adorned with plentiful horns which snaked out like tree branches. Many of the branching horns held small straps for which people were to tie items to be held by the animal’s head. Its body was able to pull carts or wagons with ease or drag large plows to work fields. It was a massive, majestic beast upon which entire societies were built. 

The strig turned its head to me and licked my face. Its rough tongue surprised me and caused me to stumble again. Sera giggled while I was attempting to internalize all of the things that had just happened to me in such a short period of time.

“Sera, why.”

“Because I wanted to see your reaction. She seems to like you.”

At least I kept my jaw.

“How did you even get on that thing with your leg?” Her leg was still very much broken and very much in a cast, which meant she had limited mobility. The strig was massive to the point where I’d have to make a large jump or use a stool to clamber onto its back on my own. 

“Oh, Mell helped me. He’s the one who helped me learn how to ride her. You should go meet him.”

Mell?

“Yeah, sure. I’ll try to meet him when I can. Oh yeah, about Nicole’s supplies-”

“They’re fair. I mean, she's still taking from us but she didn’t take too much. I expect she was careful.”

I let the name Mell tumble through my head a bit, searching for a face to connect to the name while I wandered through the raided camp. It was looking a lot more barren as the buildings were looted and the carts that we were using had been filled up to make the journey as easy as possible. There was one other person who I needed to check on before I left. On the far side of the camp, standing near the entrance to the now caved in mine, was Nicole. She turned to me with a fake look of surprise. 

“North! You don’t look half bad in that guard’s outfit. I presume you got word from the other Corithian.”

I nodded, standing next to her and looking at the pile of bodies that sat outside of the mine. There were bugs starting to surround them now and eat away at their flesh. Galen’s body, despite lacking a head and being put in an odd display with his limbs splayed out and hoisted into the air, was surprisingly untouched by nature.

Guess even nature thinks he’s an unsavory piece of shit. 

“I got the news from her. I trust her opinion, so I’m going to put a slight bit of trust in you. You’re not taking any strigs or carts?” I asked her, taking a moment to turn away from the mine. The sight of it was starting to make me feel a bit off.

“Of course not. Unlike you, we’re avoiding roads. I must thank your cartographer. Her mapping skills are extremely good. She even gave me pointers on which villages I could run through or should avoid. She’ll be a great future asset for you. I’m sad she refused to join me, but you can’t have everything, can you?” She shrugged, turning around to look at the hustle and bustle of the camp. It was very true that she likely wanted Ruby and had some schemes to snatch her away from me, but her deal was strong enough to prevent that. “My group is ready to go, so we will likely be heading out very soon. This may be the last time I ever talk with you.”

There was a false sniffle of sadness done to taunt me. 

“I pray that it is.”

Both of us laughed at the line. It was an honest statement on my end that I never hoped to run into the woman again in my life. 

“North, you flatter me. I promise you, when the time comes for me to cash in my favor, I’ll be very careful with it. I’d hate for you to die before you can finish your little war. I care for your cause.”

I couldn’t keep myself from laughing again at her response. “I think that’s the first lie you’ve told directly to my face. I thought you were above such things, Nicole.”

Nicole gave me that classic noble smile. 

“You appear to be learning a bit. That’s good. You’re going to need it when you inevitably get dragged into the politics of your actions. I do hope you’re prepared to be the most hated person in the entire Arlin Empire.” Her tone had shifted. It was a genuine voice, even though it was hidden behind several layers of nobility. “I want to watch the Empire burn in your wake as it struggles to comprehend how its actions could come back to hurt it. So please, don’t die.”

Nicole wanted spectacle, and I was how she was going to get it. That was something I could deal with, because it aligned with my goals.

“Oh yeah, I have one question before we part ways.”

“Do tell.”

“What is embezzlement?”

Nicole paused in place. It was the first time I had seen genuine surprise from her. After a few seconds, she broke out into laughter at the statement, nearly falling over. I held firm, allowing her to enjoy the moment. After what felt like an hour, she finally turned up to look at me, wiping away a tear from her eye.

“Good luck North. You’re going to need it.”


Nicole wandered off into the camp to meet with her followers, still giggling. 

I seriously wanted to know…

***

As we were packing the final few items, I spotted Sera talking with a familiar outline while on top of the strig. It was that extremely large person I had seen around the campfire the previous night. Sera spotted me and waved me over, a wide smile on her face. 

“North! This is the Mell I was talking about. He’s the person who’s really good with strigs.”

The person who was named Mell nodded in response. His short black hair and soft facial features contrasted with his massive body which towered over my own. He almost looked like a physical manifestation of a strig, with his bulging muscles and long-ish face. 

“Good day, sir. I’m just an expert with these things. Raised strigs since I was a kid.” Mell spoke in a rather mixed tone, although it was extremely polite. 

“Were you a herder? Also, North is fine.”

Mell nodded. “Raised them alongside a few fragen. Was always really good with them, since I could handle them better than most.”

A few more physical details began to click in my mind. After studying him a bit, I realized that this was the person who was carrying around the logs for the funeral pyre with his bare hands. Although faint, I could hear footsteps come from behind me only to find Elm, standing by my side, also studying the massive herder in front of me. 

“Out of curiosity, what is your attunement?” I asked, trying to figure out where his feats of strength may come from. Mell paused for a moment in response, putting a hand on his chin.

“None?”

Wait, what?

“You have aptitude, right?”

“Yes sir.”

“But you don’t have an attunement?”

“Yes sir.”

Something doesn’t add up. Also, didn’t I tell him not to call me sir?

Elm interjected just as I felt my head was about to split open. 

“I know his type. He’s a rare one. People like him can’t transform mana or connect to one of the natural extensions of it, but they can still control the flow of it inside their own bodies. Ain’t seen too many of them though.” Elm spoke as though he was restating something he had researched in the past, which was likely because he had.

“So that means he can change the flow just inside of his body? What, does that mean he can change his natural state?”


Elm leaned over to me and patted me on the shoulder. “Let’s just say you don’t want to get into a fist fight with this fucker. Being able to control your flow means you can hit pretty damn hard and take a good amount of hits yourself.”

Mell nodded in response, although he seemed slightly unnerved at the mention of a fist fight. 

“That’s correct. When I was working on the pastures, I sometimes had to lift the animals when they didn’t want to go places.”

He can lift strigs?

That was a horrifying mental image, but it did tell me that he would be of extremely good use. 

“Thank you for helping Sera. I’ll make sure to come to you if we ever need some heavy lifting done.”

“You got it sir.”

Please stop calling me sir.

***

The items had all been packed and we were ready to go. Over half of the people in our group were wearing guard outfits, while the others were wearing a mix of undergarments from the guards and our slave outfits. Some people, such as Ruby, were unhappy with their choice of clothing. She had been attempting to put on one of the guard outfits, but her chest size had complicated matters. After an hour of fighting against several different shirts, she lamented and switched to a different outfit after being promised by one of the penal laborers that they would make the outfit easier for her to use once they had time to sew. Since fall was coming on, we brought with us the blankets from the guards' bunks to help us along with a lot of other supplies to keep us good at night. We’d take shifts between sleeping and watching over the group to make sure that we stayed safe at night, but the roads were generally safer from animals. 

As we stood on the edge of the camp at the gate leading out into the unknown, I turned back to take in the sight. This blemish on the landscape that had been used by the empire was abandoned now. It would be unusable in the future due to the destruction that we’d done to the mine and all of the other facilities. I hoped that the forest would eventually retake it someday, but that future would come to pass after I was long gone. 

I felt no nostalgia for it, but there was still some sting of pain. It was not a home, but it was a place where I met and bonded with a wide variety of people, all of whom stood by my side today and were willing to help me battle against the largest Empire in the world. The change was terrifying, but it was a change that I had to fully embrace. Without it, the empire could continue to commit its sins with no reproach. 

I had to move on. 

The sun was starting to go down in the sky. I turned to see many others sharing a similar experience to my own as they looked at the camp with wistful eyes. I needed to say something.

“Ex-Slaves of Arlin! Today we move forward, beyond this sinful place. You may look back, but do not worry. The future we create will be far more beautiful than this place could ever be. Now, let us march!”

A collective cheer came from the crowd. We moved forward, smiles on our faces and a hopeful fear in our hearts. I took the final step past the gate and into the world, walking past the edge of freedom. As the final men and women walked past the gates, I muttered a few words under my breath.

“I am free.”

I had no idea how fucked I was from the start.

            

    
        Chapter 38: A Couple of Lieutenants

    
    
    
    
                First Lieutenant Keagan took another sip of cheap whisky as he stared out into the night sky. The stars didn’t care how much suffering was going on in the world, and would shine just the same as always. He couldn’t remain stargazing forever. He had a job to do, and with the gods as his witness he was going to do it well. Of course, Keagan was not a religious man, but it felt right to have them in his internal monologue. 

His band of 12 men had been going off roads on their journey to the mining camp. It was a quiet night, with the beasts of the forests lying in wait or hiding away from them. Somehow, it appeared they had come to understand the power that the Arlin forces held with magore tech. That wasn’t what was eerie to him. The eerie thing was that they had been getting closer and closer to the camp and yet there wasn’t a single sign of life in the entire area. 

It had been 5 days since the last message from the camp, which was automatically a bad sign and suggested a few options.

First, the captain of the camp simply forgot to send messages and was slacking off. That was the best option, but 5 days was a lot. It was also notable that the captain of the camp, Roy Galen, was a well esteemed man who had been keeping up with his reports the entire time he was stationed there. 

Second, the soundline’s cable had been cut. That was worrying and could be part of other problems, but it was an option that it could have been gnawed through by some forest animal who thought it was a type of snake. Still, the captain would have noticed the lack of return messages and likely done something other than send messages through the soundline to get word out. 

Then there were the third and fourth options, which were becoming increasingly likely as they got closer and closer to the camp. 

Third, a rebel group attacked the camp and destroyed it, killing everyone there and liberating it. This wasn’t unfounded since Boralis was a new territory, and newer territories tended to be where most rebel groups would form. That didn’t work entirely since the locations of camps were generally hard to find. This camp in Boralis was in the middle of nowhere surrounded by thick woods and was extremely hard to ambush or attack. The guards that surrounded it were well armed, and a rebel group would have to be extremely well armed in return or have a fantastic strategist behind them, but they were still unlikely to get the entire camp down before the captain or one of the guards could send out an emergency message telling them that they were attacked. Rebel groups were pretty small in the area, and taking down a camp would be a massive operation. They’d have to be well established and well organized to pull it off, and none of those types of groups had appeared in that area. Still, it wasn’t impossible. 

The fourth… was a thought that Keagan didn’t relish. In fact, it worried him greatly. Keagan was kept up at night several times thinking about the potential collateral that an event such as that could cause, monologuing the dangers that could occur and the damage it would do to the empire. A group of mages, some of whom had military training, wandering the Empire with a vendetta was something that only meant disaster. It was a dark thought, and something that haunted his nights as he traveled deeper and deeper into the woods of Boralis and towards the home of one of the empire’s greatest sins. 

***

First Lieutenant Keagan was a well known figure in the Arlin forces for a unique reason- his investigative work. His research into underground organizations and the webs of corruption that plagued the underside of the empire had given him wide acclaim throughout the forces and a reverence in small sections of the populace. He was an unconventional figure, and one that his superiors both hated and loved. He was a rather loose individual, often acting beyond orders or taking measures into his own hands. His character was questionable at best, as it was more common to find him drunk than sober. He could be abrasive and often lacked the discipline that many expected out of those within the military, but his results spoke for themself. His actions as a tool against corruption had also led to several assassination attempts, the scars of which he wore with pride. He had refused increases in rank in the past out of the sheer principle that it would only put a larger target on his back and force him to manage more men, which would distract him from his work. He was a man who only cared about ridding the empire of the tumors of corruption that its wide spread had allowed to fester.

Well, that and one other thing.

***

“Key, come back inside the tent.” Theodore said, his tired voice slurring some of the words. “You can have your ruminations when it's light out, okay?”

Second Lieutenant Theodore, or Theo, was perhaps the only man in the entire empire who had some level of control over Keagan. That alone was an impressive feat and made him an essential part of Keagan’s life. While this level of control did infuriate him sometimes, it was true that he worked better when given the mental support of his partner. They were an inseparable duo which had together taken on some of the worst scum the empire had to offer and came out the other side in one piece. 

Keagan sighed before going back inside the tent, accepting a kiss from Theo as he laid down next to him. Their relationship was an open air secret and one that, while not entirely supported by the military, was respected and allowed to continue freely. As long as it didn’t interrupt his work or cause problems with his fellow soldiers, of which it did neither, it was allowed. Pluma, the land from which Theo hailed from as seen with his dark blue hair, was known for its apathy towards the subject. Arlin proper also had been generally supportive of it for the simple purpose that it increased social cohesion and allowed for foreign cultures to more easily integrate, although it did cause controversy in some territories which saw the practice as sin. Either way, their bond had kept Keagan from tearing down entire parts of the empire in search of truth and justice, which Arlin greatly appreciated. 

“I know you’re worried, but you need to take care of yourself. We can deal with it together once we get there, okay?” Theo patted Keagan’s head softly, his speech still slightly slurred. Keagan nodded in response and reciprocated the kiss. Keagan stared into his partner's eyes.

I’m not worried how it's going to affect me as much as it might affect you.

***

The stench was the first thing to hit Keagan’s nose as they finally started to see the outline of the camp, and he immediately knew that something was very wrong. Rotting flesh was a scent he had gotten used to throughout his investigations whenever he came across some large underground ring that decided it was better to off themselves than deal with the consequences of their actions. In that second, he regretted that he was without a drink.

It didn’t get better when he saw the actual bodies. They were all piled up together, being eaten away by nature. Their rotting flesh and skin which had been torn apart by the bugs and small creatures of the forest just made it worse. He could hear a few of the soldiers he was with retching behind him, and he could completely understand why. His work had given him a tolerance to this sight, but it didn’t make it feel any better. Theo hugged close to him, clearly unhappy with the sight but was attempting to maintain face in front of the men and Keagan. 

“This wasn’t done to send a message…” Keagan muttered, pulling out his old notebook and jotting down information. While it might have seemed to be a tad bit tasteless to begin taking notes upon seeing this sight, it was necessary for his work. “Whoever did this was really angry at the world and really wanted to show it. A rage that needed to be sated, lest it boil over and destroy them.”

The only people who could be this angry and go through with such an act as violent as this was the slaves, which meant it was option 4. He couldn’t rule out that they hadn’t been supported by some outside force, but the slaves had to be the main perpetrators. An outside force might have allowed them to do this in order to blow off steam from their years of torment by the guards, but nothing as brutal as this. No, a rebel group would have used a situation like this to send a more direct message. They would have left more information to tell the empire what they had done wrong and how they were going to exact their revenge. This was just pure, unbridled hate focused at the dead who were unable to retaliate.

One corpse stood out among all the rest. A body, splayed out with each of its arms and legs separately attached to poles. As Keagan took a moment to wander around and inspect the body, he realized that the top of the head was completely missing. It had melted off entirely. The hole was too big to be from a burner, so it was likely an igniter. 

Was this Galen?

Keagan inspected the man’s outfit, which confirmed his suspicions. The ratio of red to brown on the outfit suggested it was a captain of which there was only one of at the camp. It was all just an act of pure, unfiltered malice against a group of individuals. 

It was also notable that the mine was entirely caved in. When he went to check it out, it was clear that whoever had done the job had made sure to thoroughly destroy it. They never wanted any more magore to be mined from this location, a very heavy blow to Arlin. 

He turned to take a moment to survey the camp. It was a large rectangular shape which extended outwards from the mine. It was a very efficient structure. It appeared that none of the main buildings had been fully destroyed, with only a few guard towers being an exception. There was an odd structure near the center of the camp which he could see from this position which looked to have partially fallen down, but was clearly made out of the same wood as the guard towers. On closer inspection, its black color suggested that it was lit on fire.

This couldn’t have been the spur of the moment. This had to have all been planned.

Keagan took a deep breath before immediately regretting it, as he had forgotten that he was still standing next to a pile of corpses. The men in his squad were looking at him, wondering the thoughts that must be turning through his head. It was all just incredibly off in a way that none of them had really prepared for. Theo had a constant look of worry on his face as he watched Keagan think about the situation. 

“Key, you need help?” Theo was asking both for himself and for Keagan. Breaking the silence was one of the few ways he could feel better about the clear atrocity that had been committed here.

Keagan looked up at him and nodded, closing his notebook. “Yeah, I could use some help. You mind checking around to see what supplies have been taken? Also, get two men to check out that structure in the middle. It’s clearly newer than the others and was set on fire, but I don’t know why yet.”

He leapt down from the platform next to the mine and walked back over to his partner, who patted him on the shoulder. It was a gesture of comfort that both of them needed. The silence of the camp was deafening in a way which made all of it much worse. The two of them stuck close to each other as they wandered through the dead land. 

“They were retaliating for their treatment…” Theo said in hushed tones. Something about this tugged at him a lot deeper than Keagan expected, which made his worry all the more worse. “I mean, they probably just wanted freedom.”

Keagan and Theo worked well together because of one of Theo’s greatest strengths and flaws- his empathy. Even through his time in the military where they often tried to rid people of the sympathy for their enemy, Second Lieutenant Theodore always tried to see things from the enemy's point of view. While it made him struggle on the battlefield sometimes, it made him an excellent counter to Keagan’s cold and logical mindset. He could connect to ideals and people in ways that Keagan’s logical investigative mind often could not. Multiple cases would have been completely unsolvable without the input of his partner, something which only increased the two’s endearment of each other. Together they both fought for justice in Arlin but saw the world in different ways.

However, this was a lot for both of them. Even if he somewhat understood their stance, his empathy for the slaves could only go so far. As they continued further, they noticed an odd looking pile which sat next to the burnt wooden structure. It was a pile of broken slave cuffs, all of them unlocked and shattered by what were most likely the pickaxes they used to mine. That meant they had access to their attunements, which was a mortifying thought. That also meant they had a key, a rare tool which could unlock any cuff they came across. This, unlike the mass pile of corpses, was intended to send a message. Those two actions conflicted with each other, which meant that there wasn’t completely unified leadership and that there were ulterior motives within some of the members. Some of them wanted to send a message while others simply wanted to make a statement. 

“They didn’t destroy that many structures… they had to have had some reason to do that.” Keagan pondered, running his hand through his yellow hair. Theo took a moment to move away from Keagan to peek inside one of the buildings, which looked to be the bunks for the slaves. 

“It’s empty. Maybe they stayed here for a period of time after the revolt?” Theo asked, popping his head back outside of the bunk. “They might have needed to plan with each other about what to do next and get supplies.”

Keagan nodded in response. That was a good reason. If that was the case, that meant they had prepared for their journey in a complex way. The camp had also received some supplies, which meant that they might have been waiting for the supplies to arrive to leave. That suggested two options.

One, they were traveling as a large group and needed a large number of supplies for a longer journey. That one seemed likely, judging from how organized the revolt was. Leaders tend to stay leaders, and followers tend to stay followers. 

Two, they were splitting up and needed a lot of supplies overall, but some for each smaller group or individual who was leaving the camp. If they did that, that meant this revolt was just to get their own freedom. However, that conflicted with the gruesome display in front of the mine which suggested that they were angry and had other motivations beyond just freedom.

“You’re probably right. This was a premeditated action, to free themselves and fight against an injustice committed against them by committing a great one in their own right.” Keagan continued to take down notes until he felt a tap on his shoulder. He turned to see one of the men from his squad pointing him towards the large burnt structure. 

“From what I could tell, it’s a death ritual thing. We dug through the ashes and found some bones. So they cremated a few bodies. Couldn’t tell how many exactly, but they clearly did it for a reason. It’s a good amount though. Aaron said it looked a bit like something he saw in Corith when he was doing rounds there. He thinks it’s a funeral pyre.” Private Isaac looked extremely disturbed as he spoke. Keagan nodded before walking over to check out the structure.

Why would they do a Corithian funeral? This camp should have had slaves from all over the empire, yet they specifically did a Corithian ritual? Wouldn’t it make more sense to do a Boralis ritual?

It was a small detail, but it had to mean something. At the very least, it meant that there was at least one or more Corithian at the camp. Keagan took some time to note the structure and do a small sketch of it in his notebook before turning back to the rest of the camp.

He had a lot more investigative work to do. 

***

Keagan stared at his notebook, scribbling down more details and mulling over all the facts he had recorded while sitting in the Captain’s office. This was a revolt, plain and simple, done by the slaves to get their revenge against the camp and escape to freedom. There were no survivors of the guard, and there were at least a few casualties among the slaves who were given a Corithian funeral. He knew the how, he knew the basic reason why, and he had a general idea of when they had done it. He just didn’t know who was leading it and what they would do next. A bunch of mages running around the empire free would most likely want to escape the Empire and go towards a land which was beyond their borders. Mylia was the closest border, so they would probably go there. But the brutality of how they treated the guard suggested there was a lot more behind this than just a simple desire for freedom. After some inspection, he also noted that all the bodies were male. That meant that the Arlinian penal laborers were most likely supportive of the revolt and were now with the slaves.

A detail which had come up was the lack of paper and documents. Almost every piece of paper or document in the camp had been burnt, torn up or destroyed. The only pieces which he found intact were pornographic drawings which had been left in one of the guard’s bunks. Clearly they didn’t want to leave behind much documentation to find them. There was some documentation which they couldn’t get rid of, and that was the transcripts of the previous sound line messages that Galen had sent. They covered a wide variety of topics, but one name popped up over and over again: Elm Grayson. The person was extremely important to him to the point where a majority of them discussed his relationship with the man and how they were progressing. However, there was a change which Theo had noticed a bit back from the date when they stopped sending messages, which was a message which talked about him taking an apprentice for his magore technician work. He mentioned the person a few other times, which he seemed to be fascinated by and had plans for them which he didn’t elaborate on.

For some reason, the name Elm Grayson felt familiar to him, and had rolled around in his mind during the entire time he was there. He tried to click it with something, but it stayed stuck in his mind unable to connect with any greater concept. That was genuinely infuriating for him. 

Keagan took a moment to open up one of the drawers on the desk and look inside, rummaging around with his hand. Just as he felt a cold metallic object, he felt a sharp pain in his middle finger. A small “ouch” of surprise came out of him as he checked his finger to find a surprisingly long cut on it. He opened it further with his other hand to find a rather ornamental knife and an unbroken slave cuff. As he studied it, he heard the door open and Theo walk inside, immediately spotting his cut finger and sighing in response.

“Come here, Key.” Theo walked over and extended out his palms, asking for his hand.

“Theo, it’s just a small cut. You don’t need to.”

“Just let me do it for you. I don’t want anything else weighing on your mind.”

Keagan relented and placed out his cut hand to his partner. Theo placed his palm over Keagan’s cut finger, focusing on it intently. Both of them went silent, and Keagan watched as the wound on his finger began to shift and close up, until it looked as though there was never an injury in the first place. The only thing left to suggest a wound was there was the blood that was already there, which he quickly wiped away with his shirt. Once it was done, Keagan felt a slight shift in his personal energy. Even if it was a small cut, changing one’s internal flow was a draining process. 

“You don’t need to heal every cut and bruise I get. Save your energy and time for the bigger injuries.”

Theo looked up at him and smiled.

“That might be true, but I don’t want you to get too beaten up. Wouldn’t want any more scars ruining that body of yours.”

Keagan felt a bit lighter after hearing those words. It was a depressing day, but this gave it some levity. 

“Well? Any ideas?” Theo leaned up against the wall and crossed his arms. 

“Some of them, but I feel like I’m missing something here. I know that something has to be big here, but I can’t tell. On the plus side, the soundline should still work.” Keagan motioned to the device. It was something that he couldn’t personally use due to lacking any form of attunement. Being able to use soundlines was another way that Theo helped tie Keagan to the empire.

Theo walked around the desk to stand behind Keagan and began to survey all the items that he had laid out. 

“Find anything of interest in Galen’s office? Well, anything that’s less sharp.” Theo teased. 

In response, Keagan reopened the drawer and grabbed the slave cuff, throwing it into the air for Theo to catch. It bounced around in his hands for a few seconds until coming to a rest. 

“No key, which means the slaves probably took it with them. They probably didn’t take the cuff with them out of principle.” He remarked.

“They are a scary piece of tech. The slaves must hate these more than anything.”

Theo was right. They were a revolutionary invention, but the slaves must have despised them with all of their being. A tool which deprived them of their unique…

No. It can’t be. He’s supposed to be dead.

Elm Grayson’s name finally clicked in Keagan’s mind and his first response was panic, an emotion he rarely experienced. 

This is bad. This is really, really fucking bad. 

“Theo, can you check the message transcripts again? I need to make sure the name on it is the one I think it is. Does Galen talk about an Elm Grayson?”

Second Lieutenant Theodore, seeing his superior’s panic, immediately began shuffling through the bag he had on his hip to pull out the documents. He looked through and spotted the name, then turned to his partner and nodded. 

Everything just got a whole lot worse. 

All of the details from the messages added together into one big sign that screamed oncoming disaster. 

“Key, what’s wrong?”

He turned and grabbed the cuff out of Theo’s hand, holding it up in front of him, his gaze stone cold. 

“If that information is correct, that means the slaves are probably being led by Major Elm Grayson. The inventor of the slave cuffs and a man who would have an unrivaled hatred for Arlin.”

There was an unspoken terror at the realization, as the same thought passed through both of their minds. The tale of the broken Major Grayson, the man who murdered over 40 trained soldiers by himself after deserting, was well known throughout the military. They would tell stories about him to reinforce that deserting the Arlin forces would lead to death, no matter how skilled you were. If one of the greatest mages of their time couldn’t survive the might of Arlin, no one could. At least, that was what they thought before this moment. Now, Keagan and Theo were dealing with the horrifying fact that one of the most accomplished soldiers in Arlinian history was not only alive, but was most likely wandering the empire with a platoon of mages.

The slaves weren’t just running from the empire.

They were going to war.

            

    
        Chapter 39: The First Day

    
    
    
    
                Walking for long periods through the woods of Boralis was a rather easy experience. The labor of the mines was far worse and far more arduous, and the soft swaying of the tree branches in the fall wind gave it all a rather peaceful atmosphere. Around me, my comrades chatted with each other and discussed their plans for their future or reminisced on past experiences.

I walked next to Sera on her strig, which was pulling one of the large carts carrying all of our supplies. A large portion of us were also carrying bags, most of which were created from cloth scavenged throughout the camp. Despite what I assumed to be the massive weight on its back, the strig looked rather pleased. I patted the creatures on its neck, rubbing the red fur. It wasn’t as soft as I was hoping it would be, but it was still nice to touch. 

“Didn’t take you long to bond with it, did it? Don’t tell me you’re trying to steal this poor cripple’s strig out from under her.” Sera said, noticing my new fascination with the creature. I looked up at her and gave her a wide grin.

“Nah, I’d prefer you keep it. Once I heal that leg of yours though, we’re sharing.”

We both laughed a bit as we continued on our journey, and the strig seemed to be happy as I pet its fur. Time felt way more fluid now that there wasn’t a singular static location, and the only method I had to really ground myself in any specific moment was to look at the timekeeper. I’d debated destroying the device out of spite for Galen, but the fact that it was now attached to Elric in my mind meant that it wasn’t something I could give up on. It had a meaning that went beyond the piece of shit that was Roy Galen, and a lot more usage than it could have if we all stayed in the camp.

Maybe Elm knows how it works. I’m curious how this thing moves so consistently without magore.

As I had begun to zone out into deep thought, I could feel Sera tap me on the shoulder from atop the strig. 

“Hey, I think Elm might be a lot more hurt than he wanted to admit. You talk about healing me, but I think he needs some help as well. Whatever Galen did to him…” 

I nodded, turning to look at the cart which Sera was pulling. In it lied Galen, resting on his back with his hands behind his head. Although he looked calm and collected, the fact that he was holding back and not walking along with the group told me something was up.

“I don’t think he wants to talk about it. He’d probably get pissed if I asked him.”

At the very least, I was learning my mentor’s patterns. 

I turned up to see the sun setting in the distance, and knew that it would soon be time to stop and rest ourselves for the journey to come.

It would be our first night free from the camps.

***

The soft crackling of the fire combined with the sounds of night in the forest gave a serenity that I had lacked for so long. It was true that we would be doing work in the morning, but that labor was of our own choice. There were multiple fires around us, all created for specific groups. The fire that we had set up appeared to be for the individuals that had been decided to be the central leaders. Elm sat next to me with his gaze somewhat distant. Although it was faint, I could still see the soft outline of the burns under his shirt. The torched skin hurt just to look at, so I couldn’t imagine what it would be like to have experienced it.

I really did get off lucky.

Other people also got injured during the dash and subsequent fight. There were a few who had entire shots go through parts of their bodies, but most of those who were greatly injured joined Nicole. That was something I could deal with, even though the lack of numbers still stung at me.

I munched down on my ration of food, a piece of jerky that was a lot softer than I was used to. It appeared that the guards kept the best parts to themselves. The people at the fire all looked somewhat contemplative, especially Alex who was mumbling stuff under his breath. Elina was seemingly content with her existence and was thinking about the following attack on the refinery, and Ruby was drawing on one of the pieces of paper she had been given.

Hope she doesn’t run out of those too fast. Can’t have her ransacking the caravan searching for something to write on. 

With that horrifying thought permeating through my brain, I could feel another large presence sit down next to me. I turned to see Mell’s big body tower over me as he took a bite out of a piece of bread. 

“Everything going good with the strigs?” Mell said, his voice muffled by the food. It reminded me a bit of Sera even though their body types were on complete opposite ends of the possible human spectrum. Whether his bizarre attunement or childhood had caused him to become such a large figure who looked like he could snap me in two was something only the world could know, and I didn’t expect it to tell me any time soon.

“Yeah, they’re great. Sera’s seems to be pretty friendly. Kind of weird to think of a military steed being so nice.” My relationship with the creature before was always from a distance, so I had no idea how they acted towards people. Mell shook his head in response.

“Nah, she ain’t a military strig. You can tell by the horns.” Mell tapped the top of his head. “Military strigs have horns that face forward and are usually sharpened. Just in case you need to ram someone. Normal strigs have their horns pointing towards the sides or to their back, so you can hang stuff from them.” There was a gleeful smile as he explained it to me. He clearly had a deep reverence for the creature. 

“Thanks. I didn’t know that.”

“You’re welcome sir.”

I don’t think he’s going to stop calling me sir…

“By the way, are we going to be getting any new recruits at the refinery?” Mell asked, seeming to have completely moved on from the previous topic. I turned to the fire to collect my thoughts and think of a good answer, but Elm spoke up before I could. 

“No. The only people there are going to be penal laborers or workers from the local area and Arlin. They go through workers fast as hell since they’re all working with the raw shit. They’ve got more protection than the penal laborers at the camp, but the people there ain’t going to last that long if they end up joining. Plus, it’s better we stay small.” Elm spoke in a calm tone, his eyes glued to the fire. 

“What’s better about being small?” I asked in a low voice, hoping that not too many people would hear my question. There were already a few doubts about my leadership abilities and I didn’t need any more weighing on my mind. 

Elm sighed, giving me a look that said ‘Sometimes I forget how stupid you are’.

“Think about how we’re going about this. We’re a group that’s trying to fight Arlin, right? In a war, you need supply lines and support in order to keep pushing against an enemy, and we lack those. Doesn’t matter if we’re just liberating camps or destroying refineries, we need supplies. You’re already running with more men than an average platoon, and that puts a strain on your mobility and how long you can fortify a position.” Elm’s explanation felt fitting for his previous military stature and general knowledge, although I could feel a slight bit of condescension. I turned to see Alex nodding his head in agreement with Elm’s statement. 

“Back in Nacilia, our groups fighting against the Empire got screwed over by them cutting off our supply lines. Nacilia’s mage battalions like the one that I was in were generally more mobile, but once supply lines got choked off and the empire started to get more aggressive, they smothered us easily. Our one advantage right now is that we’re mostly living off of the land and are attacking landmarks which have supplies. Trust me, you don’t want our numbers growing too much. If we find penal laborers, I’d say to just let them run free into Boralis.” Alex may have been thinking about this already, but Elm had given him the opportunity to speak up. 

I wish Elric was here.

Although I wasn’t the biggest fan of being called an idiot, his arguments with me were direct and told me when I was wrong. Running into the unknown without his presence was something that my brain was still struggling to comprehend. It hurt in a way that was hard to express, and the only thing I could think to do was to just keep moving forward.

Elina seemed to notice the discussion of battle and felt obligated to chime in. “So what’s our plan with the refinery?”

Oh yeah. That. 

“Well, we have the weapons and the outfits. My idea was an ambush. We have people go in on the cart, get them to lower their guard and then we jump them from the woods and surround them. With our numbers, we should be able to easily overwhelm them since they probably have less guards than the camp.” I said, holding a confident look on my face. This was another thing that had been on my mind during the walk, and I decided that my plan to utilize the guard outfits was completely infallible. Despite this general confidence, I could hear a deep sigh come from Elm. 

“Kid, you realize that they’ll recognize that you aren’t the same as the people who passed through their camp last time? Once they spot the different people, they’ll realize something is up. Plus, you have no idea how Arlin military protocol works.”

He wasn’t wrong there. Maybe we can just do step 2?

“I mean, can’t we just surround them anyway? They can’t deal with us from all sides and they’re not prepared for something like that.”

“Do you know that for a fact?”

Uhhh….

“I mean, we’re heavily armed. As long as we all rush them at once, they’ll easily be overwhelmed.”

Elm looked me dead in the eyes.

“And what happens if they decide to run into the armory? How do you plan to get inside that while they’re firing at you while you have zero cover?”

I lifted my head up towards the sky and groaned, realizing the sheer magnitude of the task that I had placed on myself and the 67 other people with me. I had known this wouldn’t be easy no matter what, but now that I was thinking it through, it felt a lot like that initial headache I had the night after declaring I was going to do the revolt.

The crackling of the fire and sound of voices around me was enough to motivate me to keep moving forward, but the fact that I had so little time only made me feel worse about the entire situation. I could feel Mell’s large hand pat me on the shoulder in an attempt to comfort me.

I mean, it’s better than the revolt because we have way more tools on the table.

We had all of our attunements, no oversight from guards to stop us from planning, a lot of burners and I had a lot of new knowledge at my disposal. The igniter that I now wielded proved that I had overcome a monster of a man and walked out the other side with a lot of power in my own hands. 

As my thoughts drifted to the igniter, an idea passed through my mind. It was something that Elric would probably yell at me for suggesting, but it was an idea nonetheless.

That might work…

Elm saw the look on my face and immediately began to frown. He knew what was about to happen. 

I took a moment to survey everyone surrounding the fire, now with a large smile on my face. 

“I think I have a plan.”

***

As the fires started to die out, I saw Karla with her back against a tree while she played with her canteen. It was getting dark out and we were about to switch nightwatch shifts, yet I hadn’t seen her move from the spot since we had stopped for the night. The responses to my plan had been, as expected, mixed. It was better than I had hoped and Alex helped me flesh out the details, but it was clear that I was still learning how to plan for situations like this. However, seeing Karla sit alone so late told me that something was wrong. I looked around and found Sera already asleep.

Guess I can’t rely on her for this.

Other than Sera, I was the only other Corithian who could potentially relate with Karla’s experience. She needed someone to talk to after all the craziness that had happened. I walked over slowly, careful not to rouse anyone awake. I sat down next to her, then let off a soft light from my palm to better see her. She looked away from her canteen towards the light, then up to my face. 

“Hey North.”

“Hey. You doing ok? It’s really late.”

Her burned face and mangled ear hurt every time I saw them, and seeing them up close with my own light made it hurt all the worse. The girl must have already gone through hell before she got here.

“Can’t sleep.”

I gave her a soft pat on the shoulder, trying to give her some form of comfort. I could tell this wasn’t my sort of thing, but I at least had to try.

“What’s wrong?”

“I miss home.”

Ouch.

“I know. Once we get to Corith, one of the first things we’re going to do is try and get you back to your parents, ok?” I assured her, scooting slightly closer. “We’ll take care of you until then. Here, let me fill your canteen so you’ll be ready in the morning.”

She turned back to her canteen, continuing to fumble around with it. 

“You can’t.” Her face still lacked any visible emotion as she spoke.

“I can’t?”

She nodded before extending it out to me so I could hold it. When I grabbed onto it, it was freezing cold. 

I fumbled a bit as my senses struggled to comprehend the unnatural cold that my hands had just grabbed onto. I stared down at it before giving the canteen a shake, realizing that I couldn’t feel or hear the sloshing of water inside. Somehow, the water inside the canteen had been completely frozen solid. I looked up to find Karla waiting for my reaction.

“You did this?”

She nodded, taking back the canteen from me.

“How?” I asked tepidly. She shrugged in response, which caused me to feel a painful tinge of disappointment.

“I just told it to change to ice. I can’t change it back though. Doesn’t feel too cold for me.”

I sat there, pondering how I could connect this information back to myself.

“You didn’t ask it to?”

She shook her head, confused by my statement.

Guess it really is just me. If I meet another light mage, I need to see how much it relates to my attunement. 

“Either way, you need to go to sleep, ok? Sera would get mad at me if you didn’t get any sleep.” I said, giving her the best smile I could while continuing to ponder the new information. She gave me another nod in response and moved back to one of the mats that we had set up. I was going to switch with the other slaves on shift for night watch, so I walked back to my own.

Staring at the night sky, partially obscured by the tree branches, I continued to think about the new information. Karla told the water to change forms, and it became ice. In a way, it made sense that you could probably force the form of mana to change and exclude other factors. Cold was just a lack of heat, so my main theory was that she had the water remove the heat from itself. Magic was still a mystery to me that I was desperate to solve whether or not Elm was willing to help me. This was just another piece of the puzzle that I had to place together.

How does this apply to me?

It made sense that I could change the form of the mana by removing or adding factors, but light was so pure that I couldn’t imagine any other forms. Heat was something that enough light could create, but I couldn’t simply ask light to remove the heat. Heat was created by the energy that was inherent to light. If I removed the energy of light mana, it would probably just turn it back into pure mana.

Wait, can I do that?

Something about me allowed me to have a deeper access to mana in a way others couldn’t. I sat up slowly to look at my palm, thinking about all of my lessons with Elm.

Removing the energy aspect of light would just revert it back to pure mana, right? If I can do that, then could I create something similar to a magore reaction?

The basic principle of magore reactions was two things which had high contents of pure mana interacting with each other, so to emulate it, I'd have to hit two things together. The best way I could do that was a clap. I walked further away from the camp into the woods as to not wake anyone grabbing a lantern to accompany me. Holding out both my palms, I began to focus on my flow and focusing it on both my palms. 

Hey light mana? Could you remove the energy from yourself?

I felt the flow go through both my hands, only for no light to come out. Instead of being transformed into a natural element, the mana that I was emitting remained completely pure. After calming myself down from the sudden revelation, I clapped my hands together. 

As soon as they collided I could feel my two hands try and push back from each other, launched away by the reaction. Where my two palms connected, the signature pale blue light of a magore reaction formed before quickly fizzling away back into the air. I repeated it once more, and the same reaction happened. I couldn't help but laugh like a mad man as I clapped my hands together, watching the same blue light appear before dissipating into the air. 

It was a beautiful and simple display that would probably cause a headache for Elm in the morning. Karla had just given me an important revelation that put me one step closer to learning how to heal people. As I watched, I muttered soft words of accomplishment under my breath.

“I can control pure mana.”

            

    
        Chapter 40: Attunements

    
    
    
    
                Elm sat there, his head in his hand groaning in frustration. I hadn’t expected him to be unhappy, especially to this degree.

“Kid, you’re really fucking with me as I’m trying to mentor you?” Elm elated, continuing to shake his head while his palm covered most of his disappointment. Both of us were sitting in the cart being pulled by Sera’s strig. I felt somewhat bad for not walking with the rest of the group but Elm had insisted that I sit down so he could thoroughly lecture me about how much of a dumbass I was. 

“But, I made a connection to a new concept, right? And learning to modify mana and control pure mana means I’m one step closer to learning how to heal. Isn’t this just a good thing?” I was being genuine with the statement. I did expect him to scold me, but I didn’t know why he would do that. Something inside me just told me that learning to mess around with pure mana and modify my own attunement would piss him off.

“It’s not that simple though. Sure, you learning that completely off of intuition is nice and all, but it messes up the rest of the damn steps.”

The steps? I do remember him talking about me connecting concepts.

“I mean, can’t I just do the steps no matter what? As long as I already have the foundational concepts I’m pretty sure I can figure it out from there.”

Elm sighed and shook his head again. 

“Let me use a metaphor, because you clearly don’t understand this. Imagine that you're trying to build a house. In order to make the process as easy as possible, you start from the bottom and slowly build your way up to the top. That way, once you put it on the roof, everything is already stable and prepared. Are you with me so far?” Elm spoke slowly, like he was talking down to a child after they had broken a plate. I nodded, and he continued.

“Before last night, you had built the foundations, the floor and the frame. Those are the essential starting points for the rest of everything. Last night, you built the windows. Issue is, you haven’t even made the walls of the house. Now, you have to be careful with the walls as to shape them around the object you have already created.”

Ok, that makes more sense.

“So I’m going to have to work backwards for a little bit?”

“Yes. I don’t expect it to take as long as it would for most people because mana apparently picks favorites, and your dumb ass is one of them.” Elm sighed in exasperation at the statement. My odd relationship with mana still seemed to frustrate him. “What I was planning to teach you was how to better control the mana that you transform. Every time that you’ve utilized it, you’re just blasting it off in bursts rather than focusing it in one point. You’re not able to really control it yet. If you want to learn how to heal people, you first need to learn how to connect those points and focus on them. If you tried that trick on someone and tried to heal them with it, you’d end up giving them mana poisoning and probably killing them.”

I nodded and took a deep breath while watching the tree branches pass me by. The steady pace of movement on the wagon was bumpy, but I was currently leaning back on a lot of our sleeping gear. 

“Sir, have you been planning out my magic education?” I pondered, leaning my head up to look at him. He shrugged in response.

“You’re currently the one leading a bunch of people who I fucked over into battle against the empire, and I’d prefer to follow someone whose well trained and can fight for themselves than one who has to sit on the backline and hope nobody comes too close. You got tricks, but in a fight without a burner or your igniter, you’re fucked. Plus, I’m still trying to figure out how the hell your relationship with mana works. It ain’t normal, and I’m not going to just sit idly by while you fuck around and disprove years of research that I personally worked on.”

Yeah, I’m kind of sorry about that one.

“Maybe North’s some sort of prophecy person? I mean, you said the mana really likes him.” Sera unexpectedly chimed in, and Elm and I both turned to look at her. She turned away from the road to look at us and shrugged. “I mean, I’ve not heard any prophecies or anything that fit him, but maybe?”

Thinking about the possibility of me being some prophetic figure made me visibly cringe, and Sera apparently found my look of internal disgust amusing. 

“I’d prefer that not to be the case.”

“Same here. I don’t need any extra pressure when it comes to training this idiot how to not die.” said Elm, smirking a bit. 

I awkwardly laughed while trying to avoid thinking about that possibility. If there was any religious question, I’d probably just go to Elina and ask her whether her mythos has a story about a candlemaker running a rebellion.

I heard Elm mutter something under his breath for a second before stopping. Although it was small, it looked as though he was wincing from something painful. 

“Well, may as well try and teach you something now that you’re here. How much have you been able to focus your light?” He strained himself leaning forward a bit, crossing his legs and letting his hands sit on his lap. 

“Not much. I can focus it on specific parts of my hand really easily, but once it comes out of me it acts like a normal light source.” I let a soft glow exit from my palm. It was already light out which made it harder to see.

Elm nodded, seemingly taking mental notes.

“The concepts you need to connect are two which we have already gone over- transforming your flow into light mana, and controlling external sources of it. When a person with a fire attunement forms fire, they need to control it after the fact. Otherwise, it’d just be an unruly flame with no energy in any focused direction. You got lucky, because you’ve been able to get away with just the first step in utilizing the mana you form and the natural mana around you has been easy for you to control. Because of this, you’ve only been able to use it as a tool to help you, not as an actual weapon.”

I mean, can light be used as a weapon?

“I’ve never really thought of it like that though. Light doesn’t really have the same force as water or fire.” I had generally treated it more like a supplement to myself rather than something which could damage other people. I watched as Elm shook his head in frustration.

“Have you ever played around with a magnifying glass? Focus light into a small enough area and you can start fires. Once you can start focusing it, you can start abusing the energy created by light. Do it enough, and you’ll start to get something like a blade of energy.”

That’s kind of scary.

“It ain’t as directly powerful as other attunements like stone, but combined with the other stuff you’ve been able to pull off so far it should be a pretty damn terrifying power.” Elm’s eyes wandered off into the woods as he seemed to ponder all of the horrifying possibilities I could pull off. As I sat there thinking about my own situation, another person came to mind.

“Sera, do you know what your attunement is?”

Sera paused for a second, holding her hand to her chin. Without looking back at us, she shrugged.

“Never got the chance to find out, unlike you.”

Maybe I can…

I turned back to Elm to find him shaking his head.

Dammit.

“May be surprising to you, but I don’t adore teaching. Ain’t what I did for the majority of my life and I didn’t plan on doing it until you dragged me into it. Alex is probably better for teaching normal forms of magic than me since he’s from Nacilia. They were probably the most well researched when it came to that shit, and he’s a pretty damn proficient battle mage. Only reason I’m not entrusting you to him is because your attunement works so damn weird. If Sera wants to learn, go to him.” Elm appeared to have some reverence for the magical knowledge of Nacilia in the way that he spoke of it. I only heard bits and pieces from my times in the camps, but it did feel more apparent that people from Nacilia who were slaves were often captured soldiers. Alex even mentioned that he was part of a mage battalion.

“I’ll make sure to ask him when I get the chance. North, you should focus on learning your attunement before you start worrying about mine.”

***

“You’re still not connecting the two. It’s important to split your focus in the same way that the energy is flowing out of you. You need to focus on maintaining it as a consistent line rather than two separate steps. Think of it as one long process.”

Yeah, I’m trying.

“I know, I know, but it’s not easy to both control the flow and ask it to maintain focus.”

I heard another deep sigh of disappointment come from Elm. According to the timekeeper, I’d been trying and failing to connect the two concepts for over an hour. I just couldn’t maintain the focus for long enough for the beam of light to maintain a strong focus. I was able to focus the light a little bit, but my awareness of it only went out so far as I tried to handle both controlling my inner self and the outer world.

“You see why I was so pissed when you did things out of order?” Elm said smugly.

“Yes sir…”

“Maybe you should take a break? You don’t seem to be getting anywhere any time soon.” suggested Sera who appeared to have gotten bored by my constant failures.

I sighed, leaning back and taking some more time to look at the tree branches. Being out so far from the camps without any visible landmarks made progress feel fluid. In order to sate my worries about our movement, I sat up to search around for Ruby. As I surveyed the area, I spotted her atop the shoulders of Mell, holding the map and mumbling under her breath. 

Is he just ok with this? I knew he was a polite guy, but I didn’t know he was this polite.

“Hey Ruby! What’s our timeline looking like?” I yelled, hoping to overcome the hustle and bustle of conversation in the caravan. Ruby’s head cocked an almost full 180, the surprise of the action causing Mell to temporarily stumble.

“We’ve got one more day on the road after this before we hit the refinery depending on when we stop. There’s a snaking area which we should hit before nightfall. There should be a marker there and a cleared out space for us to set up at. Arlin’s done a fairly good job actually measuring travel distances and setting good rest stops.”

“Are you sure about our timing?”

As I spoke those words, Ruby’s happy face lost its joy. There was a deep rage broiling beneath her as she looked directly into my soul. For the first time during our journey away from the camps, I felt genuine fear for my life.

“Are you doubting my cartography skills?”

I shook my head from side to side rapidly, trying to stop her from committing an act of violence. Once I did, she immediately changed back to her more cheerful disposition and gave me a wide grin. Mell looked completely unphased by the entire incident and simply kept on walking.

Note to self- Do not question Ruby’s cartography.

“Hey, why are you riding Mell?”

It felt extremely weird saying those words out loud.

“I’m using him to get some perspective. Spot landmarks and better scan our surroundings with my attunement.”

Which is?

Ruby appeared to laugh at themselves a bit after noticing my confusion.

“Wind. I can scan my surroundings by sensing changes in the air.”

Oh, that’s interesting. Definitely have to use that later on.

“I’ll keep that one in mind. That power sounds really useful.”

Why didn’t she use a strig for that instead of Mell? Were they all taken?

Whether I wanted to or not, I couldn’t think about that subject. I had a road ahead of me and a fight waiting for me at the end.

            

    
        Chapter 41: Arrivals and Conclusions

    
    
    
    
                First Lieutenant Keagan stared at his notebook, flipping through it over and over again and reabsorbing the details. There was a heavy patter of rain against the roof of the wooden fort as he contemplated the many outcomes the revolt could have. It was a location in the middle of Boralis, east of the camp and a small stronghold for Arlin forces passing throughout the territory. It was originally a Boralin fort, but was claimed and partially rebuilt by the Arlin troops now habitating it. 

It was also one of the few locations in Boralis which had a soundline. 

Keagan’s head turned upwards as he heard the door open and Second Lieutenant Theodore stepped inside, his body soaked from the downpour. Closing his eyes, he took a deep breath and focused on his body. The water that had stuck to him started to coalesce together, removing itself and forming into one large ball of water which Theo quickly launched back outside into the rain. After patting himself down to make sure he got all of the moisture, he turned to look at Keagan with a smile.

“Showoff.” Keagan said, rolling his eyes. He’d seen this trick many times before, and Theo seemed to be proud of himself every time that he had done it. Despite his outward irritation, he was actually really glad that he’d come back to help him out. “I presume you already sent the reply?”

Theo nodded, taking off his military coat and sat next to him, leaning on his shoulder. “You should take a break. I know this is important to you, but you’re starting to worry me.”

I wish I had more to drink.

“You were just thinking about how much you’d like to get drunk weren’t you?”

Keagan turned to his second lieutenant and smiled. He knew him well, that was for sure. It was still bugging him that they’d been left with so little information outside of what he’d gathered at the camp, and the information he’d gathered at the camp was horrifying on its own. The simple concept of one of Arlin’s most legendary military figures and magore researchers wandering the continent with a grudge and a small army of slaves following him was a long list of horrifying scenarios. The civilian damage alone could be bad, let alone the damage to the empire’s forces. The entire camp being decimated was one thing, and he could only imagine the panic it would cause the Empire’s court. Most likely, he’d be dragged into it even further and he’d be the one focusing on this case. 

“Theo, what response did you get?” He asked, flipping open another page of the notebook and lifting up his pencil.

“They seemed pretty unhappy about it and are sending the new information back to the capital. Most likely, this will make its way all up to the Emperor pretty soon. We can start dealing with it more afterwards. For now, we should just wait.”

But waiting was dangerous. Time was not on their side right now, and both of them knew that. Theo just didn’t want to admit it.

“Did they at least confirm that it was the right Elm Grayson?”

Theo nodded, pulling out his own piece of paper that he had stashed in his pocket, hidden away so it didn’t get soaked by the rain. “They came back with a full list of the people there, actually. Turns out that Aaron’s guess was correct about the Corithian funeral pyre. According to the list we got, there were 3 Corithians at the camp with one of them having arrived within less than a month. Was a really young one as well. Maybe she was the starting incident which inspired the revolt?”

That was a fair option. Seeing a young child end up in the camp would easily drive people to fight to protect her. It was something, but it didn’t make the whole story fit together. There had to be some form of inciting incident. 

“There was one other weird thing relating to the Corithians. Apparently, the apprentice that Grayson had taken was one of them. His name was…” Theo took a moment to search through the paper. “North?”


There had to be some connection, but out of all the territories, Corith made the least sense. It was an unremarkable nation other than the fact that its forests were considered one of the most dangerous places on the continent. Why any group of people would choose to live their lives anywhere near that forest was something that Keagan could never understand. Still, this meant that there had to be some connection.

Keagan flipped the pencil around in his hands, trying to think of a strong connection.

“Could they be heading to Corith?” Keagan muttered, scratching down a few words onto the page.

“Why would a group of slaves want to go further into the empire? Wouldn’t that just increase their chances of getting caught or killed?”

That’s true. The only reason they’d go towards Corith would be to attack more of the empire. 

“It’s possible that a group of them went in that direction. Possibly with the younger one? If the child was taken in a raid, that means that her parents might be alive.” Theo leaned in a bit further to look at the notes that he was writing down. They were more chaotic and harder to interpret than usual, only being sensical to the mind who created them.

“Key, I still think we should focus on the Mylian angle. If I were in their position, that’s where I’d go.”

What would I do without you…

Keagan leaned his head against Theo, putting away the notebook. The shock of the camp was sticking with them both, and the worry for the future of Arlin was shared. Moments like this were helpful to both of them.

“Plus, it’s a lot harder to track them since they all probably went off road. All we can focus on doing is wait until they hit major landmarks.”

I guess that’s true.

“Did we get any new details on the timeline?”

“Not as much concrete information, but they did share some interesting information. They said a supply shipment went to the camp right around the time they stopped getting contact. They probably planned around that date so they’d have more supplies for their journey.”

Keagan’s head shot up as soon as he heard those words.

But where were the carts?

There were a lot of things that caught his attention and made him question his own sanity, but the supply shipment opened up another line of questions. One thing that Keagan had noted was that they had taken a lot of supplies. That made sense on its own, since they were going on a long journey in order to get to Mylia. Waiting for a supply shipment in order to have as much as possible made sense, but there weren’t any carts at the camp. Keagan was working off the assumption that they were being led by Grayson, a man who had led some impressive military charges during his time. Thus, he thought that they would be using military strategy. The best option for getting to their locations would be offroad, which meant that they would leave the carts at the camp.

Maybe they destroyed them?

“Key, what’s going on? That face tells me something is wrong.” Theo moved away from his lover and turned to him. He’d seen this face many times before, and he knew that it meant that Keagan was either onto something completely new or that he was reconsidering a previous theory.

“There weren’t any carts at the camp, correct? Nor any strigs?”

“Yes? Key, where are you going with this?”

“Why is that?”

Theo thought for a moment, placing his hand on his chin. It was an odd fact that they hadn’t left any of those things there.

“Maybe they destroyed them?”

That’s one option, but it doesn’t make sense. It’s too much effort.

“They wouldn’t do that. There’s no need. In fact, doing that would tell us that we aren’t going to be able to track them as easily. ”

“Does that mean that they’re using them?”

Theo nodded. If his theory was right, they were using both the carts and the strigs on their journey. 

“But that doesn’t work if you’re going off roads. I’ve been on those carts, and they already shake enough when they’re on roads. They can’t just go through the woods with them, right?”

Keagan nodded, opening up his notebook again and reviewing the information.

“If they’re using the carts, that means that at least some of them have to be using the main roads to travel. Do we have a map of the roads and locations in Boralis?”

Theo quickly got up from the seat and walked to the door.

“I’ll go and ask. You stay here.”

***

“Oh…”

Both Keagan and Theo stared at the map in front of them, surrounded by several other guards who were stationed at the fort. Keagan’s hands shook as he struggled to try to get himself to write something down in his notebook.

“I- I need to send another message. Maybe we can do something. Get the word out to them, anything.” Second Lieutenant Theodore had traced the road over and over with his finger.

Both of their eyes were locked on one singular location on the map, a small red dot that marked out an important location for the Empire’s work throughout the territory. The magore refinery, the only location with a direct road to the camp.

How is this only getting worse?

“Key, what do we do? There has to be something we can do to sto-”

Theo stopped in the middle of his words. Keagan’s face of panic told him everything he needed to know.

“We can’t. We’re too late.”

Today was one of the few days in his life that First Lieutenant Keagan hoped that he was entirely wrong.

***

The sun sat at an almost perfect balance within the sky, shining directly above us through the trees. I took a moment to take a deep breath, mentally preparing myself for the role I would play in the fight to come. 

Ruby came over and tapped me on the shoulder with his disfigured right hand.

“It’s just up ahead. There’s a good number of men outside of the place, but I couldn’t get a feel for inside the building.”

I nodded, placing down my bag and taking my igniter out of the cart, using the strap to place it on my back. I’d thought about it over and over again, the steps I would be taking in the upcoming battle but still felt worried. Something about this entire situation felt off, and I couldn’t put my finger on it. 

“North, we ready?”

I turned back to Ruby with the best grin I could muster at the time. 

“Yeah. Let’s tear this refinery to the fucking ground.”

            

    
        Chapter 42: Attacking the Refinery

    
    
    
    
                Marc stood in place, tapping his foot while watching the trees sway softly in the wind. The refinery had been his location for the past 3 months, and he’d hated every single second of it. The word repugnant came to mind, but his understanding of what that word meant was limited. He’d heard it used by a Captain to describe dirty barracks, and he assumed it just meant that it was bad or disgusting. At a bare minimum, he just thought that the position of refinery guard was boring. 

He’d joined the army for glory and action, for the art of battle and all of the rewards he may reap from it. He wanted to live, to fight and destroy those who decided to stand against Arlin. Through the power of the burner, he would shoot down anyone who came against him and claim glory.

He had not, however, signed up to stare at the woods in the middle of bum-fuck nowhere Boralis. It was killing him how little action he had gotten out of basic training. He knew about the war in Hornel through the occasional messages they’d get from their regular transports of supplies, and every story he’d heard sounded exactly like that dream he had when he first decided to become a conscript. The build up, the push and pull of combat and the slow crawl as the nation is broken into submission. Yet here he was, stuck at a refinery forced to watch some poor hicks and criminals carry and man the machinery which refined magore. None of the other people here really seemed to care either. They were either doing it for the eventual pay that they would get after their service or were like Marc in their now betrayed desire for glory.

I hate this. I want to fight. I want to live.

If anything, Marc wanted to be farther away from the unrefined magore. Being near it felt like someone was boiling your insides after long periods. He’d heard the many horror stories of what unrefined magore does to people without aptitude, which made him very glad he wasn’t a penal laborer or one of the disgusting mining slaves. True, holding the burner for long periods did make him feel slightly sick, but it was nothing compared to those massive bricks of refined magore or the unrefined stuff. 

Hope the next shipment of supplies comes with more to drink instead of carrying another fucking slave. I swear, that last one had to be the youngest I’ve ever seen.

To make it even worse, that crew of idiots who were stationed nearby had to come up here asking for repairs to their stuff and new magore loved talking about all their adventures. Marc wanted to admire them for their service and their actions in the actual war for Boralis, but their constant bragging about some fantastical past just made him want to punch them in their throats. 

He should be living that dream. Not those witless pieces of shit who act like being able to aim a burner in a straight line is a medal-worthy accomplishment. Boralis wasn’t even a glorious campaign, it was a one-sided massacre. Even still, he wished he could have at least seen the fields of combat. Anything, even Corith, would have been better than whatever this was. But no, he was stuck here, his talents and vigor going to waste. It was repugnant… he thinks. Whatever the word meant, he felt like it described his current life.

He looked at the sun in the middle of the sky and checked the timekeeper in his pocket. The days were getting shorter as winter got ever closer. If he was going to be stuck here longer, that meant he would be stuck out here in the cold watching for nothing.

As he sighed and put it away, his eyes returned to the treeline as he heard a different sound from the swaying of the trees. It sounded like a crack, as if one piece was broken apart or if two pieces were smacked together. It was probably just a tree branch snapping due to some wild animal. He turned to see if the other guard stationed near him had also heard it only to find him on the ground. It was faint, but he could hear what sounded like gurgling coming from him. He slowly began to approach him to check up on whether he was ok or not, but heard the sound again.

Yet this time, he saw it. 

That sickly blue beam of energy radiated through the air, narrowly missing his body. He knew what it was, for he had seen it so many times whenever he messed around with his own burner. It was so close he could even hear the hiss of pure mana reacting with the air. When he got close enough to the body, his fears came true. The guard had his chest pierced through by a burner. That gurgling sound was him choking on his own blood.

They were under attack. 

Marc gripped onto his burner and surveyed his surroundings, unable to see the enemy. The only thing he saw was the shot fired, but he couldn’t determine the direction. Almost immediately, he heard a yell come from another side of the refinery. He turned only to see more shots similar to the ones that had just been fired. 

We’re surrounded.

Marc’s body made the decision before his mind could, and he ran. He looked around to see which buildings were available to him. The barracks, the repair shop and the mess hall were too far. He couldn’t make it to those places in time, but the refinery was close enough. Feeling like death from magore exposure was a preferable situation to actually being dead. As he ran, he could hear and see the shots firing from all around him. He even saw some of his fellow guards firing back or running to take cover like himself, but many of them were shot down in the process. 

Wasn’t this the combat that he wanted? The thrill of battle, of knowing that your life was on the line? If that was true, then why the hell couldn’t he stop himself from running? He needed cover to fight back. That was it. He just needed to be in a better position to fight back against the enemy who threatened the will of Arlin, even if he had no clue who was actually doing the threatening. So he ran to the refinery, his legs and his lungs on fire. He took occasional glances to his sides to see the combat and was disheartened. The guard fell without knowing who or where their enemy was. As he got closer, only a short distance from the door to the large refinery, did he see some of the enemy. They were wearing the outfits of the guard, wielding their weapons. Yet from their hands and surrounding their, he saw magic. Fire, water and stone flew through the air and at the guard in concert with the burner fire. 

Why am I not happy?

Marc wanted to be happy, to at least know that he was going to see that battle he desired. His fear of death was overpowering that desire as he opened and loudly shut the door. Inside, the penal laborers were in a panic. Their grime covered bodies, wearing only with the least amount of protection to keep them alive, were all shaken by the events. 

“What’s going on outside?” one of them said, hoping to learn about the commotion.

Was this their doing? 

It had to be their doing. Who else would call for a raid on a refinery? The repugnant criminals, all of them deserving of their delayed deaths. As one of them got close to Marc, he hit him on the head with the side of his burner, smacking him to the ground. Their withered bodies were unprepared for any physical retaliations.

“All of you stay the fuck back! We’re under attack, and I’m going to find out which one of you fucked us over!” Marc yelled, trying to keep his voice loud enough to be heard over the violent commotion outside. As he took a moment to survey their faces, he realized that they were not looking directly at him, but beside him.

Marc turned to his side to find an igniter, inches away from his face pointed directly at him, held by a small young man with scruffy brown hair and hazel eyes. 

“I’m the one who fucked you over.”

Marc’s last thought before the igniter melted the top half of his skull was about how he really wished he had learned whatever the fuck repugnant actually meant.

***

As the guard’s body toppled down to the floor, I stood up from the spot and let out a deep breath. The penal laborers stood around me, confused and panicking at the disappearance of a guard’s head and my sudden appearance out of thin air. Getting inside with my invisibility was easier than expected, and had allowed me to set myself up to get the guards who tried to run inside.


“Don’t worry, I’m not here to kill you. Try and gather as many penal laborers together, and I’ll come back to you once this is all over.” I said, my words slightly contrasted by the fact that I was winding up my igniter for another shot. As if on queue, a guard on the other side of the refinery blasts through a door and into the armory. As the trigger reappeared at the bottom, signaling that I was ready to fire, I lined up a shot and pierced him right through the chest. He stumbled to the ground, his face filled with confusion. “Hey, you should probably leave this building and go to the forest or something. When you go outside, make sure to have your hands behind your head. That way, my people will know not to shoot you.”

They nodded and quickly ran outside with their hands firmly placed on their neck. I smiled awkwardly as they passed me, clearly terrified. 

I probably look like a villain right now, don’t I?

I shook my head, attempting to get the thought off of my mind and focus back on the actual mission. Judging from the sounds outside and the general panic of the guards, it was going well. I took a moment to survey my surroundings, checking if there were any guards hiding in ambush. The building itself was unlike anything I had ever seen before. Towering and incomprehensible machinery that was intended to refine and perfect the raw material that I mined for years. All of them were connected by long tables, where the material was passed from step to step in the refinement process.. It was also surprisingly dark, only being lit by lanterns strewn about the place and with occasional cracks to let in sunlight. The people here presumably wanted to stay as far away from the magore as possible so they didn’t get sick, so they left it to the penal laborers to do all the work and get eaten alive by it. I’d only gotten to look at them for a short second, but their bodies were clearly falling apart.

One thing in the corner caught my eye, and I wandered over to it. It was a large container wrapped in what looked like metallic paper. I grabbed the edge to lift it up to find a massive brick of refined magore. It’s about the length and width of my chest, and its height reached around the middle of my shin.

So they refine it into large bits and then break it down into smaller pieces?

I turned back my attention to the rest of the room, my igniter wound up and ready to fire at a moment's notice. The sound of burner fire and yells was still surrounding the building, but none of them sounded familiar. I decided that it was a good moment, so I slowly walked outside. A few of my comrades seemed to almost point a burner at me before recognizing who I was. The sounds of combat were becoming less and less frequent as time went on and were moving further back into the camp.

Over the hills of the camp and out of the woods came my main group who I had asked to stay near the refinery. Alex, Ruby, Mell and Elm all ran over to me, burners or magic in hand.

“Looks like it went pretty fast. Ambush go well?”

“Everything’s good on our side. Seems the only fighting is near that other warehouse, but Elina’s confident she can get all of the people hiding in buildings. Anything go wrong on your end?” Elm asked, searching my body for injury. I shook my head, and he turned his attention back to the other side of the location. In a way, the structure of the refinery reminded me a lot of the camps. One central workstation, bunks, supply rooms and a cafeteria. The lack of a weapon room showed the difference in security.

But what about that one building?

“You mentioned a warehouse? What’s with that one?”

Elm and Alex both shrugged. Mell and Ruby appeared to be casually talking while we discussed the situation.

“I don’t know what it is, but it’s something. Good number of them seem to be hiding in there. When Elina ran off to fight, she said she could deal with them. They’ve been returning fire a bit, but they’re staying put” Alex walked over a bit around the refinery to peer at the building. “Kinda looks like a stable? Do they usually keep strigs in places like this?”

Elm shook his head in response.

“Not usually. It wouldn’t be…” Elm paused as he also took time to look at the warehouse. I joined in to look at the building. It was a large metal building, although not the same size as the refinery. It notably has a large opening at the front of it, similar to a stable would have for horses. It was slightly hard to see inside from this distance, but I could make out faint shapes inside which were most likely the guard who had decided to hole up in there.

“Oh fuck.” Elm seemed to have a pertinent revelation as he stared at the warehouse.

“What?”

I stood still, igniter in hand, as I felt the dirt start to shake beneath my feet. A soft rumble spread across the landscape and warned everyone around the outpost that something was about to happen. The inside of the dark warehouse began to shift, as a large object started to move forward. A giant piece of metal, shaped with jagged edges all around shifted forward from the warehouse on its own. It was moving, without anything pulling or pushing it.

“Elm, is that-”

Alex stopped in the middle of the words as Elm nodded his head. It was in the distance, but it appeared to be a sight that they were both very familiar with.

“They’ve got an Iron Chariot.”

            

    
        Chapter 43: Battle With the Iron Chariot

    
    
    
    
                The rumble in the ground acted as a warning to all of those in the camp, a threat to us that what we were about to face was powerful. As the iron chariot started up and began to gain more power. It started to move across the cleared out dirt of the camp.

And it was moving fast.

It was faster than I had ever seen a strig go, and it was darting around the camp, running between the buildings. As it drove around, I could see it finally get a better look at its design. It was an angular metal machine, covered in thick armor with no openings in sight. There wasn’t any large opening to view out of, but small metal slits in the front which presumably allowed for the driver to see out of. The wheels were thick and heavy, denser and more sturdy than any wagon I had ever seen. Its movements were sharp as it curved through the landscape, given life by some powerful mechanism within it. It was a machine which was entirely fitting of the name iron chariot.

After a few seconds of driving around and surveying the camp, something on top of it appeared to flip open, and a man in heavy metallic armor appeared out of the top. In his hands was a weapon very familiar to myself- an igniter, but with a thick sheet of metal surrounding the front acting as a shield for the user. The raiding party scrambled for cover as the soldier winded up his first shot and fired in the direction of their barracks. Some of them tried to fire back, but the chariot was simply moving too fast for them to have an easy target. When their shots hit the outside of the chariot, they simply fizzled out and left only small burns on the metallic armor. The magic that the slaves launched at it didn’t seem to damage it either, whether it was water or fire.

“EVERYONE IN THE REFINERY NOW!” Elm yelled, rallying everyone to take cover inside.

Normal burners don’t hurt it, but maybe my weapon can?

I wound up my igniter, standing ready to fire. I could hear the sounds of my team yelling at me to get inside to take cover, but I tuned them out as I focused on it. The soldier hadn’t spotted me yet, which meant I could do some damage. I took a deep breath, steadied my arm, and fired. The igniter shot burst through the air and hit the side of the chariot, but it fizzled out just like the burner fire. It left a much more noticeable burn, but it wasn’t pierced by my weapon which was known for piercing armor. As I took in the information, I felt Elm grab onto my shoulders and start to pull me inside. I gave in and followed him along with all of the other slaves, huddling inside.

All of us stood around the large machinery which refined the magore, wondering about the safety of others. There was a small opening which one of the slaves was peering out of to watch the fight. 

“It’s focusing fire on the barracks! We have a few men running our wa-” As he spoke those words, the powerful hiss of an igniter shot through the air, and the blue beam of energy melted off the slave's face. He stood there for a moment as if his body had to catch up with the fact that he had just died.

Oh fuck. 

There were a couple of screams as he hit the floor, their surprise and shock shared by almost everyone. This entire raid had been going well, but now we were fighting something that we couldn’t even hurt. As more men came running into the refinery, we heard shots continue to be exchanged. Nobody was apparently doing anything against it that caused damage. After only a few minutes, we had nearly 40 people inside the building. 

Hoping to find some answers, I turned to Elm who was focusing on the walls near the front of the refinery, his eyes closed. The stone from the earth began to rise up and shatter the floor of the refinery, covering the walls near the door.

Alex was scratching again at his face as he spoke.

“They can just start camping us out, can’t they?”

Elm shook his head, but he didn’t look happy.

“They might, but the chariots ain’t good for the human body. You’re sitting next to an engine which runs on a lot of magore, and the guys running it start to get poisoned. If they decide to sit still and not run around, they can hold us down here, but they won’t want to for long. Doesn’t mean we’re not fucked.”

I looked between the two men who both had military experience, searching for something to reaffirm my beliefs that we could win. Neither of them looked confident, and those around me were gripped by fear.

“Elina’s probably still out there, taking cover. Ireborians are pretty used to fighting these things on their own. She knows the best thing to do is to wait it out…”

As Alex spoke those words, another igniter shot burst through the walls of the refinery, hitting a piece of machinery and melting it. The entire room yelled at the sudden breach.

“Why aren’t they just trampling this place and bursting through the wall?” I asked. The thing looked like it could topple fortresses with ease.

“Kid, they don’t want to destroy the refinery. This is too important for them. That’s why I said we stay in here… but it looks like they don’t mind roughing the place up a bit. The stone reinforcement should probably help a bit, but I don’t think I can cover the others as easily.”

I looked around, panicked. “Do we have another stone mage who can help reinforce the walls?”

“He just died…”

The person who got his head melted off was our only other stone mage? Oh for fucks sake.

“I’m working on figuring something out, but I don’t think we’ve got too much time.” Alex looked around, a grimace on his face. “This building is the most protected, but it also has the most unrefined magore… it’s not too bad for me, but we can’t stay in here forever. Eventually, they’ll be able to take us out easily once we’re poisoned enough.”

I felt it too. The slight unease of the entire building creeping along my neck told me all that I needed to know about this location. The mines had given us a strong tolerance for it, but this much of it without being layered in stone or in such small pieces was going to make anyone, even those with aptitude start to feel unwell.

“So it’s just a battle between who gets mana poisoning first, while they’re able to take free shots at us and we can’t even dent the chariot?”

Neither of them said anything. Mell appeared to be huddling with the other people, but Ruby appeared to be focusing with her eyes closed. As I also took some time to think, I noticed the lack of rumbling.

“They’re circling us. It’s slower, but the person with the igniter has a full shield.” Ruby’s voice shook as she spoke. The sudden shift from victorious raid to complete shut down in a single moment. 

“So they’re not going to get poisoned as quickly.” I mumbled, cursing my lack of foresight. If we stepped outside, they would shoot us immediately and we would be unable to hit them. 

I have to think of something.

“Maybe we could use the unrefined magore and refined stuff to make a reaction? Like the one Elric used for the mine? Get it in the hole where the guy is, and it’s done, right?” I said, praying that they would give me some affirmation. Instead, Elm just shook his head.

“Ain’t gonna be strong enough. If we miss it might throw it off but I’ve seen it done to it before. Plus, you plan on hitting that thing while it’s moving at such a long distance? You’d also need to get small enough pieces to make the explosive, and we only have the large bricks. I’d have to chip off pieces to make it and I don’t think we have the time.”

That was one solution already gone. Still, there had to be some way to beat it. The voices of the other slaves in the room talking in fear didn’t help my mentality. I needed to do something and do it fast.

“I think Elina is probably waiting in the distance for us to do something, but I don’t think we can rely on her…” Alex said, scratching at his freckles. 

Think North, think. What do we have which we can use? We have a bunch of slaves who all have magic, none of which is damaging the chariot. We also have a lot of magore weapons, none of which damage it. Then we have me, who can turn invisible and blind people.

I pondered whether or not I could go invisible, then use that to climb on the chariot and take it out from there, but I don’t even know how I could straddle onto such a thing. It was moving pretty fast and could easily shake me off the second they noticed my presence. Getting outside also meant I had to create a hole, and they could just fire at that hole or the door if I tried using it.

No, there has to be something here. 

I took a moment to survey the room. My erratic stare seemed to hurt the confidence of all of those in the room as I searched for a solution to what felt like an insurmountable problem. Almost immediately, my eyes wandered back over to that massive brick of refined magore. I mulled the thought of the explosive over and over again in my mind, trying to call back on some knowledge I had about the material. 

My igniter wasn’t strong enough to damage it, so why should an explosion do that either? It isn’t focused or made to melt through armor, and they could just close the hole at the top.

My headache got even worse as another igniter shot passed through the wall, narrowly missing a couple of people.

I’ve gotten stronger with my magic and skills yet I can’t even think of a plan in a moment like this.

I looked at my left hand. I was powerless then, and I felt just as powerless now as I did back then. As I clenched my fist in frustration, an idea finally came to mind. It was slow, but it formed more and more as I stared at my hand, opening and closing my palm.

Oh, this is a terrible idea. This is going to get me killed for sure.

I looked at the large brick of magore before turning back to Elm and Alex, now filled with a new idiotic resolve.

“I know how we can beat it.”

***

“Oh fuck, I know that look. Kid, what’s going on in that head of yours?”

I ignored his statement, continuing to focus on my plan.

“Elm, can you surround that magore brick with stone like a tube? As best as you can, to make sure that there’s not too many cracks?”

Elm almost immediately recognized my idea and his frown grew deeper.

“Kid, that’s not going to work. You want to use it like a normal reaction as in a burner?”

I nodded, seeing Alex now starting to connect the information that was passing between me and my mentor.

“Doesn’t matter. Can you do it?”

“Yes, but it won’t work. Magore reactions like a burner require a primer, and we don’t have that. They only make refined bricks in one size, and the primer always needs to be smaller than the main piece in order to release any energy? Even then, how do you plan on hitting them together?”

Although it wasn’t right for the moment, I couldn’t stop myself from smiling. Elm’s information on the magore was entirely correct. He’d drilled that information into my head very heavily during my apprenticeship. However, I wasn’t thinking exactly how he thought I was.

“We don’t need another piece.”

Elm looked baffled at the statement. “What the fuck do you mean, we don’t need another piece?”

“Because I’m going to be the primer.”

***

There was a collective “what?” that followed my statement from all those who were listening, which now included both Mell and Ruby. That was a good thing.

“The only requirements for a normal magore reaction are for two things that emit pure mana to collide with each other, right? I figured out how to control pure mana, which means I can do the same thing. All I need to do is surround myself with pure mana and then hit the magore with enough force, and that should cause a reaction.”

Elm, being the one with the greatest understanding of magore tech, immediately stepped in.

“Kid, that… might actually work. But how in the hell are we even going to get it out there?”

I looked at the people around me and took into account everyone’s abilities.

“We just need a short opening. At its fastest, an igniter takes about 4 seconds to fully wind up for another shot. If we can get him to fire preemptively, we can use that as a window. I’d need it to be slow enough to work, so it’d be best if we could stop them completely. I need a straight shot at them, so we need them to be as slow and static as possible.”

Before I could continue, I heard a mocking yell come from outside.

“HEY FUCKERS! HOW ABOUT YOU STOP HIDING IN OUR BUILDING AND COME THE FUCK OUT HERE AND HAVE A REAL FIGHT!”

Welp, glad to know they’re enjoying themselves.

I shook off their provocations before continuing. 

“Ruby, they’re moving slow, right? That means that if we can get them to stop or move in a straight line, when they start to round the corner of the building and get near the front door, I want you to blow it open with as much wind as possible to see if we can bait out a shot. Got it?”

Ruby gave an emphatic nod, still looking shaken from the regular fire of igniter shots.

“Mell, I’m going to need you to carry it. It’s going to be heavy, and we need to move quickly. Alex, I’m going to need you to help Mell aim it.”

Both of them gave a nod of affirmation. I could see Alex look a bit like his old confident self at the camps.

“Elm, I need you to come out as well with us and try to slow them down in any way possible.”

His eyes wandered over my body. I couldn’t tell what emotion he was feeling, but it wasn’t sadness or happiness, but something in between.

“4 seconds is probably not enough.”

He’s right. If I could focus my light, I could blind them, but I haven’t figured out how to do that very well. Unless…

“Mell, can you tear me off a large piece of the metal paper covering the magore brick?”

He did and handed it to me, whereupon I wrapped the metal around my left hand and created a cone of metal. 

“This should focus the light. Once they fire, I’ll use this to blind them. That should give us more time.” I took another second to rethink the plan only to turn back to Ruby.

“Oh and Ruby?”

“Yes?”

“I’m going to need you to catch me.”

Ruby paused, her face shifting from panic to confusion.

“What?”

“It’s too hard to explain. Just stay behind me when we run outside.”

Ruby gave a reluctant shrug of agreement. Taking a deep breath, I looked around the entire room of slaves. If I wanted to save them, this had to work. It was very likely going to kill me simply from the amount of mana that I was going to be fighting back against, but I didn’t have a choice. We had to hit it with as much power as possible. 

“COME ON OUT YOU PIECES OF SHIT!”

Oh trust me, we will.

***

I stared at the large magore brick as Elm focused on it. Slowly, the earth around it wrapped around it. It was a beautiful process as the earth that came up from the floor started to cover it and create a tube shape. It wasn’t a perfectly round tube on the outside, but it was consistent enough to protect the material. As Elm finished, I could see him bend over and let out a loud groan of pain.

“Sir?”

With his hands on his knees, he turned up to me and gave a weak smile.

“I’m fine, kid. Just a lot in one day.”

That didn’t sound like an “I’m fine” type of groan!

“Just focus on the mission. You can worry about me afterwards.”

I offered him a hand, and he pulled himself up to face me. Mell grabbed the now covered brick of magore and picked it up with ease. Holding it in his hands. Alex grabbed the other side, although it was clear that he wasn’t caring as much weight. I walked up to it, placing my fist next against the stone.

Yeah… this can work.

“Just hold it at a height where I can punch it.”

“That’s not that high.” Mell said, completely unaware of the fact that he was mocking me. I ignored his statement and turned to Ruby, waiting for her to give us the signal. She had her eyes closed, focusing on the wind. The entire room was silent, waiting for me to pull off the plan. There were a few shots during that time, but the chariot seemed to be taking a short break from firing and had spent that time mocking us.

Ruby’s eyes opened and she turned to me, giving me the go ahead.

“GO!” I yelled, and Ruby immediately followed it up by blasing a massive gust of wind through the door, causing it to fly open and nearly come off of its hinges. As if on queue, an igniter shot passed through the doorway, and all of us ran outside. I adjust to the change in light quickly and spot the driver. We lock eyes, and I immediately lift up my left hand and focused light into it, blasing a large amount of it his way. Both the driver and the guard appear to be hit by it, and the chariot slows down slightly. I stop the flow of light immediately and begin focusing on channeling pure mana and surrounding my body with it. I was combining the idea of emitting light from all of my body and the process of removing the energy from it.

While I focused, Mell and Alex stopped in place and ready it for me. I could see the chariot just above the magore brick, its wheels hitting a small jut in the dirt which Elm presumably caused. I readied my fist, checking to make sure that Ruby was standing behind me. 

“NOW!” I yelled, as both Alex and Mell held the brick firm, and I readied myself. I put all of my focus and energy into the punch. My fist soared through the air as I twisted alongside it. As my fist grew closer to the brick, preparing to cause a reaction, I let out a small prayer inside my head.

Mana, please don’t let me die.

Of course child…

My punch connected with the stone and caused a reaction. Almost immediately, I felt the energy begin to push back in my direction. I placed all of my mind and body into emitting as much pure mana as possible from my body to counteract it. It felt like trying to fight a river, pushing back against a torrent with just my attunement and body. I struggled to stand as I put more and more of my energy in front of me and into the magore. I was going to win this fight with all of my being. The energy within the magore, because it couldn’t go out the sides or in my direction, went out the front, and fired.

A massive beam of blue energy came out the front of the brick, tearing apart all of the area that is in front of it. It destroyed all of the air and earth in its path towards the iron chariot, upon which it burnt through it as if it weren’t there. The previously untouchable vehicle now was being torn apart by the energy, and its entire top part completely melted away along with the driver and the soldier on top. Even as the energy destroyed the ank, the magore was still fighting back against me. As I began to hear cheers of victory from my comrades, I could feel my grip slipping. The brick contained so much energy that I wasn’t entirely prepared to handle it, even with the force of my own mana. As the blue beam faded in the front, my body lost its war.

And I was immediately launched backwards.

***

As I opened my eyes and tried to move, I immediately regretted it.

“Everything hurts…”

Pushing myself that hard was something I wasn’t prepared for. If I had faltered even for a second during the reaction, I would have been completely melted away just like the chariot. It was one of the most insane plans, and yet I was still alive. There was one thing about the entire event that stuck out to me and was bothering me beyond the simple pain.

Did the mana talk back to me?

That was a revelation that was already causing me a headache, so I decided to save it for later. As I laid there, I noticed that whatever I was lying on was fairly soft, rather than being the hard dirt. I turned up to see Ruby’s face hovering my own and realized that I had almost forgotten a part of my plan.

“Hey North, do you mind getting off of me?”

            

    
        Chapter 44: The Wanderer

    
    
    
    
                “Oh hey Ruby. Sorry about this.”

Ruby didn’t look as angry as I had expected her to be. She still looked frustrated at not being let in on my plan, but I didn’t have the time to explain it well. I also assumed that she might refuse if I explained it in full.

“Were you planning on using me as a cushion from the start?”

I shrugged even though the simple action of moving my shoulders hurt. “I was hoping you could use your wind attunement to help soften the landing. This part, I didn’t expressly think about that. It just sorta came with the rest of it.”

Destroying the iron chariot was the riskiest thing I’d done so far. It could have also killed Ruby if I had lost focus, which did make me feel a bit bad. We would have died either way if I hadn’t pulled it off, but she was probably in the most danger out of any of the people in the plan other than myself. Whether she understood that fact or not was something I couldn’t know.

“Eh. Still, can you get off of my lap?”

“Everything hurts.”

“Get the fuck off.”

“Ok…”

I slowly moved up, getting off of her and taking my time standing up. Everything in my body felt like it was on fire. I didn’t know if it was the effect of mana poisoning or simply the amount of effort I put into exerting control over my flow. I noticed that Elm was crouching nearby, studying my body from head to toe. When I started to get up he offered his hand which I used to pull myself to my feet, but immediately stumbled afterwards.

“Kid, you ok?” He asked, still eyeing my body. 

“Yeah, I’m fine. Just a bit… woah.” As I stood up, I finally got a good look at the iron chariot. Rather, I got a good look at where the iron chariot used to be. The entire land in front of me had been erased, and the only pieces left of the chariot were its wheels which now lacked anything to be attached to. The path of destruction continued behind the chariot and into the forest, clearing away trees and the earth for longer than I could see. 

“I did that?”


“Who the fuck else could have done that?” Elm said, chuckling a bit. He hit me on the back to congratulate me, which led to me lurching over in pain. All of the muscles in my body were sore. It felt a lot like my nights after I started my apprenticeship under Elm, only much worse. 

“Ah, shit. You should probably rest.”

I shook my head while slowly returning to a standing position. “I’m fine. Just need a few minutes to reset. Probably not as hurt as you are, even though you don’t want to admit it.”

Instead of denying my accusation, Elm simply shrugged. “Ain’t enough to stop me from fighting. Don’t know how you’re still alive right now, but I guess the world really is playing favorites with your dumb ass.”

Yeah, and apparently it’s starting to get conversational.

The more I thought about the mana talking back to me, or at least what I thought might have happened, Sera’s joking proposal of me being some figure of prophecy felt ever more real. I could save talking about it with Elm for later, since we had to focus on getting ready for the next leg of our journey and helping the penal laborers. 

I also had to deal with the dead.

***

“5 dead. 2 miners, 3 penal laborers. What do we do?” Sera’s solemn gaze was shared by everyone who was currently inside the refinery cafeteria. I was still sore all over my body which didn’t help my focus. After the losses, we now only had 63 people. Luckily, none of them had changed their position on following me and were still willing to continue on the path towards the next camp.

“We do another funeral. They need to be given rest. Leave the bodies of the guards where they were.” I spoke in hushed tones. Talking loudly hurt my chest. 

No one disputed my response. It seemed that a funeral for the dead was necessary for us to move on, even if it would take up more effort. I hated the fact that we had lost even more men just at the start of our journey. Another pyre wasn’t that hard to build and it was a way to respect their passing in a traditional manner.

“And what should we do about the penal laborers? Are we taking them with us or are we letting them go free into Boralis?”

Elm said they should go free and we should keep small. I trust his word.

“We tell them that they’re free to go where they want. Let them get the first run at the supplies of the camp for their journey. I’ll tell them about the dangers of our journey, but we should allow them to join if they want. After the massacre they just witnessed, I don’t think too many of them will have the motivation to experience that multiple times.” I was going to have to give another speech which I was already dreading. I’d probably be a bit of a deadweight for a few days while I recovered, but I could at least help with rallying people and making decisions.

I took a moment to survey the room and get a good look at all of their faces. These people had already been through the worst. All they wanted was some time to breathe and to know that they had true freedom, while also being able to share that freedom with others. I couldn’t just rely on myself coming up with insane plans at any moment. Doing that always puts myself and others in greater danger than necessary. I had to get stronger and better at strategizing. Luckily, we had some time in between our current situation and the next big fight. I could regain my strength and work to get better for the sake of the people following me. 

“Sera, can you get a crew to do a search through the refinery for supplies and tally them up for me? Take Mell with you. Alex, I want you with me to help talk with the penal laborers once I’m done. If you can ask a few other people to help gather them up, that’d be really great for me to give the speech. If you find any of them of interest or any of them who want to join us, get back to me. And Elina?”

Her head perked up at the sound of her own name.

“Yes?”

“Go and study the workshop for the iron chariot. I need to figure out any weaknesses we can exploit in future fights. We can’t let something like this happen again.”

Although unspoken, there was a collective agreement over that statement. I wasn’t going to let another situation with the iron chariot happen again, and I wasn’t going to try that primer trick any time soon for the sheer amount of danger it put myself and everyone else in. There was no doubt in my mind that we would see more of those things in the future.

***

“Hello, penal laborers of Arlin!” I loudly proclaimed, although the act of doing so caused me to wince. “My name is North. I was once a mining slave. I mined much of the magore that you refined at this location. However, we broke free from our bondage and destroyed that place. Now, I offer that same freedom to you.”

The penal laborers still looked overwhelmed by all that had happened in such a short period of time. In the span of a single day they had gone from death-bound refinery workers to free men and women. It did look like the majority of the people who were working here were men compared to the all female penal laborers of the camp.

“You can go your own way from here on out. If you go to the north, you will go into Mylia and have the opportunity to go to the coast. There are other paths as well, but that one is probably the safest. My cartographer is willing to provide copies of the map, and we will allow for you to take as many supplies as you need and can carry. Gather the supplies you need to go in your own directions and use your new freedom. If you wish to fight for the freedom of others, you are welcome to join us. However, it will be a dangerous path that not everyone can follow.”

I took a deep breath as I finished my speech, nearly collapsing forward until Alex caught me and kept me up straight. 

“As he said, we’d like for you guys to choose your own paths in the future. We’re going to stay the night at the refinery, but it’s best if you get moving quickly.” Alex held me up with his hand on my back. He was doing this a lot better than I was. “Again, if you wish to join us, come to either me or North.”

The crowd slowly dispersed and went their separate ways across the camp to prepare for the next day. I took my time getting off of the small platform we had used for the announcement, only to fall when I was about half way. Once I raised my head from the ground, I could see a man looking at me who looked completely unlike the rest of the penal laborers. He was a lot more physically fit and in strong condition, but what stood out the most was his skin and hair color. 

Is that guy Ireborian?

His tan skin and steel hair looked the exact same as Elina. It didn’t make sense, since the refineries and camps were using Arlinians as the penal laborers for the most part. His eyes connected with mine as he took a moment to study me. On his left cheek, there was some odd marking that looked like it had been burnt into the skin. The slaves also had markings on our necks, but we were starting to remove them or deal with them as our journey went along. However, a mark as visible as that wasn’t something I’d seen too often. I turned away from him and back towards the refinery. I had a lot to do, even if I wanted to take a break.

***

I watched the movement of supplies throughout the camp, resting on one of the chairs that had been removed from the cafeteria. A few of the slaves and a few penal laborers had interacted with me, asking questions or thanking me. I was burnt, and it was starting to show. As I watched one penal laborer start to argue with another over supplies, I felt a heavy tap on my shoulder. I turned to see the same Ireborian man that had caught my interest earlier.

“Hello.”

“Hi?” I had expected him to have a much deeper voice, but it was actually quite pleasing to the ears. 

“I was hoping to join you in your journey. I believe I shall be of some use.” He said pompously, putting a hand on his chest. His well defined body gave a sense of validity to that statement. “You state that your mission is to free others from bondage, no?”

“Yeah. Do you have an aptitude or anything?” I wasn’t necessarily requiring people to have one in order to join, but it would be helpful. The penal laborers were putting in the work, but they weren’t going to be as much of a powerhouse on the battlefield like a mage. I took a quick look at the situation with the penal laborers to find that Elina had stepped in to break them up and deal with the argument. 

“Sadly, no. However, I have spent many years on the battlefield against Arlin and am well trained with a sword.” the man said. I immediately switched focus as I heard those words.

A sword?

We didn’t have a swordsman that I knew of in our group. With how Arlin fought, I’d generally thought that a person who used a sword would be limited in their ability. 

“You’re a swordsman?”

“I am. I was very well renowned. I was able to cut through Arlinian body armor with ease before I ended up as a penal laborer. I would like to relive that time, if you would allow me.”

Eh, one more person couldn’t hurt. Especially after our losses. And being able to do that means that he’s really strong. 

I slowly got up from the chair to meet him. After talking with him for so long, I finally realized that I hadn’t heard his name.

“What’s your name?”

“My name is Wanderer.”

Wanderer?

Noticing the slight confusion on my face, he sighed.

“I am unable to use my previous name. Thus, I call myself Wanderer.”

First Twig, and now this guy? What’s with people ‘losing names’?

“I can work with that. Wanderer, I’d be glad to have you join us.” I extended my hand outwards to him, and he almost immediately grabbed onto it. 

“Sorry North. Deserter, do you have any last words?”

I turned to my right to see Elina with her burner pointed directly at the head of Wanderer, ready to fire.

***

My mind took a moment to connect all of the events that had transpired in the few seconds that I had grabbed onto the man’s hand. 

“Elina, what the fuck? He said he’s going to help us!” My hand hadn’t been removed from Wanderer’s grip, and I turned to him to see his reaction. Instead of panic or any attempt at self defense, he looked weirdly disappointed.

“I should have seen this coming. North, you should probably back down. This lady here is just doing what she’s supposed to.”

My eyes darted between the two individuals. The event had clearly drawn a lot of attention as we were now surrounded by other people. I forcibly ignored them to focus on the issue in front of me.

“Elina, what’s going on?”

She finally took a moment to turn away from the other Ireborian man, letting her other hand drop from the burner and down to her side. There was a righteous fury burning in her eyes that I’d never seen before.

“This man is a deserter. Don’t you see the mark on his cheek?”

“Ok, he’s a deserter. Why are you trying to shoot him?”

To the surprise of us both, Wanderer interjected. 

“In Irebor, deserters are given a punishment of the loss of your title, banishment, and a permanent marking to show your sins. If you are an Ireborian, you are supposed to kill those who have been marked as deserters on sight, which you can clearly see happening right now.” Wanderer’s face remained completely static the entire time he talked. He didn’t show any sign of fear or anger even with the burner still directly against his skull.

Why are you so calm about this?

“And you’re just ok with this?” I asked, hoping to see something stir within the man.

“I’d prefer to not die.”

“Elina, please. He said he could help us. He’s got experience against Arlin, and we just lost 5 people. We need to keep up our numbers.” 

Elina turned to me. That righteous fire in her eyes was now directed at me.

“North, I joined because you said you would allow me to live the Ireborian dream. You’ve been doing that so far, and that is why I continue to follow you. What is happening right now is also part of being an Irebor warrior, and I will not let you take it away from me.” 

It was wrong. Even if this was part of her culture or heritage, it was wrong and I needed to stop it. Something inside me was telling me that Wanderer could help us and I wasn’t ready to lose him just yet. It made me feel a bit like Nicole to have this thought, but he wasn’t a person I could just throw away before I got something out of him. 

Plus, it’s not like we’re free of sin either.

“I can’t let you do that. You’ve been allowed to live the Irebor dream because of me, and I would like you to keep doing that. For now, let me use him.” The words ‘use him’ felt disgusting coming out of my mouth. “If he tries to desert again or if the time feels right, I’ll allow you to kill him. But for right now, he’s of use to us.”

“You trust the words of a man who has already been a traitor in the past?” 

“I don’t. But I know that if he betrays us in the future, you’ll be there to track him down and kill him.” I spoke in earnest. The man had no reason to follow me other than to live out his cultural dream, yet he had already betrayed Irebor. I’d be fine working with him for now.

Elina stared at me, pondering the offer I had just given her. After what felt like an eternity, she slowly lowered her weapon from Wanderer’s head and brought it back to her side. Before I could even relax from the tension, she had already moved over to me and was directly in my face. That righteous fire still persisted in her eyes. 

“I have followed you because you have given me righteous combat against Arlin. As long as that continues, I am willing to continue following you. However, I will not follow a liar. Be careful to uphold your word, as I will not be lenient in the future to you or him.” Elina’s dark and anger filled voice made me want to back away from her. 

“I promise to follow my word.”

Elina finally took a breath, placing away her burner.

“You will be held accountable for that, North. Do not betray my trust.”

As Elina slowly walked away, I had the sinking feeling that I had just set in motion something that would come to bite me in the future.
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                “Personally, I would have just let her kill him.” Alex spoke in between sips of soup which had been lovingly made by our penal laborers. It turned out that when they were allowed to do what they wanted with the ingredients, they were actually really great cooks. The food was helping me calm down from the chaos that was my confrontation with Elina. 

“Irebor warriors are about as stubborn as they come. I don’t get what you see in that guy that made you so willing to piss her off like that.”

I gave Alex a solemn look in response. He simply shrugged and went back to his food. Something inside me had pushed me to fight for his life. I didn’t like the thought of senseless murder, even if it was for a cultural cause like with Elina. The situation reminded me a lot of when I had handed the soldiers over to Nicole in exchange for a future favor, an event I was still dreading. 

“I just couldn’t let her do that. I don’t know, I just had a feeling that he was someone that would be helpful in the future. I’ve already dealt with enough losses in one day, and I didn’t need another unnecessary loss.” I looked off into the distance to see Wanderer, sharpening a knife with a whetstone. 

“I get that. I just hope you don’t come to regret that decision.”

Same here.

***

The funeral pyre we had created stood tall throughout the entire refinery. There was a collective circle around it, watching it slowly cremate the bodies of the fallen. My mind drifted back to Elric and his passing. Crying was a liberty I could afford back then. Now, I just had to force myself to move on. No matter how much it hurt, I couldn’t slow down. Sera probably felt similar about Twig. I wished I could have known the woman judging from how Sera felt about her, but that time had passed. We hadn’t talked too much about the losses we had already experienced even though I felt like we both really wanted to. It just felt like there wasn’t any time to sit down and mourn with each other. 

I don’t want to lose any more people.

I hated those words. I hated them because I knew that they were going to be betrayed as I continued down this path. Death was a part of war whether I liked it or not. I might have known them, I might have not, but the deaths that I will experience along my journey would all be on my hands. I can’t stop losses from happening, but I can make sure that not so many happen in the future. 

My mind snapped back to reality as I felt an arm fall onto my shoulder. It was Elm, looking wistful as the light of the flames danced across his face. Seeing him next to me soothed a bit of the melancholy.

“Hey Elm?”

“Yeah?”

“Remember that other light mage you mentioned? Back at the camps, you told me I was a little bit like him.”

There was a noticeable shift in his demeanor at the mention. It was the first time in a while where I had actively asked Elm about his past. 

“Yeah, I did. What I told you wasn’t entirely true though.”

Huh? 

“I did know him for a few weeks, but I was already in the military. Hell, I was already a major.”

“Why did you tell me otherwise?” There was a slight sting of betrayal knowing that his words had been false.

“You think I was going to tell you I was a major when I barely knew anything about you?” I could tell that he almost wanted to laugh at my question. He wasn’t wrong.

“Anyway, I knew him. His name was Elliot. He was a pretty good light mage. Could even heal. When he joined my unit, he was pretty ecstatic to meet me since I already had a few big wins under my belt.” He grimaced before he continued speaking. “It was the 5th campaign against Uril. They'd been ramping up their defenses as we got deeper into their territory. Near the end, I directed a charge against a fort only a day's walk from the Uril Capital. There were two forces charging them, myself in the east and another in the west. We thought we would just have an easy win, but it turned out Uril had been stocking up on magore tech and been preparing for us to attack since the beginning of the war. It was the first time we’d seen an enemy really turn our own tech against us. Truth be told, we should have been prepared at this point, but the people in command were getting impatient.”

“Did you win?”

He nodded. “We won, but at a cost. Half of them men that charged the fortress that day are gone. Some of them were probably taken as prisoners of war in the retreat, but most of them died. We never found Elliot’s body, but most of them were so mangled that we could barely identify the corpses. In hindsight, the Uril campaign is probably why I turned down the promotion to Colonel and chose to become a researcher."

He’s seen so much more death than me. 

It made a lot more sense hearing those words from him why he’d be fine with me taking his life after the revolt. Not only had he killed many people who fought against Arlin, but many Arlinian’s died while under his watch. He must have felt the same as I did now. 

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. It’s in the long past. What, were you hoping they were still alive so you could meet another person with a light attunement?”

I slumped a bit hearing those words. “Yeah… There's so much going on. Meeting someone who has the same attunement as me might help.”

Elm gave me a heavy pat on the back in response. “Same here. I wouldn’t mind seeing how much of this is related to you or your attunement, or something in between. If he is alive, I’m sure he’d be willing to help you. He seemed like that type of guy.”

That’s a relief. I really wish he hadn't given me that pat. My back hurts even more now.

“Oh yeah, they have hammocks in the guard’s tents. Thought you might want to use one of them since we’ve been sleeping on the dirt for a good bit. Out of all of us here, you definitely need the rest.”

Elm was right. A hammock would be a nice change of pace.

***

I stared up at the ceiling of the tent, still listening to the sounds of the refinery as people moved about in the night. My conversation with Elm had only scratched the surface of the oddities that had happened today, and my questions about my attunement had only gotten deeper ever since I destroyed the iron chariot. At the center of it all sat one big problem.

Why did it talk back to me?

I had already had my questions about my connection with mana throughout my journey and experience. The first thing is that it seemed to awaken on its own, coming out on a night where I believed that I wanted something to change. That didn’t even factor into the fact that I was managing to do things that were way beyond my level of understanding simply by ‘asking it’ to help me. None of it made sense from a conventional perspective since mana wasn’t really a thing that people talked to. It was a natural flow that went through all things and shaped them in accordance with what surrounded it. The only thing that made us different was that we had the ability to change the flow within our body and express it as another element in the natural world or attune to elements outside of our own body.

Yet for some reason, when I asked it to save me, it spoke back. Saying it spoke felt weird. The words didn’t have as much of a sound behind them. It simply felt like the meaning of the statement itself was directly shoved into my mind. It felt too real to just be something I imagined.

Hey, you there? Can you talk with me again?

No response. Whatever I had done to make it respond to me, I wasn’t doing it again. Emitting pure mana was probably a requirement for it to respond, but my body was too tired. That trick with the magore had taken almost everything in my body to pull it off. Yet the fact that I was alive right now and wasn’t burnt away by the energy must have been due to that voice listening to me. Something about that situation made it go beyond just listening to me in a more direct way and actually responding. It even called me ‘child’, which was weird on its own.

That was all weird on its own, but there was also the question that was pestering Elm and everyone else who knew about my weird relationship with mana-

Why me?

What about North, the son of a candlemaker from Marlisle and a slave of Arlin, was special enough to be on speaking terms with the universal flow of mana? The attunement was the only thing we had so far, but even that didn’t fully add up with the stories that Elm or Alex had heard. 

There were a few answers to the question of why it was me, and none of them made me happy. The one that had come up not too long ago and was constantly plaguing my thoughts was the prophetic one. Somehow, for some reason, I fit all the requirements to be a person connected to some mythology or another and that made me special enough to have a weird relationship with mana. That one would answer all of the questions, but would also require me to know enough mythology to link myself up to some myth. It’s also possible that I could end up doing the inverse, where I find some vague prophecy and just end up deciding that it must apply to me. I would ask Elina if she knew of any since if there was ever going to be a culture with a prophecy about some rebel fighter, it’d probably be Irebor, but I hadn’t exactly left her on the best terms. 

I didn’t want that one to be the case, since that would put a lot more pressure on me and possibly line me up for inevitable future problems. I wanted to believe that I had the ability to choose my future, rather than having it all predetermined for me by something else. 

Then there was the option that it was entirely up to my attunement. It was rare enough to the point where people could just not be aware that light attunements interacted with mana in a different way than others or that they simply had a stronger relationship with the natural flow of pure mana. That was something I could probably run with, but that wouldn’t be provable until I met another person with a light attunement. Issue is, the only other person I knew of who had a light attunement who might have been able to help us is either dead or missing. Elm said that the nobility might keep a few of them just for healing, but I don’t think I can make any connections with nobility.

Well, there’s one noble I could make connections with, but I’d prefer to never interact with her at all.

The final option, at least to me, was that it was the combination of factors I had been surrounded with. I was a person with a light aptitude who worked in the mines. That meant for a good portion of my life I was surrounded by pure condensed mana. Something about that might have affected my relationship with the universal flow of mana and maybe made it more willing to listen to me? But that wouldn’t make sense, because there were so many other slaves and people who lived their lives surrounded by raw magore. 

I knew that Elm could probably help, but it didn’t feel like the right time to tell him. Until I better understood my position and was more comfortable with the role of leader, I’d tell him. However, that was for another time.

My mind started to drift as I began to relax more and more in the hammock. The exhaustion had finally caught up with not only my body, but with my mind. As I slowly sank into sleep, a thought drifted through my mind. 

I can’t remember what a bed feels like…
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                David began to stir in bed as light peeked through the window and onto his face. He did not want to get up, but he was already stretching the time that he had been given for sleep. The longer he stayed, the more trouble he would have to face later in the day. He slowly shifted his way out of the blankets and sat up. The room was cold, a sign that the chills of winter would soon be setting in. 

Taking off his nightwear and placing it aside, he went into his bathroom and began to prepare himself for the morning. It was a similarly extravagant room to the bedroom, the sink made out of fine marble. Turning on the faucet, he rinsed his golden blond hair and face to prepare for the morning. His eyes met themselves in the mirror, and he realized just how tired he looked. The previous day had been a drain from the amount of people he had been forced to meet and talk with. His role in society was not one that allowed for him to be languid and relaxed while others simply did the work for him. He rinsed and doused himself with the cold water again and again until he finally looked like he could be functional. He’d have makeup and other adornments placed on him after he ate, but he desired to be presentable to his servants. 

After giving his hair a comb, he left the bathroom and returned to get dressed for the morning, putting on a blue buttoned up shirt and long sleeved brown trousers. If it weren’t for the insignias that had been carefully placed on each and every piece of his clothing, he’d probably look like a normal Arlinian citizen. Giving another quick look in the mirror to make sure he was presentable, he walked out of the door to his room and into the halls. A servant who had patiently been waiting for him to leave his room gave a courteous bow, to which he greeted.

“Good morning, Sarah.”


The servant looked up and smiled.

“Good morning, Emperor.”

***

Emperor David Arlin was 28, and had been Emperor of the entirety of Arlin for 10 years. In truth, there was a good chance he would have started being emperor earlier if not for the fact that they wanted him to be of adult age to replace the third emperor. His ascension to the throne was an informal coup, where the court finally mustered enough confidence and backroom deals to oust the failed Emperor and replace him with one who was believed to be worthy of the title. David was that person, as he held claim to the blood of the first ever Emperor of Arlin. The royal bloodline had initially disconnected with the position of Emperor after his grandfather stepped down and ceded the position to one of the original fiefdom heads who supported his rebellion. Afterwards, he sat in the background and watched the Empire grow from afar. They had held ceremonial powers and great sway over public opinion, but this all changed when the third came to power.

The third emperor was, to put it mildly, incompetent. A man who was easily led by others into pits of corruption and bad policy. The Empire had expanded under his reign, but it had also become infested with corruption throughout every single seat of government. After the people in his court realized that they could gain favor by sucking up to him and telling him the words he wanted to hear, the man became inundated with sycophants. The only information he was ever given was that which would please him, and the only negative news came from those greedy to utilize the power his seat held. After the brutality of the 5th campaign, a victory in name alone, and the introduction of Pluma as a formal member Arlin, powers within the court began to scheme a person to replace him. Once he hit 18, David would take that title.

He could still vividly remember the day of the third’s execution. He had watched it from the sidelines. Even with his accumulated hatred and distaste from the public, there were many spectators who wept during the proceedings. It was a noble death- poison. He watched quietly as the man took a sip from a finely adorned chalice then peacefully drifted into eternal slumber. He left with honor and dignity, two things which he lacked in his life as a ruler. At the time, David believed that it was the correct action and was necessary to make the transition of power as smooth as possible. He did not believe that now, as much of David’s waking hours were spent untangling the unfathomable mess of corruption, nepotism, sycophants and horrid policy that his predecessor had so kindly left for him. In hindsight he would have preferred the man suffer a much more painful death, but David was very aware that he couldn’t change the past. 

The only thing he could do was move forward.

***

“Monica did a fine job with the eggs this morning. Please, give her my thanks again when you have the chance.” David commented, taking another bite off of his plate. He had an easy time memorizing the name of the chef from the simple amount of times that he’d felt the need to compliment her cooking. Her eggs were always stellar, but something about these felt a bit different.

“Of course, my Emperor.” Sarah gave another bow before exiting his private dining room, leaving David completely alone with his retinue of guards. He’d have to get moving soon for the rest of the day, which meant being dressed up and carefully groomed to look as proper and as befitting of the title as possible. He continued to eat while the guards in the room silently watched. Even with their helmets on, he could probably guess all of their names just from their other demeanor.

David had spent meticulous time learning and memorizing the names of almost every single person he worked with, especially all of his servants and guards. It was one of many strategies he was using to keep himself in good favor with those around him and delay his death for as long as possible. Positioning yourself against the corrupt parts of your own empire put yourself at odds with many who wanted to hold onto the engorged power they had gotten accustomed to. This also included having all of his food checked by a rather unlucky servant before it ever entered his mouth and being extremely careful with his chefs. 

David had to be as perfect as possible if he didn’t want to die in a much more brutal manner than the man that came before him. David Arlin would live with more dignity and honor than his predecessor had when he placed that poison filled chalice to his lips. 

I should probably avoid thinking about that man. It ruins the food.

***

David exited the dressing room now adorned with his more formal clothing, including the red imperial mantle. It hung off of his shoulders and swayed as he entered the halls of the palace. As soon as he stepped out of the room, he was greeted by the singular person in the empire who he completely trusted- Erin. 

“Morning, David.” She spoke candidly with him, not even giving him a bow. He smiled softly, comforted by the informal treatment.

“And good morning to you as well. Could you remind me what we have going on today?” 

Erin chuckled as they both walked through the extravagant halls of the palace and towards the entrance. “What would you do without me?”

She had known David since the very beginning. They were raised together, Erin being his personal servant since he was a child. When he rose to the throne, she followed him and took on her role as his personal advisor. She was brutally honest and very willing to call him out, which made her excellent at her job.

After a small reprieve, she finally pulled out a large notebook in front of her and began to read from it.

“Well, we have our scheduled meeting with the magore researchers and their project. They say they have made some progress, although they have been rather vague in describing it.”

“As per usual.” He said, taking a quick moment to dust off the shoulders of the mantle. “I’m presuming they want me there as a morale boost?”

To David’s surprise, Erin shook her head. “No, it appears they have made some actual discoveries rather than simply wanting another pat on the back and confirmation of future funding. I have their names and general descriptions in the carriage, in case you forgot them. Do try not to mix them up. We can’t have another situation like that tea party last week.” She glared at David for a second before turning back to the notebook. 

Yeah, I don’t think the Uril governor is going to forgive me for using his servant’s name for his wife.

“It’s not my fault they had the same general features like the ones you listed out for me.” David remarked before quickly regaining his composure to greet another servant. 

“It is your fault, because you could have noticed the governor tapping on the table for the first 15 minutes of the party.”

“I just thought it was a nervous tick.”

Erin sighed, shaking her head in disappointment. “Anyways, you have lunch with a Mylian ambassador who is hoping to open up further trade routes and most likely prevent a future annexation.”

“Did he actually say that last part?”

“Does he need to?”

Fair enough.

Erin saddled slightly closer to David to show him some short transcripts of messages that had been recorded over the soundline with the ambassador. At a simple glance, they all screamed “I am trying to avoid being murdered by my boss by getting a good deal”, which meant that he probably wouldn’t have to converse with the man for too long. It didn’t hurt that Mylians were also rather fast talkers. The fact that she had written them down in the notebook meant that she had predicted David’s line of inquiry.

“Then, it looks like a few court members want to talk with you. Probably about territory, as per usual.” Erin’s voice gave light to the amount of times they had to regularly deal with members of the court attempting to squeeze greater swathes of territory out of him. “After that, you have your favorite…”

“The weekly reports. Have we received and prepared them all yet?”

Erin shook her head, snapping the notebook closed. 

“We’re currently getting them ready, but they should all be compiled once the rest of this is done. I also made sure to make your time sitting on the throne as short as possible.”

And this is why you are the best.

David hated the throne. It was a beautiful sight, adorned with metals, jewels, and even the national treasures of all the many nations that Arlin had conquered. It was an impressive seat of power which was finished under the second emperor, who saw it as a way to express the strength that Arlin held. However, it was insufferable to sit in for long periods of time. He had tried to change it and have it be made more comfortable, but the court had shut down his efforts at every turn in the name of the tradition. Out of all of the many policies he’d pushed through his court, the one they absolutely wouldn’t budge on was a fucking chair. He’d find it comedic if he wasn’t the one forced to suffer the back pain.

All in the name of tradition. The throne and the corruption were the same in that way. Tethered to the tradition and glorious past of Arlin, even as it festered like an infected wound. He hated it. Holding onto the past meant death for the nation he loved, the nation which he shared the name of. Emperor David Arlin promised to himself from the day he first claimed that title that he would tear all of it down, every disgusting bit that held the empire back. Eventually that would even include that chair. But that was for a later day, when he didn’t have to memorize so many names.

“Thank you Erin. Let’s get moving.”

***

As soon as David walked through the door of the building, every researcher inside bowed to him. He politely greeted all of them until the head researcher came to greet him.

“Welcome, Emperor Arlin.” He said, giving his bow.

“Thank you, Jonathan. I’m glad to be invited back to check on your work.”

The man named Jonathan dropped his guard, allowing for his shock to peek through. “You remembered my name?”

I didn’t. I just memorized what Erin wrote for me on the ride here.

“Of course I did. How could I forget the name of one of the men helping to protect the future of our beautiful nation. Now, would you mind showing me your latest work?” David took a moment to turn to Erin who had a prideful grin on her face. 

“Thank you, your highness. Allow me to lead the way.” Jonathan started walking towards the back where there were two large metal doors which he swung open. Another researcher who looked young quickly ran over to hold one of the doors while Jonathan held onto the other, allowing for David and Erin to pass inside. The entire room they entered was covered with metal to stop the mana from radiating outwards. All of the researchers were covered from head to toe in protective gear to stop themselves from getting poisoned with the notable exception of Jonathan. Although it went unspoken, David certainly noticed it.

He’s got an aptitude…

When he turned to his left, he saw a glass window into a room which held a lot of complex and extremely finicky equipment, all being handled by researchers covered in full gear. In fact, the gear they were wearing looked even more dense and cumbersome. 

“We’ve cleaned out all the rooms of magore except for that one, so you and your advisor should be completely fine. If you wish, I could provide some protective gear.” Jonathan gestured towards the back of the room where a set of protection clothes were laid out for them, looking as though they had been meticulously cleaned. It wouldn’t surprise David if they were new and created just for this visit. 

“No thank you, head researcher. Now, would you mind telling us the most recent updates in your work? You did call me here for that, after all.” David took a step closer to the window as he spoke to inspect all of the movement inside. Some of the researchers clearly noticed his presence but attempted to act as though nothing was amiss. 

“Of course. The project to make refined magore more stable has been steadily progressing since you last visited. The empire’s current process is very helpful in making magore stable enough for usage in tools and weapons, but the radiation is a considerable danger that we’ve not yet been able to get rid of. However, our most recent attempts have created a form of refined magore that is 3 times more stable than what we are using currently. Once we get it down to at least 5 or 6 times more stable, we think we could start to use them in civilian appliances.” Jonathan gave a prideful monologue of all of the potential usages that the higher refinement magore could have, but David only half listened. He remembered hearing these exact same points when he had last visited 6 months ago when they hadn’t made any progress. He only snapped back to full reality when Erin jabbed him lightly in the stomach.

“We’re currently looking to try them out in the engines used for iron chariots to see if they hold more power for sustained periods, but we’re still only testing it. However, it is my current belief that we are on a steady path towards a revolution in magore tech with these advancements. That is, of course, as long as you continue to provide us with the necessary funds.”

There it is. I knew those words were coming. Lin truly does make the world go around.

David turned away from the window and towards Jonathan with a noble smile. “Of course I will. If you could, do you have a sample of this more stable magore that you could show me? I’d love to see the fruits of your labor rather than have you simply tell me about it.”

It was a soft threat. David was going to provide the funding, but he wanted proof that the advancements the researchers had so proudly claimed were factual instead of all being theoretical talk. Even if he didn’t show it, Jonathan very clearly understood the meaning behind the Emperor’s words and turned to an assistant who bolted inside of the room. After a few minutes of patience, the researcher walked out with a small brick refined magore carefully wrapped in a metal sheet. 

“Here it is, your highness. Stabilized magore.” Jonathan slowly unwrapped the piece, holding it upwards to show it. Erin backed away from it, her skin turning a slight bit more pale. David took a step closer to the researcher to study it before suddenly placing forth his hand.

“May I see it?”

The head researcher stared at the emperor with a deep sense of worry. Refusing a request from the man could be punished. Jonathan nodded before slightly wrapping the magore as to create a grip and then extending it out to him.

“Emperor, would you like some gloves?” He tepidly asked.

David shook his head in response, giving another beaming smile. “It’s quite alright.” The Emperor reached out his hand and grabbed directly onto the magore, pulling it out of its metal sheet. Almost immediately, Jonathan began to panic.

“Sir, I would highly recommend against that! It might be more stable but it still… gives off… radiation?” His words began to slow as he watched the emperor study the object while holding it in his bare hands. He looked completely unphased, even bringing the piece closer to his face to better inspect it.

“It’s a tad paler than the normal refined magore, no? Does it get more white the more stabilized it is?” He asked the befuddled researcher. Jonathan had to take several seconds for his brain to comprehend the Emperor’s words.

“Uh- yes it does from what we can tell. Your highness, are you ok?” 

David casually extended the magore brick out towards the head researcher. “Of course I am. You may have this back.”

The brick was quickly snatched out of his hands and back into the metal paper, the head researcher still shocked by the sudden development. David took a moment to turn to Erin, who looked slightly uneasy. She mouthed the words ‘showoff’ under her breath, to which he responded with a shrug.

“That is all of our progress in that area. Do you have any other questions, your highness?” Jonathan tried to regain some balance after the chaos that David had just caused. This was an opening that David had actually been waiting for.

“I actually do. I was wondering about your progress with the cuffs.”

Upon hearing those words, Jonathan’s prideful demeanor quickly shifted to one of shame. The cuffs had been a point of contention for a while.

As expected…

“We’ve made marginal progress, but we’re still nowhere near cracking the process. Grayson’s formula and methods were so ahead of their time that it could take another year of advancements in technology before we can even begin to start decoding them. We’re getting closer to cracking how the keys were made and produced, but the actual cuffs could take much longer.” 

The cuffs were one of the many inventions of Elm Grayson that he’d left as complete mysteries. It still baffled David that a man he’d met and thought so fondly of could cause so much suffering and trouble for the empire. If there was one part of the past he wished he could change, it would be to improve his relationship with the man so he could better keep him under his thumb.

“I want you to continue to update me on the progress you make on the magore and cuffs. If that’s all, I think it’d be best to take my leave.”

My advisor looks like she’s on the verge of throwing up.

Resistance to mana radiation was one of Erin’s few pitfalls as an advisor. Even acknowledging the fact that she had no attunement, being in the presence of magore of any type could easily leave her feeling sick for days. The stabilized magore didn’t appear to hurt her as much, which was a good sign.

“Of course your highness. I’d be glad to see you on your way.”

After walking through the building and towards the exit, David couldn’t help but sigh as he took his seat in the carriage.

One trip down. Now, let’s meet this ambassador.

***

The two men sat across from each other at a small table. The restaurant they were at was empty except for the two of them and their respective guard.

“I’m so glad you gave me the opportunity to visit your beautiful nation. You truly do embody all of the things I was told about you before I came here.” the ambassador said. He shifted slightly in his seat, uncomfortable with the relative silence of the room. The Mylian ambassador was a portly man, with a body that looked reminiscent of a barrel. His steel colored hair and mixed complexion suggested a storied family history, likely with an ancestor originating from Irebor. Dressed in clothes that would cost a decade of salary for a lower class Arlinian, he was the perfect embodiment of an over-indulgent noble.

David finished his sip of tea and placed down the cup. His mantle had been removed, taking a literal weight off of his shoulders. 

“The pleasure is all mine, Ambassador Simmons. I chose this restaurant specifically because I believe it shows the best of what Arlinian cuisine has to offer.” He lied. Erin had chosen this restaurant, and he’d just said yes to it. 

“The tea is certainly nice. I don’t believe this tea is from any of central Arlin, if my memory serves me correctly.” The ambassador peaked his eyebrows, goading the emperor. David simply responded with a smile.

Why can't you be one of the faster talkers…

“You are correct. This specific leaf is from Asarn, although we have been growing it in Arlin. It’s become a favorite of mine ever since I was introduced to it.” 

“I see.” Simmons took another sip from his own tea, taking a moment to survey the restaurant. On a normal day, it would be fairly well populated, but it had been rented for this meeting specifically. Outside, a few people who passed by took a moment to peer inside, but were quickly shuffled away by the Emperor’s guard. 

“I do hope the long journey here was uneventful. I pray our port in Pluma acted as a strong welcome.” The Emperor was about to continue until he spotted the food.

And now, the true discussion begins.

On one hand, the reason the emperor hadn’t discussed any actual politics yet was because he believed that the food would act as a good opener for discussions of trade. On the other hand, he really wanted to eat before having to do any grand critical thinking.

“Our food has arrived. I ordered some fragen meat of the finest cuts. This is a breed specifically made in Arlin and should be as good as you can get.”

Both men began cutting into the steak, which had been carefully seasoned. Each steak had a small cut taken out of it which had been tested for poison. As they began to eat, Simmons spoke up. 

“It’s actually my first time in Arlin acting as an ambassador. I appreciate the amount of hospitality you’re showing me.” He said, taking another bite out of the steak. He spent a moment enjoying the flavor. Just from his facial expressions, David could tell this was probably the best fragen he’d ever eaten. 

Leave it to Erin to find the best damn restaurant for a newcomer. 

“I see. You must be new to this ambassador business as a whole. I believe the last time I talked with Mylia, they sent a different man? He looked quite similar to you.”

The ambassador paused for a moment, his fork stuck in between the plate and his mouth.

“Ah yes, the previous ambassador was actually my uncle. I took over the role rather recently after the man died. I hope I’m not disappointing?”

No, you are not disappointing. Just amusing.

David laughed a bit, taking another bite of the steak before placing down his utensil. “You’re doing a fine job. If you wouldn’t mind, I think it’s best we get to business. I find talking over food helpful, if you’d indulge me.”

“Thank you, your highness. I believed I mentioned in my letters that I was hoping to further open up trade between our two nations, specifically the territories of Pluma. I’ve listed out some of the details in a report which your advisor should have.” 

That, Erin did tell me. According to her, it was ‘cute’.

“We have. Is that all?”

The entire room went silent. The ambassador sat there, thinking up his next words carefully in his head. It was becoming more and more apparent as they continued to talk about how new to this he was.

“We’ve also got some proposals for trade in technology.” Simmons spoke in a quiet voice. He wanted as few people in the room to hear that as possible. “But I’d prefer that be discussed at a later date once we have codified our trade. Of course, if you’d allow for that.”

“I see. So all you came here to do was to discuss trade and potentially take some of our weapon designs?” David took his fork and pointed it directly at Simmons.

“What?” 

“It was a simple question. Is this really all that you came here for? To ask for me to make arbitrary trade deals?”

“I believe that was what I had listed out in my letter. I’m sorry your highness, but why are you asking me this?” the ambassador inquired, having forgotten about his food.

David took a deep breath, leaning back in his chair. He needed to take matters into his own hands if he wanted to get his message across.

“Everyone except for my advisor, out.”

Ambassador Simmons nearly fell out of his chair, surprised at the sudden order. 

“Emperor, what is the meaning of this?”

David simply arched his back and stretched. “Exactly what I said. I want everyone out, including your personal guard. I don’t plan on killing you. I just want some privacy.”

The ambassador gulped before turning to his guard stationed throughout the room and nodded. 

“You heard the man. Out. And don’t you dare try and breach our privacy.”

The guard quickly exited the room side by side with the Emperor’s retinue until there were only 3 people left in the entire building. Even the kitchen staff were removed. As the silence began to settle in, Erin walked over to David and leaned to whisper in his ear.

“David, what are you doing?”

“Teaching him a lesson. It’ll be fine.”

Erin backed away to hang behind David. The ambassador seemed to squirm in his seat, confused by the sudden shift in tone and environment. Despite the tense atmosphere, David decided it was best to take a few more bites of the steak.

“Emperor, would you please tell me what this is about?”

“I wanted to talk with some privacy. Is that alright with you?”

The ambassador sat silently. David took that as his cue to continue. 

“Simmons, do you know what I hate the most?”

“Uh… no your majesty.”

“I hate suckups. I truly despise them. They’re the absolute worst type of human being. They are people who believe that the only way to move forward in life is to kiss the ass of the most important person in the room, and they’ll do anything to hold themselves in the best graces possible of that person. They’ll lie and cheat as long as they get to keep their unearned power.”

Ambassador Simmons searched David's face for some kind of clue or information to work on or explain the current situation, but he was still utterly lost. 


“I’m sorry, but why are you telling me this?”

“Because I want to tell you the truth, something which you clearly are not doing.” David took another sip of tea to rejuvenate his voice. “You don’t send an ambassador all the way to Arlin’s capital just to work out trade deals or exchange technology. You send a letter, or a low level noble as a messenger. Not a royal ambassador. No, you send an ambassador because you want what every other nation who tries to deal with us wants- survival.”

Simmons had his hands attached to the table, but David could now audibly hear the man tapping his foot. 

“I just want you to tell me the truth and stop trying to suck up to me. What does Mylia really want from this visit?”

The man took another gulp before speaking again. “It’s exactly as you say. The king desires some form of assurance that our nation will not be annexed.”

There it is. 

“See how easy that was? Now, I know what you want and we can have an actual discussion.”

The man took a deep breath. There were clear beads of sweat covering his entire forehead. 

“And what is your response to that statement?”

Look, he’s even getting directly to the point. He’s learning quickly.

“For the moment, I can say that Mylia is safe. We will not invade or attempt to seize any territory and are willing to open up further trade delegations and possible exchanges of technology, which I presume is in the area of weaponry.” David leaned further back in his chair. He turned to see Erin looking concerned at the situation that was unfolding in front of her.

“What do you mean, for the moment?”

David wanted to laugh.

“Do you need me to reiterate everything I say or am I going to have to repeat myself every time I make a statement?” David remarked. The ambassador quickly silenced himself.

“We’re currently having a war in Hornel. It’s going at a fine pace, and we should probably lay full claim to the territory within a year. The members of the court and the governors all seem pretty confident that the next territory to annex would be Mylia.” 

“Wha- Why would you tell me this?” Ambassador Simmons was still lost in the entire situation. His version of politics which he had been trained in was incompatible with the situation in front of him.

“Because I want to be honest with you. If I were to guess, I’d say that it’d happen in less than two years. We’re already getting troops positioned in Boralis who could invade, and our naval power in Pluma has been steadily growing. At our current rate, an invasion on Mylia might be reminiscent to that of Corith.”

Ambassador Simmons winced at the reference to Corith. Out of all the things that the Emperor had said to him, that one was probably the most direct insult.

“If Mylia does want to survive on its own and avoid annexation, there’s a few paths that your king can take. However, sucking up to me through trade deals is not one of those paths. I’m not so simple as to be appeased by confirmation that I can rely on you for goods or acquire new technology. If I did that, you’d continue to tell me over and over again how necessary Mylia is to my Empire’s survival, even when you know it’s a lie. I’d rather burn your nation to the ground than have it try to wrestle any and all power it can from Arlin by lulling me into some fantasy. I know what you want, and you know it too. So why are we lying about it?”

The room felt as though it was shrinking for the ambassador, getting smaller and smaller as the Emperor closed in on him. 

“Can you keep a secret for me?” David spoke in an almost playful tone. The ambassador nodded.

“There's a half of my court which, if I was given the opportunity, I would kill on the spot. The people of that half are all sycophants. They’re disgusting pieces of shit who try and squeeze every single last bit of power out of me as they can. A bunch of parasites hoping to treat me exactly like my predecessor and feed me as much strig-crap as they can. They don’t love Arlin. They love themselves and the power that Arlin so graciously gave them in the past. Only reason I can’t get rid of them is because I’d get removed as a despot. I do not need any more people in my life who are like them.”

David gazed directly into the ambassador’s eyes. It felt as though he was staring into his soul.

“I want to work with people who love their nation in the same way that I love Arlin and its people. And from what I see right now, I think you love Mylia. So you have no reason to lie to my face. Because if I wanted to, I could invade Mylia at this very moment. It would barely affect Hornel. You don’t just come here and attempt to set the terms of an agreement that would do nothing for me other than create another piece of shit dependent on my benevolence. No, that’s not how this works. When you come to me, I set the terms. Do you understand? Now, I want you to tell me again, truthfully this time- What does Mylia want from Arlin?”

Ambassador Simmons had once heard the Emperor of Arlin compared to the sun. At the time, he had assumed this meant he was a radiant young man who shone brightly. In a way, this was still true. However, as the Emperor stared him in the face, Simmons realized that the comparison had another meaning. 

David Arlin was a man willing to burn down anything that stood in his path with the fury of a celestial body. 

“Mylia wants to live.” he said, his voice shaking.

David grinned. “And now, we can actually discuss foreign policy. Thank you, Simon.”

“Simmons.”

Fuck!

***

The door to his office took a wide swing open as David walked inside. He walked slowly, shifting the mantle around on his shoulders. His back was aching from being forced to sit on the throne. Erin, who was already in the room, smiled upon seeing his tired face.

“So, more discussion about territory?” Erin asked, straightening the large pile of papers she held in her hands. 

“No, neither of them discussed territory.” 

Recognizing that look on his face, the only thing Erin could do was sigh. “Marriage proposals.”

“Yup. Both of them.” David quickly plopped himself down on his chair and leaned back. It was another ingenious craft passed down from emperor to emperor, and was about as comfortable as his bed. He had fallen asleep in the chair more times than he could count and, if given the chance, would replace the throne with it in an instant.

“You will eventually need to actually find a suitor. If you wait too long, I’m going to end up picking one for you, you know.”

“And you’d probably do a damn fine job with it. It’d make my life easier, anyhow.” David met eyes with Erin. It was comfortable, being able to be in a room alone with her. 

Erin scoffed. “What, are you planning to try and marry me instead?"

David simply shrugged in response, which caught Erin off guard. He didn’t get to see her blush too often and made sure he enjoyed every opportunity he got.

“You’re the only person in the empire who talks to me like a person. If I had the choice to marry a non-noble, I’d do so.” He spoke candidly while happily watching Erin blush and panic to think of a good response. This wasn’t the first time he’d mentioned this, but it was possibly the most blunt.

“You dick. You could actually try to be more approachable if you wanted to find a good suitor.”

“Both you and I know very well that they wouldn’t treat me any different. I can’t look weak. Not if I want to stay in power. If I married one of the current families in the court, they’d just use that poor girl to spy on me.” David wasn’t speaking from theory. It’d happened in the past when he was young. The fiance he’d been given soon after he came to the throne wasn’t even a bad person, but simply working off the orders of her family. He wished he could have punished that family, but the lack of concrete evidence at the time tied his hands. The girl got a slap on the wrist and was sent back to her family carrying a warning that if they ever tried something like that again, he’d come back at them whether he had proof or not. 

“At this point, it sounds more like you’re just using it as an excuse. Plus, I don’t know if I could do my job if I ended up as your wife. I think there might be an issue if your betrothed ends up doing all of the paperwork, especially if you plan on continuing the bloodline.”

The only response David could give to that was a sigh. “Just give me the weekly reports so we can finish up for the day. After that, I promise I won’t tease you any further.”

After rounding the table to stand beside him, she placed down a few sheets in front of him, all of which were covered in wide blocks of text with bold titles listing out each of their specific topics. 

“This is all of the current rebel activity we have gotten confirmed by our forces. Two of these happened in Irebor.”

As per usual. Irebor does love its rebellions. 

“Anything unusual about them?”

Erin shrugged in response, pushing away the papers to the side. “The other main report we have is that the Uril governor is requesting more troops. He has also stated in the letter that his wife forgives you.”

“Did he say that he forgives me?”

“No.”

Yikes.

“That’s a problem I can deal with later. Get me the numbers tomorrow so I can judge the amount with our generals.”

Erin shuffled through the papers in her hands for a few more seconds and paused. The room was left in an eerie silence. 

“In Boralis, a magore mining camp was completely destroyed.”

“What?”

“There was a camp which was discovered to have been completely destroyed. The entire guard was killed, the mine was found collapsed, all of the supplies were stolen and the slaves are nowhere to be found. It is believed to be the result of a revolt done by the slaves.” Erin forced herself to maintain as neutral a tone as possible. “We’ve received several reports from First Lieutenant Keagan and his investigative squad. They originally went there after the camp stopped sending transmissions over the soundline.”

“This is bad. How do we just lose a mining operation?” David took a moment to rub his temples. The day had just taken a massive shift. “Do we have any idea who was located at the camp?”

Erin nodded and placed out a sheet of paper in front of him which contained a long list of names. All of them were tied with a specific location of origin as well as the date they were taken into the camp. 

“We have the confirmed number of slaves in the area. What Keagan has noted is that they are most likely being led by Major Elm Grayson, although he has multiple theories on their specific intentions.”

Time seemed to pause. A name that he had not wanted to hear passed off of Erin’s lips. David had made the decision to send Grayson to the camp in Boralis and hopefully coax him to work with the Empire again. He believed that he simply needed a bit of time and some unique incentive to get working on the cuffs. Knowing that the man was free and wandering the empire was an enormous headache. David spent a few seconds configuring the map of the empire in his head to think about the scale. 

“They’d be heading to Mylia, right? That’s the closest port.” he asked. Erin shuffled through the papers a bit before stopping.

“Yes, that is what First Lieutenant Keagan suggested. However, he also noted that the way that they packed up materials and the specifics of the event might suggest that the slaves might plan to act as a rebel force within Boralis. Until we see another event, we cannot know for sure. Would you like me to contact the ambassador?”

“Please do. At least we have Keagan doing the investigative work, if there’s any upside.”

He might be hated by the military and all of the nobility, but he’s damn good at his job. Give him a good case and he’ll chase it to the ends of the continent.

“Should I inform the court about this and hold a meeting?” Erin moved again to his side to take a look at the document she had placed down for him.

“No, we keep this under the table for now and see if we can deal with it. If it starts to get out of hand, I’ll call upon the court. Give the lieutenant anything he asks for in the investigation. I also want as frequent updates as possible on this.”

“Of course. I’ll get all of that ready. I’m assuming you want me to clear tomorrow for you?” 

David slumped backwards in the chair. He was extremely grateful he wasn’t hearing this on the throne.

“Please. Is that all for today?”

Erin nodded. 

I can’t let this get out of hand. It could ruin everything.

***

Lying in bed, David stared at the ceiling as he was forced to ponder the implications of the slave revolt. The entire day had been chaotic. The progression of magore, breaking in an ambassador, and this. He was all the more glad how comfortable the bed was.

The mining camps were a sin of the empire that he didn’t relish. It was what he believed to be the Empire’s worst transgression necessary for growth. He didn’t want to sacrifice Arlin’s citizens, so he put instead the innocents of the many nations he conquered into the mines. Until he could find a better way to mine the substance that wasn’t so hazardous, they would exist. He understood Grayson’s snap in that way. He had assumed the man had the mental fortitude to understand the necessity of the Empire’s actions, but he was wrong. His mind was geared towards science and warfare which ended up being incompatible with the politics of the camps. That was a failure on his and the empire’s part, and David would pay for it in the years to come. 

David slept fairly quickly due to how tiring the day had been. He rarely ever dreamt in his sleep, but when he did, he always remembered them. They were always extremely vivid. Many of the dreams he remembered were haunted by the presence of the third emperor.

David found himself floating in a liminal space. It felt as though he were suspended in a body of water. He turned in front of him and found a familiar setting. The same room where the third was executed. And most worrying of all, he could see himself.

All around David stood shadows of people, vague outlines of identities. Whenever he tried to focus on them, their qualities only became more unclear. There were only two people in front of him who he could really identify, and one of them was himself. They looked disheveled and out of place, the clothes he wore tattered and lacking their imperial seals. His body had been battered, yet the David in front of him was still smiling. It was an accurate representation of what he would do himself in this situation. Even in pain, even when torn down and injured, he couldn’t drop the mask. The Emperor in front of him was next to another man who held a burner in his hands. 

Ah. That’s what this is.

His own execution. And what David believed to be his inevitable death. He was doing everything for the Empire, for the people he loved. Part of that meant control over the entire continent, where he could finally make everything as great as possible for his people. According to his estimates, by which he meant Erin’s estimates, he would likely conquer the entire continent within 20 years. That was how long he needed to live to fulfill his dream of making a perfect world for his people. However, his work put him against many others, some of which resided in his own court. His idealism and push against corruption would lead to them wishing for his removal from power. David was sure that if he could see the faces of the people watching this execution, he would see a wide array of prideful smiles. 

His downfall would not come from natural causes, but from the many detestable sycophants that surrounded him. The role of emperor was almost paradoxical in that way. The most pertinent enemies in his life were often only an arm’s length away from him, yet he couldn’t get rid of them. His ambition was odious to them, something which they belligerently tolerated. Of course, he planned to slowly chip away at them. Take them down one after another until the court no longer worked for themselves, but for him. The status quo was a poison that rotted the mind, and indulging in it would be like drinking from the same cup the third emperor did in his final moments. The only changes the court wanted to make to the status quo were ones that would benefit them specifically. 

There was one time when a member of the court admitted that directly to his face, and fitting for the current dream, it was before their execution. He’d called for their death after a lengthy investigation into their crimes by Lieutenant Keagan. The day of, he decided to visit their cell. As they sat in a room together, one man heavily restrained and the other about to die, they talked. It was a short conversation, but David found it rather enlightening. Near the end, the noble told David that his actions would inevitably lead to the downfall of Arlin, that trying to burn away the infliction of corruption would only destroy the nation he claimed to love. David laughed in the man’s face. In fact, he struggled not to laugh while the man had his own head carefully removed by an executioner’s blade. Nobles like him could never understand his conviction. All they saw was a child pretending to be the first emperor. In actuality, David hated that idea. He could admire the first’s ambition and recognize his accomplishments, but the first emperor had resigned himself rather than continue to move forward. Ceding power to one of the people who helped his rebellion was not an act of humility, but an act of weakness. As the nation he built grew, he could no longer handle its weight, so he gave it to another man. 

David believed only he had the willpower and fortitude to do what his grandfather could not. He would be willing to bear the weight of not only the Empire, but the entirety of Sol if possible. He would destroy the corruption that shackled the Empire and allow it to move into a future where he could make the world a better place. David would do anything to make that dream a reality.

Yet, at the end of it all, his story would most likely end up right here. A burner pointed at his head, standing in front of a crowd of people with a smile on his face. He felt no rage or frustration at it. He just felt disappointed that his tale would end on such a dour note. The only thing he could do was to hope this inevitability would come after he had achieved his dream, and that the people who followed him would improve on what he created. If he could achieve that, then his death would have far more meaning than that of the third. He didn’t care if he was remembered. He only cared whether his dreams would live on.

As the executioner placed his other hand on the burner and began to pull back on the rod, his features came into focus for David.

More accurately, one feature in particular. 

The executioner was wearing a slave cuff on their ankle.

            

    
        Chapter 47: Rude Awakening

    
    
    
    
                I bolted upwards in a cold sweat, almost falling out of the hammock. I didn’t remember any detail about my dream other than the fact that it ended with me screaming. There was a lingering taste of blood in my mouth. I looked to see my left hand emitting a soft light on its own without me prompting it to. Whatever had happened in my dream was scary enough to make my body start acting defensive all on its own.

I couldn’t dwell on it for too long, as another sensation came to my awareness- I didn’t hurt. Compared to the pain that I had felt yesterday, I felt completely refreshed. I took a moment to check my body to find myself almost entirely untouched, as if I hadn’t battled a giant brick of magore the previous day. At this point, I was starting to doubt whether the event had happened at all.

What the fuck is happening with my body?

Before I could ponder more on the question, Elm bolted through the entrance to the tent. “Kid, you ok? I could hear you from halfway across the refinery.”

Oh, that wasn’t just in my head? 

“I’m fine.”

Elm still looked deeply worried. I could see that his hands were slightly fidgeting. “You sure? You said you were pretty fucked up after yesterday.”

I got out of the hammock and stretched my limbs, rotating my shoulders and feeling all of the joints which had ached the previous day. “I don’t feel hurt at all. I promise, I’m completely fine.”

“Sure…” Elm was doubtful of my statement, even as he watched me casually walk outside. I didn’t feel bad whatsoever. That was worrying to me in a different way.

My eyes adjusted to the light, and I noticed that the refinery had been almost entirely dismantled. The tents and buildings had been torn down and scrapped for parts, and the actual refinery was now a pile of rubble. The exhaustion of the previous day had kept me in a deep sleep to the point where the destruction around me wasn’t even enough to wake me up. 

“It doesn’t even really look like there was anything here in the first place…”

“That’s kind of the point. Gotta make sure they can’t use this location in the future, can we? You want to destroy Arlin’s control, then you need to destroy the refineries.” Elm walked up beside me and placed a hand on my shoulder. Noticing that I didn’t react seemed to throw him off guard, as he probably expected me to still be in pain. It was a rude way to test how physically well it was, but I couldn’t exactly blame him for doubting me. “We also are taking the tent fabric apart so we can make smaller tents. Best we have some cover from the rain.”

“Thank you, Elm.”

“I ain’t the one who punched a chariot into oblivion. Don’t sell yourself short.”

I couldn’t help but laugh. At the very least, Elm had confirmed that it had actually happened. Seeing the fruits of my labor was enough to make me happy. We had now destroyed two separate Arlinian outposts that were necessary to them maintaining power and freed so many people. Even if it stopped here, we’d hit a massive blow to them that they would struggle to recover from quickly.

“Hey, you gonna take off your cuff? I know you don’t need to, but it’s not really doing anything for you.” Elm pointed down to my ankle with the cuff still remaining. I’d thought about removing it but it slipped my mind during the chaos of leaving the camps.

“Yeah, that might not be the worst idea. It’s kind of a comfort for me at this point, but I guess it could mess up our cover.” I lifted up my leg to feel the cuff. It’d been there for 5 years, and I’d barely thought about its presence up until I discovered I wasn’t affected by it.

Elm gave me another pat on the shoulder. “We’ll be moving soon. You got to sleep in since you looked pretty fucking hurt yesterday, but if you say that you’re fine, I think we can get on the road again. Ruby’s got us all set up for the route.”

I nodded, turning up towards the sky. For the first time in 5 years, I’d be visiting a town as a free person. 

***

I sat in the cart as we slowly passed through the roads of Corith. Elina was at the complete front of the caravan while Wanderer was staying at the complete back, to make sure they didn’t murder each other. Elina still looked very unhappy with me and wouldn’t change her mind. Elm was actually taking care of the strig while Sera was resting alongside me. 

It turned out that people had assumed that I was still fairly injured after the chariot fight, so they had suggested that I rest in the cart before we reached the next stop. I would argue with them, but telling people that my body miraculously healed overnight might cause even more problems. Sera, for some reason unknown to me, was beaming with what I presumed to be pride.

“Sera? What’s with the look?” I asked, hoping for her to finally spill whatever was so important. 

“Nothing. I just learned my attunement.”

There it is. Of course she would look smug over that.

“Alex helped me out since old Elm here doesn’t want to take on another apprentice. It turns out he’s a pretty good teacher if you get him to focus and not get too conversational.” She leaned over a bit to see Elm grumbling in response.

“I’m already having one fucking headache dealing with a single idiot Corithian. I don’t need another headache. And it seems like both of you are fast learners.” Elm gave the strig a pat on the neck as he rode along. The animal, which Sera had named Cassy, appeared to have an easy time bonding with others. 

“Yeah, I’d prefer not to lump another student on him. He’s already got his hands full dealing with me, and I don’t want him dying from exhaustion. So, what’d you learn?”

Sera perked up and leaned forward, extending out her right palm. 

“I learned how to transform it. I can’t control it yet, but I can emit it.” she smugly explained. The fact that we were both technically on the same step seemed to give her confidence.

“Watch.” 

Sera closed her eyes and focused. As she did, I could feel the flow of energy shift around her. I heard the sound of soft crackling as the mana was transformed in her palm. It was a sound that I was familiar with and never wanted to hear again.

Sera had a lightning attunement.


***

“North?”

I snapped back to reality as Sera called my name. Seeing the energy crackle and bounce around in her palm brought back memories of my fight with Galen. I glanced over at Elm to find him entirely silent, most likely experiencing the same vivid memory that I was. 

“Yeah. That’s great Sera.” I forced myself to look at her. My entire body was screaming to back away, remembering the horrid sensation of being electrocuted. “I’ll try and practice with you so we can both get our control down.”

“Sure…”

“Kid, you should be practicing since you have the time. Ain’t like you got anything else to do while you’re sitting around. We have a few days before we end up at Bir.” Elm interjected, breaking the awkward atmosphere. 

Thanks old man.

“Do we know much about Bir? The only things I heard about it were from Ruby, and she said that she hadn’t been there in a while.” Now that I knew I was visiting a town for the first time in 5 years, I became somewhat anxious about it. If they were going to support us, that meant I’d be interacting for the first time with people who weren’t slaves and weren’t currently dead. 

Off in the near distance, I could hear Ruby call out to me.

“They’re good people!” Ruby spoke as she slowed down her pace to match our cart. “When I met them, they really hated the empire. Any time they tried to send a missionary, the guy would be sent back to wherever he came from without the clothes on his back. At least, that’s what they told me when we visited.”

“When you visited?” I had assumed that Ruby may have lived there for a short period, but the way she discussed it felt off.

“Oh I never told you? My people were nomadic. My entire tribe was like one big band of roaming mercenaries. We had our animals, but we went from town to town and just did stuff for them. I was their cartographer, hence why I’m the best at it.” She puffed out her chest in a showing of pride. “We were a really small band. Around 20 before… you know. But the villages always knew us when we came to visit. A lot of the time, villages would save up some paper just because they knew I’d be visiting.”

So the paper obsession is an old thing? That’s good to know.

“So you think they’ll treat us well just because of how much they hate the empire? You do realize that there’s a lot more than 20 of us.” inquired Sera. 

“Oh, they’re nice people. Even if they don’t handle us for long, I’m sure they’ll allow us to stay in their area for a bit as we continue down the road. Just knowing that we’re beating up the empire should make them like us.”

Ruby’s confidence was something that I needed to balance myself out at that moment. Hearing her say that there were people out there who would support us told me that we were going on the right path. 

“I’ll leave you to make introductions. Just don’t start haggling for paper the second we get there. We should have enough for now, right?” 

“Can’t promise you on the paper, but I’ll definitely do the introductions for you. You should focus on healing up. Oh and North?”

I sat up to look at her. The smile on her face had vanished.

“Don’t ever try using my body as a cushion again.”

Yup. Let’s not piss off the cartographer.

***

I sat on the edge of our camp, continuing to try and practice focusing my light. The dark night made the light easier to see. It was not going well, and all the progress I was making was minor. During our small cart ride, Sera had already figured out how to link it between her hands. She hadn’t messed around with the power of her lightning, but her control over it far exceeded my own attunement. 

Once she’s healed, she’s going to be another powerhouse. Meanwhile I’m over here, struggling to make a straight line.

It was true that I had the capabilities to support others and had the ability to act as a primer, but I needed the help of others to fight. The only weapon I was good with was my igniter, but I didn’t want to be entirely reliant on magore tech when fighting a nation which was rapidly advancing in it.

“Hey. You’re still working on it.” Sera came up behind me and slowly lowered herself down, careful not to mess with her still injured leg. “You should sleep.”

I clenched my fist, stopping the light. “I just want to figure it out. My mind feels like it's stuck on something. I mean, you were able to start doing it before I could.”

“You keep acting like our abilities are the same.”

“They come from the same thing.”

Sera sighed, patting me on the back. “You still stuck up on how you talk with it? I know you learned differently, but I don’t see what your issue with the call and response idea is.”

It’s less like I learned it and more like I misinterpreted what Elm said.

“It just doesn’t make sense to me. I tried it, but it feels off. And I know that I can do it my own way. It’s just that my focus isn’t strong enough for my request.” I had tried it the other way, but nothing had worked. The mana didn’t even respond to me when I tried to do a direct order. I had originally assumed that it had been some form of mental blockage, but after the past 2 days my opinion was starting to shift. 

“Why do you talk about it like that?” Sera scooted a little closer, leaning over to get a look at my face.

“Like what?” 

“You’ve been treating it like it’s a person. I always thought of it more like a river, a moving force. That’s how Alex explained it to me anyhow.”

I mean, it’s been speaking back. I don’t know if a river can talk.

“It just never felt that way to me. Whenever I try to interact with it, it listens to me. But it never really felt like it was just following orders. It just felt like it listened to me because it… wanted to?”

Sera sighed, turning up towards the night sky. She was the first one to really think about my weird relationship with the flow of mana and question if something was beyond it. Now that she was learning mana and really got to understand how weird it was, it made sense she would be more doubtful. 

“Hey North?”

“Yeah?”

“Do you ever think of Elric?”

Oh…

The question caught me off guard. I knew we had both been thinking about him, but we’d sort of avoided discussing it. 

“I do. A lot. I think about what he would say to my actions or how he would help us. I know he would call a lot of my ideas dumb, but he probably would have helped out a lot. He probably would have helped me solve the soldier problem without needing to rely on Nicole.” I looked over at her. She looked like she was on the verge of tears. “Do you miss Twig?”

“Yeah… she was a good woman. She cared for all of the penal laborers. She would have done a lot in helping us figure out our path. I don’t think she had much longer though.” 

We were both hurting. Elric was someone I could rely on to tell me when I was doing something wrong, and Twig was someone who helped Sera in her time of need. That wasn’t even counting the other losses we’d already experienced in the caravan. It was so much loss in such a short period of time. Being the last two survivors of Marlisle, it wasn’t something we were unfamiliar with.

“I wish I could have known her more.”

We sat silent for a moment. The trees shifted in the cold wind. Winter would come soon, and that would only complicate our efforts. I knew that things were only going to get harder from here on out, yet I was still struggling to talk out the most basic things with a friend.

“I think the best thing we can do to honor him is to keep moving forward.”

I heard Sera let out a weak laugh. “Both you and I know that’s a lie. You just don’t want to think about it, so you focus on everything else. You’re selfish.”

Yeah, I know.

“But it’s the only lie I know how to tell myself. And I think Elric wouldn’t want me to just stop. He’d want me to keep going forward, even if I’m being a complete idiot.” I glanced at Sera. “What would Twig have wanted?”

Twig cared for all the penal laborers and Sera. I didn’t know what the woman wanted other than for those people to survive, but that couldn’t be all. Something about her felt deeper than that.

“She told me before the revolt. She simply told me that she wanted me to remember her, since I was going to live longer than the other penal laborers. She didn’t talk about her past, but I don’t think she had anyone left outside of the camps. Her only desire was to not be forgotten.” Sera took a moment to wipe her eyes. “Maybe that’s the same for Elric. For everyone that we lose.”

Loss of memory. That was how the Arlinians destroyed us. 

“Hey Sera?”

“Yeah?”

“When we go to Marlisle, we should give the people there a real funeral. The type they deserve.”

We sat silently as we watched the distant stars in the night sky. Thinking about Marlisle was hard. It was so distant and yet so prevalent in our minds. As the last two children of Marlisle, we were the only two people who could mourn for them. It was a weight which I refused to bear alone, and which led to the revolt. At the same time, I couldn’t remember the faces of the people in Marlisle. They had faded with the passage of time.

“I’ll hold you to that.” Sera finally stood up, grabbing her crutch. “Now sleep. We have a lot to do in the morning.”

***

“Ok, we should be close.” Ruby looked up from the map that she held so tenderly within her hands. After spending a few days on the road, we had finally made our arrival at Bir. Ruby looked ecstatic to finally see some people from her past, and it was rubbing off on me. As we were about to crest the final hill, I couldn’t help but smile. 

“It’s a tad quiet though, right?” I hadn’t been to a town in a while, but I’d expect there to at least be some noise on the periphery. “We also don’t know if they’re occupied. We should probably be more careful.”

In response, Ruby gave me a heavy slap on the back which almost caused me to lose balance. “That’s what the uniforms are for, aren’t they? We’ll have the jump, even if there are soldiers.”

Oh yeah. That’s why I did that.

I stared down at my legs, noticing that I still had the cuff. I quickly readjusted my pant leg to better cover it. 

“Ok, here it comes.” Ruby spends a bit more, running forward to get the first view of the town. When she got to the top of the hill, she abruptly stopped. Noticing her shock, I bolted upward to stand by her and immediately understood her reaction.

“It’s gone.”

The town of Bir was dead.

            

    
        Chapter 48: The Lost Village of Bir

    
    
    
    
                “It’s all gone…”

The village was silent. The only sounds I could hear were those of nature and the wind. No voices. No movement. Nothing. 

Bir was dead.

There were some buildings still standing, but many of them had been trampled and broken apart, leaving only piles of rubble. The more I stared at it, the more and more I was reminded of Marlisle. It was the silence that hurt the most. Before I could say anything, Ruby began to dash down from the hill and towards the village. 

Shit. 

People began to stop behind me to also take a look at the town, and the caravan and its strigs slowed down to a halt. Word began to pass down about the state of the place and Ruby’s reaction, finally hitting the back of the caravan. I was surrounded by murmurs about the dead town in front of us. After a minute of simply standing there, I could hear Elm run up to my side to get his own look at the town.

“Fucking hell…” I was used to hearing him curse, but this time felt different. “Kid, where’d the cartographer go?”

I had to speak up, as the voices behind us were only getting louder. “She ran down ahead of us. I don’t think she cares if there are traps. She just wanted to get a look at it close up as fast as she could. Is it safe to follow after her?”

Elm simply shook his head, his eyes not seeing the town, but something beyond it. It was another memory from his past. “They don't put traps in places like these. No point, especially because they might want to stay here on longer journeys. All of this is just to send a message.”

“Don’t fight back.” It was the same message they wanted to send when they killed Marlisle. A warning that fighting back would lead to complete and utter annihilation.

Elm gave a solemn nod before beginning to walk down the hill. I followed after him, and soon the entire caravan began to move down the trail and into the lifeless village of Bir.

***

It’s so quiet.

The caravan had remained silent as we entered the village. The only sounds people made were quiet whispers commenting on the horrid sight that Bir was. There was the faint smell of burning flesh that came through the air every so often and immediately stung at the nose. As I walked further and further into the village, the stench only grew stronger.

But where is Ruby?

“This is a sad sight. A village which held its own identity, erased. I do pray they experienced a fight in their final moments as a people.” Although I had expected somebody to eventually break the silence, I had not expected Wanderer to be that person.

“Did they do this to villages in Irebor?” I knew that Irebor was a place of warriors and Elina had talked about them always fighting with Arlin.

“Indeed. During my time in the rebel forces, I saw many villages and towns just like this, brought to ruin. Those who refused to submit couldn’t be tolerated in Arlin’s vision.” Wanderer called upon a distant past as he spoke. Even with his status as a deserter, he held a deep reverence for his people and their culture. If he didn’t have that mark on his cheek, I could see him and Elina getting along extremely well. 

Why would a man like him desert?

“But where are the people?” I pondered aloud. Wanderer turned to look at me, his eyes snapping away from the village.

“I think you know where they are.” Wanderer solemnly admitted. Although I might have been imagining it, it looked as though he placed his hand on his hip where one would imagine a sword would be. 

I know. They’re all dead. Probably in a mass grave.

“Do we know where your cartographer is?”

“Mell’s looking for her.” I asked Mell since she seemed to get along with him well. If there was a person who could help console her and reign her in, it was probably him. I needed to talk with her eventually, but he was best for the moment. 

“Sir! Over here!” Mell’s voice boomed off in the distance. 

“Speaking of. I should get moving.” I began to sprint in the direction of the voice. For a man who rarely raised his voice, Mell could get really loud. 

When I finally arrived at the location of Mell and Ruby, I skidded on the dirt. Ruby was on her knees looking completely dejected while Mell crouched down next to her, his hand placed on her shoulder. They both stood in front of a pit, where the entire town of Bir was now located. The soldiers who massacred this place didn’t even give the people the courtesy of covering it. Just a mass of corpses, left out in the sun for nature to have its way with. 

It was sickening, and the stench of rotting flesh was now overwhelming. I wanted to gag. Steeling myself, I decided to walk over to the other side of Ruby. She didn’t even look sad or angry, she just looked hollow. The spark of energy that she had on the way here was now completely snuffed out. Getting closer to the pit, I could see how mangled the bodies were. Many of them had been shot through by burners multiple times, with limbs severed or massive holes carved in their flesh. While some faces were still able to be made out, some were simply gone or unrecognizable. 

All of this, just to send a message. 

After standing next to her for a while, I decided to finally speak.

“Ruby, I-”

“No, North.” Ruby interjected. “Not right now. I can’t. I need some time.”

Mell turned his head away from the pit and silently nudged me back in the direction of the caravan. There were others now standing behind me and reacting to the pit. Ruby needed time to mourn, and I wasn’t going to intrude on that. As I walked back through the crowd that had formed behind me, I called them to action. 

“Let’s get set up! We might be resting here for a couple days. We’ll have time to deal with this later.” The words felt rancid coming out of my mouth. 

***

Ruby remembered faces as well as she could remember locations on maps. They existed parallel in her mind. Faces were made up of features, contours and grooves that flowed into each other and all fit together into one grander landmark. The nose and cheeks were like mountains and hills, while the eyes and lips were rivers and lakes. Whether it be a face or a map, when the features were unified together into one singular piece, they told a story. 

In the villages she visited as a child, she was good at identifying people even after long trips. When they had an interesting face, she would draw them down to better remember them for the future and to more easily connect them with a name. Her tribe often relied on her to make the connections with individuals in the many towns and villages they visited on their journeys. Ruby made sure to draw each and every important landmark in her life on paper, because as long as it was some type of map, she could remember it. 

Bir was a familiar town to her. Its structure rarely changed. Whenever she spent time exploring it or using her attunement to understand her surroundings, it all felt the same. If she had to put a word to it, she would say that its structure and landmarks were all comfortable. The people weren’t the most inviting to outsiders, and especially Arlin, but saw her tribe like a distant family member. Whenever they visited, they were greeted with open arms and a warm welcome. She would meet with the faces she remembered and learn about all of the small changes that had occurred when she was gone. She would update her mapping of the people of Bir, and then she would leave. 

Change and Bir were two distant concepts in her mind. Bir would always be Bir, and its people would always have the same general contours and landmarks. In her years at the mining camp, whenever she thought back to the town of Bir, it felt like a painting. A place stuck in time, forever captured in delicate brushstrokes. It shifted ever so slightly as the years went by, but the same broad strokes always remained the exact same. 

That time was long gone. Arlin couldn’t deal with something that refused to change. Bir was incompatible with Arlin, and therefore it had to be destroyed. 

When she had first suggested the path here, the tiniest voice in the back of her mind warned her of this fact. There were many other things that had taken up her focus, but the voice grew louder and louder as the caravan drew near. When she finally came across the pit, the voice went from a small whisper to a loud screaming about how naive she was. 

The faces, the maps of identity she had held so fondly in her mind were now twisted. That was only considering the ones she could see and make out as she stood over their shared grave. Their memory was forever tarnished by the looks of horror they were now trapped in. 

She didn’t know if she should be angry, sad or both at the same time. Ruby just felt as though an important piece of her being had been shattered and torn away. 

Mell stood by her, comforting her. He wanted to help, even if he couldn’t understand the exact emotions that she was experiencing. He just knew that the best action he could take at that moment was to be right there. She wanted to tell him, but the words weren’t there. How could she explain something that she herself only viewed through the same lens as the maps that she coveted?

The silence was gone now. The caravan was starting to move and set up for the time they would remain at the location. They would eventually start scavenging through the now barren homes of Bir. Ruby didn’t blame them for that, knowing what was at stake. It didn’t help her either. Others would occasionally stop their work to take peeks at her before moving away. Only Mell was willing to stay by her side. 

“Hey.”

“Yes mam?” Mell’s head perked up.

Wonder if all Asarnians are this polite, or if it’s just him.

“You don’t have to stay here, you know that. They could probably use your help.” She forced out a weak smile. In response, he simply shook his head. 

“North ordered me to find you and help you out. Until he says otherwise, I’m staying with you.” Mell sat down, letting his legs out in front of him. He was careful not to let his legs dip into the pit. “Plus, I’d feel bad.”

“Thank you.” Ruby weakly responded. Ever since they had started talking with each other, Mell felt like a younger brother that she had never had. Despite his overwhelming size and strength, Mell was a kinder soul who was willing to help others simply based on the fact that it was nice. Battle and the mines had hardened him, but that friendliness and respect of others remained. He lifted her up when she asked and enjoyed listening to others. If they had chosen to go with Nicole to Mylia, she probably would have tried to keep Mell with her. He was just that type of person. 

“How well did you know them?”

“They were like distant friends. Our tribe had a schedule. We visited them around spring most of the time. They weren’t family, but they were important.” Ruby finally looked up from the pit. “What was your family like, back in Asarn?”

Mell’s gaze turned up to the sky as he began to reminisce. 

“We were herders. Lived in a nowhere area. Closest walk to any other people was half an hour. Big family though. Had 4 brothers and 3 sisters, and all of us worked with the animals. I ended up caring the most for the strigs, since I was the only one able to carry them.”

Ruby almost snorted. She had almost forgotten about Mell’s weird attunement, and the fact that he apparently was able to lug strigs around on his shoulders.

“What happened to make you end up in Boralis?” Ruby asked the question that every slave was inevitably asked. ‘How did you end up here?’ was a story that each of them shared in some capacity, and it varied wildly. 

“Empire had to raid to keep the mines working. Apparently, somebody finally told the Arlinian’s about us. One check with a piece of magore later, and I was being carted off. Ain’t more complex than that.” 

“Sounds pretty typical, all things considered.” Ruby took a small scoot backwards on the dirt. 

“Yup. Don’t know what happened to my folks after that. Or Asarn in general. Guards never talked about it.” Mell let out a belated sigh. Talking about the past was extremely tiring. Memory upon memory, caked in the dirt and grime of years long past. The mines took a lot away from the slaves, including memory. The monotony of the work broke down character and identity with each swing of a pick. 

Ruby remembered Alex talking about the night North recruited him. It was 2 days into their journey on the road, and another slave had asked the rusted Nacilian how he ended up being a major player in the revolt. North’s message about history being the thing that insulted Arlin the most, the thing that held them back. The pit in front of her was proof of that. In what may have been a single night, Arlin had eradicated the history and memory of Bir and shoved it all into one open pit. 

“Do you maybe want to do something for the dead?” Mell asked the question which was also gnawing at a bit of Ruby’s mind. She had thought about doing something for them. North had been giving all of the dead a Corithian funeral, but these people weren’t from Corith. Her tribe followed their own practices. Where they died, they were buried. Whenever the tribe would visit that location, they would spend some time to mourn at the grave. 

This wasn’t the practice at Bir. She didn’t know what they did, and couldn’t know. Doing her practice would be like further tarnishing the already broken painting. But North’s method felt wrong. 

“I don’t know.” She admitted.

Ruby finally understood North’s predicament with the memory of Marlisle. Just as she would never know that village, the caravan would not know Bir.

Surrounded by people both dead and alive, Ruby was entirely alone.

            

    
        Chapter 49: Listening to the Dead

    
    
    
    
                “You just want us to cover the grave?” I questioned. Ruby’s response to the pit had been unexpected. I was entirely prepared to do what we had done for all the other dead, but Ruby had said the scale was too large.

“I don’t want to do what you’ve been doing for our dead. They just need to be given some respect as dead.” Ruby looked completely dejected as she spoke. Mell was still standing by her side, attempting to comfort her. He really was the best person for the job.

“That sounds good. I’ll get Elm on the job. Do you know any type of rites you’re supposed to give the dead in Boralis?” Corith’s practices were pretty simple. There was little that you did other than cremate them, then have a celebration of their memory. I had no idea how other cultures functioned, another limitation of my humble origins.

“I don’t. My tribe had its own practices. I never witnessed a funeral in Bir. I just want to give them a proper grave.” She appeared more forlorn the longer she spoke. I decided it was best to limit the conversation, as she probably didn’t need to focus on it more. I turned to Mell and nodded at him, a silent thanks for his help in consoling her. 

“I promise I’ll get it all worked out by tonight. I need to check up with Sera.” I quickly explained. Ruby gave a solemn nod before I walked off into the camp. The smell of the pit was starting to remove itself from my awareness, but I occasionally got painful whiffs of it as I walked towards the center of Bir. All around me, the caravan was exploring the houses and searching for usable materials. 

This all feels so wrong. I hate it.

I felt a deep dread in the pit of my stomach that was only growing the more time we spent in Bir. It was only the first day, and I could already feel my body telling me to leave as soon as possible. Once I got closer to the center, I could see Sera sitting in one of the carts, taking notes on one of the few pieces of paper Ruby had been willing to share. Sera quickly noticed my presence and beckoned me over. I jumped in the cart to sit across from her.

“So, what’s the status? Other than the overall mood of everyone here.” I added the quick aside, noting the general unhappiness that surrounded me. 

Sera used her open hand to point to the east of the village. “We’ve got the penal laborers and a few others working on making more tents for us. We already had some rope, but apparently they found some left over in one of the houses. Other than that, most of the stuff in the houses are gone. No food supplies, so we only have what we took with us. A few people are saying that we should maybe do some hunting tomorrow so we can snag some extra food for the trip. Plus, I’m pretty sure it might relieve a bit of stress.”

That’s not a bad idea.

“Sure. Any paper? Ruby could probably use it.” I motioned over in the direction of Ruby, who was now wandering through the camp with Mell at her side. I hadn’t actually ordered him to stick with her, which meant he was just doing this of his own volition. “I really hope everyone in Asarn is like him.”

“Full agreement on that.” Sera added. “Oh, and Elm’s over in one of the southern buildings, checking up on all of our magore gear. He didn’t say it, but he probably wouldn’t mind some help.”

Yeah, that might be good. Help me take my mind off of everything. Plus, I wouldn’t mind spending more time with him.

I groaned as I sat up and hopped out of the cart, almost losing balance as I landed in the dirt before I began running in the direction of my mentor, the sun slowly starting to descend in the sky. I had been stalling on discussing all of my weird new powers for too long.

***

When I opened the door, I found Elm carefully tightening the bolts on a primer plate. He was standing at a large wooden dinner table that had been left untouched. A lamp had been hung in the corner, providing light.

“Well look who finally showed up.” He said, not even looking up from his work. “Get over here and grab a burner. Turns out your rebels don’t have any idea how to do basic fucking upkeep with their weapons.”

I shrugged, moving over to his side. “You really expect a bunch of slaves to know how to handle magore tech maintenance after only a week?”

Elm finally turned away from his work to glance at me. “A good number of them were combat mages. I’d expect them to have a basic understanding of how to treat a damn weapon.”

“Fair enough. I’ll get Elina to…” I stopped, having a realization mid-sentence. “I’ll get Alex to teach them some basics.” 

“Heh.”

Yeah yeah. Rub it in.

“Don’t bother with Alex. Nacilians got some pride with their mages and weaponry. He wouldn’t know shit about using a burner.” He casually explained. Even as he talked, his hands moved at a brisk pace as he finished putting all of the pieces back together and throwing the finished burner to the side. “Well? You just gonna stand there? There’s a burner right in front of you that needs the spring replaced. They’re in the box, behind you.”

“On it.” 

I turned to find a familiar metal box on the floor. Lifting up the top, I saw a massive trove of parts and tools, all for repairing magore weapons. As I searched through the compartments I noticed the amount of parts had changed.

“Did you take stuff from the refinery? I don’t remember us having this much supply.” 

Elm chuckled. “Not like they had much use for them. Plus, we need as many as we can get if we’re going to keep fighting. Now will you get to work?”

“Sure thing, old man.”

***

We stood next to each other, repairing and checking up on countless burners. I lost track of time as all of the motions and actions seemed to meld together. It was monotonous, but it was a comforting monotony. I didn’t speak with Elm outside of exchanging tools and supplies with him. There wasn’t a good opportunity to stop at work and talk with him about all of my discoveries, so I just kept working. 

The work finally stopped when Alex opened the door while looking completely out of breath.

“Oh. there you two are. Hunting trip went well, and we’ve got a spit roast going. Wanted to give you a heads up so you can maybe grab some.” Alex paused, studying the room. “Is this what you did all those nights at the camp?”

“More or less.” I responded, placing down my tools.

“Definitely less.” Elm added, nudging Alex’s focus over to the pile of repaired burners. “I might have to give a lesson on some basic upkeep so I don’t have to do this amount of shit again.”

Alex nodded before running out the door, possibly because he was expecting to get a lecture. 

“We should probably head out. We can finish in the morning.” Elm started to place all of the items away, carefully organizing each of the pieces and tools.

Is now a good time?

“Hey, I wanted to talk about-”

“More weird attunement crap?” Elm interjected before I finished my sentence. “Yeah, I was waiting for you to bring up the fact you were completely unscathed after your primer stunt. Not even a single bruise. Hell, I don’t remember the last time I saw a scar on you since that day.”

Wait, what?

I didn’t have any extremely noticeable scars, but I was sure that I had a few. The mining camps were an easy place to get injured. The most notable scar I remembered was on the back of my right leg. I’d gotten it from slipping while climbing the steps and getting cut on a sharp rock that had fallen out of one of the baskets. It was a relatively small scar, but it was noticeable if you looked hard enough.

“I’m pretty sure I still have my…” I tried to argue as I lifted up my pant leg, only to find the skin unscarred as if nothing had ever happened. 

“Guess you didn’t even know about that one. You’re a massive fucking headache, you know that?” Elm admitted, crossing his arms. “It’s possible that you interacting with the large magore somehow affected your internal flow, but it could go back even further. Tell me, what was the last time you felt pain from any of the injuries that Galen gave you?”

I tried to think as far back as possible, but the only time I could remember feeling pain from Galen’s injury was when we had just started our journey. 

“That’s my point. I just thought you were a fast healer at first, but after that incident, it’s clear that it isn’t normal. Nothing about you can just be normal, can it?” Elm sighed, finally closing up the toolbox. “Best guess? Your flow is repairing your body on its own. It’s just gotten faster the more you’ve gotten used to your attunement. At this point you’re not even asking it for help. It’s just straight up playing favorites with your dumbass.”

I could only stand there, motionless. I had expected answers to my confusing body, not more questions. 

“There’s another thing, actually.”

Elm groaned, pulling a chair from the wall and sitting down. “Well? Go ahead. It can’t get any worse for me at this point.”

I took a deep breath before I spoke. “I heard a voice when I did the primer thing. I think the mana talked back with me? When I did the thing, I asked for it to not let me die, and it said ‘Of course.’ And then everything else happened.”

Elm sat still, doubtfully searching my face.

“No. Fuck that.”

Huh? 

“Kid, I want you to look me straight in the eyes and tell me that you heard the mana around you talk.” He twiddled his thumbs in frustration.

I stared him in the face, trying to hold myself from showing any emotion.

“I heard it… well it’s more like I felt it. It’s like the words just entered my thoughts. But I could tell they weren’t mine. I swear.”

At this point, I can understand why this would be so frustrating.

Elm let out a deep breath, shaking his head. I could tell that he had resigned himself. 

“I give up. I’m supposed to believe the mana flow is able to talk because your dumbass heard it say ‘ok’. Am I getting this right?”

“Yes?” 

Elm let out another pained groan. “God, I fucking hate you sometimes. Kid, let's keep this one for later. We can deal with all the potential implications of the universal flow of mana being conversational for another day. I’d prefer only one headache at a time.”

All that I could respond with was a shrug.

“I’ll try to, but I can’t promise. At this point, I think it’s out of my control.” I responded flatly. I picked up my igniter which I had set against the wall and strapped it over my shoulder. Elm grabbed his own burner and holstered it. 

“Oh, and Ruby wants you to cover up the grave.” 

“Sure. But I get first calls on the spit roast to ease the headache you just gave me.”

I smiled as I stepped out into the darkened village. “Of course.”

***

“It’s chewy.” I spent some time moving the fragen around in my mouth, trying to get it into a state where I could swallow. I was sitting at a fire with only Mell, having asked to talk with him privately. Ruby’s issues were something that I’d prefer not become a topic of gossip with how much she had on her plate.

“That’s how the wild stuff is sir. Can’t believe they’re all the way out here in Boralis.” Mell tore off another bit from his own piece. It looked a lot better than mine. “Plus, you did come a bit late. You’re going to get those types of parts.”

Well, I did actually come on time. It’s just that Elm took the good pieces that I had been offered and left me with this.

“So how is she?” I said as I finally swallowed the meat.

“Ruby is… she’s still dealing with it. I think you could probably talk with her now, but you might want to go slow. She really cared for these people, even if they weren’t her tribe. Do you want me to continue to stick with her?” Mell’s expression looked pained as he explained. I could tell that he wanted to do more for her. 

God, I really hope all of Asarn is like him.

I shook my head in response. “You’ve done a lot already. I won’t stop you, but I’d at least try to work with her. She’s important to the caravan.”

“You’ll do fine sir. I trust in your judgment.” Mell smiled as he took another bite of his meat. 

“Why?”

Mell paused mid bite as he raised his eyebrows.

“What do you mean by why?”

I pointed a finger towards myself. “Why do you specifically trust in my judgment?”

“Because you were the one who led the revolt. I couldn’t have done that. I don’t think anyone could have done that except for you. Even if they could, nobody had the real will to fight back like that. And you saved us from the iron chariot with that crazy plan of yours. We wouldn’t be here without you. Even if you make mistakes, you’re still pushing us forward on the right path. I trust in that, and I will continue to trust in that for as long as you continue to desire to save others.”

That was… really beautiful actually.

“Thank you Mell.”

He gave a simple nod. “Of course, sir. Ruby’s over near the grave.”

I got up and gave him a soft pat on the shoulder. It was nice knowing that I had someone like him I could rely on. 

***

Ruby was sitting on the dirt, hugging her knees close to her chest. I could see her breath in the air, lit by a nearby lantern. It was a sign that winter was fast approaching. As I walked closer, she turned and wordlessly acknowledged my presence. I moved beside her and sat down in front of the newly created grave for the people of Bir.

“Hey.”

There was a break before she began to turn her head towards me. There was a tear streaking down her cheek.

“North, how much do you remember of Marlisle?” Her voice was cracking as she tried to hold back a torrent of emotion.

“Not as much as I would like. I remember the way Marlisle felt. I remember my family. I remember what our shop was like. I remember the smells of our home and the town in general. I remember the celebrations and the funerals. It’s a mix of big and small things. But the rest of it is murky. A lot of it meshes together and I can’t separate specific people from each other. There’s a lot of names that I remember that I can’t attach a person to, and the other way around. It feels like… there’s something missing. Like there’s one piece that if I found it, I’d remember everything. But I don’t know what that is.” I answered her with the painful truth that had haunted me for years. I could feel it, the memories of Marlisle slowly being replaced and removed over the time I spent as a miner. As years went by, you slowly lost more and more of yourself. 

Ruby sniffled as she tried to think of a response. I knew how much she had hoped to reunite with these people. Now, she was probably one of the only people who could remember them at all. The pain was all too familiar. 

“I can’t- I can’t remember them all. I want to but I can’t. And I don’t know if there’s anyone else out there who can. I just- I just don’t want to forget.” She spoke in between painful sobs. 

“I know. It hurts. Every time you realize you can’t remember something, it hurts.” I could feel my own speech starting to waver. I knew her pain all too well, and this was just a big reminder of my own experience.

“But what do I do? I don’t have someone like Sera. There’s just me, and I’m already failing. I can feel them slipping. I don’t know what their voices sounded like anymore, and their faces are all wrong and I keep trying to put it back together and I know it’s going to get worse.” She was fully crying now. I could feel myself on the verge of tears as well. “Please. There has to be something.”

It was a struggle to think of an answer. Her experience and my own were so entangled in the same questions and problems. I still had to do this, and once I came upon the words, I gave it my all.

“You fight. Hold onto this memory as hard as you can. You can’t change the past, but you can stop this type of thing from happening again. There doesn’t have to be more people like us who are the last carriers of entire villages. It might not honor their memory directly, but it will at least mean that no one else has to suffer like you, me or Sera.” I took a deep breath, holding back the tears from my own eyes. “And if you don’t want to carry them alone, share it. You might not have all the parts, but I’d still like to hear the stories you have of these people. Stories are how places like Bir survive. Don’t let them die with you.”

I locked eyes with her and opened my arms for an embrace, and we hugged. I softly patted her on the back as she cried into my shoulder. I looked off in the distance to see Mell with a lamp in his hands, giving me a soft smile of approval. I had no idea how long he had been there, but he looked pleased. I nodded, sending him on his way in the night. 

After a period of time which I couldn’t gauge, she finally backed away from my embrace and sat back down. There was a lot less pain in her expression since I’d given her a moment to be vulnerable.

“Thank you, North. For everything.”

“No problem. So, want to tell me about Bir?”

Ruby could only take a moment to laugh at herself, wiping the tears from her eyes.

“Yeah, of course. Oh, where do I start? I guess the village chief would be good. I know she had a name, but no one called her that. Most people just called her Chief. She was a really tall lady and She had a really big sharp nose. I think the village kids called it ‘the mountain of Bir’, which I found really funny. However, she very much didn’t.”

I laughed in response, thinking back to my own past. She was smiling as she told me stories, something she hadn’t really done since she had arrived here. 

I listened to her throughout the night, hearing about the people and tales she could recall from all of her visits. Even as the night grew darker, the air lacked any form of chill. By the time that morning came to the town of Bir, I would be the second person to carry its story.
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        Chapter 50: Leaving Town

    
    
    
    
                I was once again awoken from my sleep by an extremely hard slap. Instead of Elina, I found Wanderer staring down at me. 

“Get up.” He extended a hand down to me which I used to lift myself up. I had spent the entire night talking with Ruby and learning the story. Once the sun was starting to rise, I decided it was best to take a nap. 

I guess all people from Irebor don’t hold back with their slaps.

Taking a second to look over Wanderer’s body, I noticed a new addition hanging from his hip.

“You got a sword?” I raised my hand to point at the blade that his other hand was resting on.

“Found it in one of the buildings. Guess the soldiers who ransacked this place before didn’t find any use for it, so they just left a perfectly good sword sitting around. It’s a damn well made one at that. Nowhere near an Irebor sword, of course.” He smiled and patted the pommel. 

“Guess nobody respects swordsmanship.”

“It truly is a dying art.”

I exited through the door of the building I was sleeping in to find the place much more lively. People were moving about and interacting with each other, and the dour mood of the previous day had mostly faded. Covering the pit must have been a large part of that.

“Seems that taking a break is actually doing a lot for them.” I noted, scanning my surroundings. A few people waved to me, which I reciprocated. 

“It is nice having a break from our constant movement. Now come along. We have a raid to plan.”

Oh yeah, I’m supposed to do that kind of thing.

We walked further into the village and into one of the larger buildings. It looked like the remnants of a tavern or some other similar business. 

“Everyone is waiting for me there?” I asked. Wanderer responded with a nod and opened the door. Inside, everyone was standing around a central table with a lantern on it next to the map and a few other sheets. Ruby turned up from carefully studying the map to smile at me. 

Her mood has improved a lot.

I stepped inside and began the protracted meeting to decide our next battle. 

***

Wanderer, Ruby and Sera all stood to my side while Alex, Elina and Elm sat across from me at the table. Elina was avoiding eye contact as best as possible with both me and Wanderer. She definitely hadn’t gotten over my decision to delay the man’s death. As I had gotten to learn more and more about the man, he became more confused. He was caught deserting, yet he seemed to have a deep reverence for Irebor culture. And for some reason, he was working as a laborer at a refinery. It all made no sense. Before the actual meeting started, Ruby leaned over and handed me a piece of paper which had a drawing of a face on it.

“Remember the Chief? This is what she looked like.”

[image: image-placeholder]

Wow… was her nose really that pointy? And why did Mell write “hi” on it?

“That’s certainly something. I expected it to be big, but that’s really big. And the jewelry?” I pointed to all of the various things that were covering the woman. “I mean, she didn’t actually wear a crown, did she?”

Ruby shrugged in response. “I may have taken a few creative liberties, but she mostly looked like that. Definitely acted like she was wearing a crown.”

Alex, noticing the two of us discuss the drawing, leaned forward to try and take a peek.

“You drew that? That’s nice. Hey, do you think you could draw me?” Alex gleefully suggested. Ruby looked away from me to glare daggers at him. In truth, I was also wondering whether she could draw me, but I decided against that for now. 

“You want to focus? We have a full day to plan the raid on the camp, and I’d prefer we not waste too much of it.” Sera interrupted my train of thought and brought me back to the present. “I’m just going to make the assumption that North doesn’t have a plan?”

I scratched the back of my head, looking for a response that wouldn’t make me seem like an idiot.

“Of course. Lucky for you, we have a lot of people here to pitch in and help.” Sera patted Elm on me on the back with a heavy hand. In a way, she was starting to remind me of Elric. 

I took a deep breath, taking in the sight of all the people around me. There was something that had been nagging at me for a while which I had to admit. 

“I want this one to be without losses.” I spoke with conviction. Everyone at the table leaned in to see my face. 

“North…” Sera’s voice sounded like she was talking to a child who had just broken their toy.

“I know. I know it’s unrealistic, but we need a big win. I can see the mood of everyone in the caravan, and it’s not good. We need something to keep us going forward, and I don’t think we can just have another victory where we take losses like the refinery.” I couldn’t help but think of all the burials and pyres we had made along the way. The massive pit only a short walk away was a reminder of just how many people could die at the empire’s hands. 

“Then whatever plan we come up with better be real fucking good. We can’t do something like our own revolt if we want everyone to survive.” Elm moved himself into the conversation, putting a hand on the map. His finger was pointed directly at the refinery, which had a large X drawn over it. “How long are we going to take to get there?”

Ruby took initiative, pointing to the point on the map with her disfigured hand. I’d almost forgotten about the missing fingers. “It’s going to be about 6 days to get there. 5, if we move quickly.”

“Good. We can work with 5 days. If we want to do a good ambush, we wait until night. And if we want to get the upper hand, we need all of the slaves there to be armed and ready to fight.” As I watched Elm talk, I could see more and more of his past as a Major become apparent. Even with the stories I had heard the fact of it still hadn’t fully registered. 

“Kid? You gonna pay attention or am I going to have to helm this entire fucking operation?” Elm snapped me out of my thoughts and back to the situation. 

Ok… let’s get this done.

***

After a lengthy discussion, a lot of yelling and a multitude of headaches, we walked out of the tavern with a plan formulated. I couldn’t help but smile thinking back on the amount of time it took for me to figure out how to do the revolt. Now, we were able to create complex plans in short periods of time. The only thing to do now was to relay it all to the people in the caravan and prepare for the journey. 

Sera came up behind me and patted me on the back with her free hand.

“Good work, rebel leader. You created a plan and didn’t have anyone stab each other during the discussion.”

“Elina certainly looked like she wanted to.” I replied. She had been glaring at both myself and Wanderer during the entire discussion. 

“You can’t make everyone happy. At least you have a plan this time.” She was right on that. I wasn’t going to make everyone happy, least of all her. 

Before we could continue discussing, Elm walked up behind the two of us and put his arms around both of our shoulders. Sera almost jumped before realizing who it was.

“Now where do you think you two are going?” He said, a wide grin on his face. 

“Oh, we were just going to help out with stuff in the cam-”

“The fuck you are. Nah, you two are practicing with your attunements. Especially you, North.”

Fuck.

Elm let out a mocking laugh as I dreaded the many hours I would be spending trying to focus my light. 

***

“Well, it’s getting better since I last checked. You’re almost making it the full distance of the room.”

I sighed, lowering my hand back to my side. It had been 3 hours, a piece of knowledge I retained thanks to the timekeeper. Elm had insisted that I stay inside the building to better see the light and judge the amount of focus I was able to give it.

“I humbly accept your praise.” I replied, holding back a groan. “How’s Sera progressing?”

“According to what I saw and what Alex told me, pretty damn fast. Faster than you did. For how unruly a lightning attunement can be, that’s damn impressive.” He smugly noted. 

“And tell me, how long would it take a normal person to get to where I’m at?”

“Hmm… if you’re talking about focusing, about half a year if the teacher is good at his job. Depends on the attunement as well.” Elm scratched at his chin, formulating the numbers in his mind.

“And how long has it taken for me to get this far? Not considering all of my other achievements, such as learning how to control pure mana and, I don’t know, this?” I turned my left hand invisible to emphasize my point.

“Around 3 months. Kid, I’m not saying you’re a failure. It’s just a tad bizarre, thinking about how easily you picked up on other concepts.” 

Yeah… you might be right on that point.

Compared to the breakneck speed I had been able to use to get better at my attunement, seeing me struggle with focusing my energy just felt off. 

Maybe it’s a mental block?

I couldn’t figure out how to expand my consciousness in such a way that allowed me to keep control over the mana I was expelling as well as continue to transform my own flow. I’d been using the weird connection I had with mana as a crutch, but focusing appeared to be one area which I couldn’t entirely rely on it. 

Alex described it as a call and response. I’ve been trying, but maybe my mindset has been wrong about it? 

“Hey Elm, do you mind staying around for a second? I want to try something different. See if I can maybe move past my blockage.”

Elm shrugged before pulling out a chair and seating himself. I closed my eyes, and focused on myself. 

Maybe it isn’t the call and response like I thought it would be. I’ve been thinking of it like a conversation. When I first started, Elm told me to order it to do what I wanted. Maybe it’s more like creating an opening? Instead of giving it an order to stay straight, maybe I need to give it directions. I’ve been thinking this entire time about having it maintain the same focus throughout the entire process, so maybe I just need to focus on the beginning and end, and let it follow through?

I opened my eyes again and focused on the wall. Lifting my left palm, I pointed it at the wall and focused on a single location on it. If it really was a call and response, then all I needed to do was to give it the order. I controlled my flow through my body and into my palm, and kept my eyes focused on that spot. All that I needed to do was to make sure the mana I was controlling had a direction. After a few seconds, the beam of light came out of my palm and went straight towards the spot on the wall I was focusing on. 

“How in the…” Elm muttered in surprise. 

After maintaining the beam, I lowered my palm and let the light dissipate. There was a wide smile on my face when I turned to him. 

“I figured it out. I’ve been trying to keep it focused this entire time by managing it on its way to the location. But I realized that if I wanted it to be focused, all I needed to do was give it a clear direction. I gave it an order, and the mana would follow through and do the work for me.”

Elm sat there, confused. His jaw was slack. 

“Kid, you realized that just during this conversation?”

I fumbled a bit with my hair, thinking about how much pain and irritation that blockage had caused me. “Yeah? I think you gave me an opening. Did I do it correctly?”

“I mean… you did the correct thing. It’s just that most people don’t arrive at that conclusion like that. I guess you can’t do anything normal when it comes to attunements, but at least you figured it out.”

I pumped my fist in celebration before Elm suddenly interrupted.

“Doesn’t mean you can stop practicing. By the time we have dinner, I want you to be able to do that consistently and over longer distances. You want to learn to heal, you need to do this first.”

Damn it.

“Yes sir…”

***

“North, you look like those first few days you started working with Elm. How much sleep did you get?” Alex quickly surveyed my body, clearly reminded of the day when he first introduced Elina. We were both at the front of the caravan, walking in front of the strigs.

Yeah, I probably shouldn’t have spent so long practicing. 

We had only just left the village and were on the road again. Having a full day to break and relax was great for everyone who wasn’t named North or Sera. The two of us had been focused on learning our attunements. Sera had been making a lot of progress, and it appeared that were relatively close in skill now that I had overcome that mental roadblock. The only difference was that while I was going to be focusing on learning how to heal, Sera would be getting combat training from Alex on how to use her attunement. 

Once her leg is working, she’ll be a real asset. That depends on me more than anything.

Her leg was mostly functional by this point, but she still needed the crutch. It wasn’t able to sustain her weight and she’d fall if she tried putting too much pressure on it. The work we’d done on it wasn’t that bad, so if I didn’t heal her directly, she would probably be able to walk fine in a month or two. We didn’t have that time, which was why I needed to learn. 

“You know, you can rest a tad bit more. You’re putting a lot on yourself.” Alex nudged me a bit on the shoulder. “You might not be the type of person most would think of as a leader, but I think you can get there. Just don’t, you know, fuck up too badly.”

Definitely needed to hear that last part.

“I’ll try to keep my fuck ups to a minimum.”

“That’s more like it.”

I turned back to see the caravan conversing with each other. 60 people, all together seeming to enjoy their life was… motivating. I wanted to win this one straight on, and seeing them all together was enough to reaffirm my conviction. 

“Well, I… wait. Stop.” Alex suddenly interrupted himself, holding out a hand in front of me. “Get Elm. Now.”

Understanding the urgency in his voice, I ran towards the back until I spotted Elm riding atop one of the strigs. I waved at him to follow me, and he quickly jumped off. We ran towards Alex only to find him face to face with men wearing outfits exactly like our own.

We’d just come into direct contact with Arlin’s Soldiers. 

***

“Well, look what we have here. Damn, this is a large one. Old man, you their senior officer?” The soldier on top of their own strig spoke down to us, a wide smile on his face. I could immediately notice that the horns on his steed were forward facing and had been sharpened. 

“Correct. We’re a patrolling unit, currently transporting live cargo to the mine down the road.” Elm spoke in an emotionless voice. The military in him was now on full display. 

“Well, that’s something. Been getting word there’s something going down in Boralis. Do you know anything about it?”

“None so far. We’ve been traveling for a good bit and haven’t gotten the chance to stop anywhere. We’re currently heading to the mining camp to deliver the cargo and send word to command over the soundline at the location.” Elm took a moment to dust off his uniform. “Boralis has not been kind to us. Might I ask what your assignment is, soldier?”

“Simple patrol. Sir, if I may ask, by live cargo, do you mean the slaves behind you who are currently unrestrained?” the soldier lifted his head up slightly, pointing a finger at Elina.

“They’re well under control. They understand what happens if they try to run.” 

The soldier chuckled. Something about the way he spoke told me he was very familiar with the system. 

“Well aren’t you just the kindest? Still, surprised to see a group this large. Say, did you take a stop at the ruins? Boys at the fort told us they were a good location to rest at.”

Elm paused, pondering what words he should say next. 

“It’s an alright location. There’s some buildings left standing, but they've been fully ransacked by the locals.”

Instead of returning his focus to Elm, the soldier turned to Alex. There was a wide grin on his face. 

“I don’t see too many people from Arlin looking like you. Tell me, have you got some roots in Nacilia?”

Alex responded with a casual shrug. I had no idea how he was maintaining his cool.

“Dad took up some land in Nacilia after the campaign. Turns out he likes his girls to be local.” 

The soldier let out a loud laugh, slapping his knee. “Well isn’t that something. Your unit looks pretty diverse as a whole.”

Elm stepped forward to respond. “Just how things turned out. You mind letting us on our way?”

The soldier nodded before motioning towards the people behind him to follow. As he moved forward on his strig, he took a deep look at my face. 

“Old man, you might want to check up on that one next to you. Looks whiter than a piece of paper.”

“Sure thing. Stay safe, soldier.”

The caravan moved to the side to let them pass, and I could see them eyeing each and everyone of us. Although faint, I’m pretty sure I heard one of them make a comment about Ruby. After what felt like an eternity, the group had passed off into the distance and out of sight. There was a collective sigh of relief throughout the caravan knowing that we were in the clear. I felt Elm’s heavy arm slap me on the back. 

“Looks like your plan with the outfits worked.”

I gave Elm a cheeky smirk. 

“Wouldn’t have worked without you putting on your military face.”

I turned back to the caravan, raising my fist in the air.

“Let’s go, people! We’ve got a camp to visit!” I loudly proclaimed. There was a collective cheer in response. 

Let’s do this shit.

            

    
        Chapter 51: The Leftover Refinery

    
    
    
    
                First Lieutenant Keagan wanted to puke. Everyone following him wanted to puke. He had seen sights that no man should ever be forced to see. Acts of brutality committed against dead and alive alike. This… this was different. The smell was horrid, potentially worse than the camp. 

Part of the reason he wanted to puke was because he was right. He was right that they would attack the refinery. He was right that they weren’t just trying to escape, but were going on a warpath. And most of all, he was right that they would win. 

The pyre there proved there were some losses, but nothing near the amount of losses that the refinery experienced. They had won, and the empire had lost another important location. 

There was one odd thing about this event in particular. The slaves didn’t take a single penal laborer, but let them run free into Boralis.

In fact, Keagan had captured one on the way here. 

***

From the moment they came upon the man, screaming for someone to help him, he came across as extremely odd. They didn’t know what his real name was. When they asked him, he said his name was David Arlin. It was darkly comedic for several reasons, especially since First Lieutenant Keagan had met the emperor face to face. Even then, it didn’t take an investigator to figure that a half starved man with brown hair and green eyes was not in fact the leader of Arlin. Out of respect for the man, who was extremely delirious upon first contact, Keagan and his unit decided to call him Dave. 

The man’s story was muddled. The effects of magore poisoning varied, and it was clear that he was suffering from them. Long term exposure with raw magore often hurt an individual’s ability to retain the nutrients of food, hence his gaunt appearance. Effects on the mind were rare, but not unheard of. Even knowing that fact, they fed him and treated him, hoping that he could act as a source for whatever was going on in Boralis. His story was not comforting, least of all that it was often extremely hard to comprehend. Keagan and Theo had sat down with the man to listen. While Keagan asked questions, Theodore had faithfully recorded the entire interrogation. Staring at the destruction of the refinery, Keagan decided to take another look at the transcript, wondering how insane ‘Dave’ actually was.

***

INTERVIEW TRANSCRIPT

Keagan: So what exactly did you commit to end up as a penal laborer?

Dave paused for a prolonged period before speaking.

Dave: If I tell you, you’re going to put me back in another refinery or some other camp. 

Keagan: Depending on the information you give us, we could actually ease your sentence. We’re just trying to figure out what happened at the refinery and learn more about the group behind it. However, if you want to even get that chance, I need to know the full story. 

Dave: Fine. I hooked up with some noble’s daughter in Peroa. That’s it, alright?

Keagan: That’s it?

Dave: Alright. I fucked a noble’s daughter, and it turns out she wasn’t just looking for a one night thing. She tried running off with me, and when they caught us I took all the blame. Said I kidnapped her. There. Can you stop asking?

Keagan: Sure. Tell me how long you were at the camp. 

Dave: I don’t know. 3 months? 4… maybe 6? It’s hard to tell.

Keagan: What do you mean?

Dave: You ever try keeping track of time when you’re stuck in a single location, doing the same thing every single day? Everything starts to mix together like soup or… 

Dave paused again for a prolonged period.

Keagan: Dave?

Dave: Sorry. Can we move onto something else?

Keagan: Alright. Tell me about what happened the day of the raid. 

Dave: It’s all kind of a blur. We were doing our work as normal, and then we started to hear stuff happen outside. A few of the people looked out and saw the burner fire. One soldier, a really young one, ran inside. Started yelling at us, saying that he was going to figure out who caused it. And then- Oh this is going to sound insane.

Keagan: It’s fine. Keep going. 

Dave: Well, when he was yelling, some person just sort of appeared out of nowhere and put… what are those long burners called?

Theodore: An igniter?

Dave: Yeah, that. And he shot the guy straight through the head. Nobody saw him come in. A few people said he just appeared out of thin air. 

Keagan: That’s interesting. What did the man look like? 

Dave: I didn’t get too good of a look. He was pretty small. Had brown hair like mine, but it was really scruffy. I couldn’t tell what his eye color was, since I didn’t get a good look. I think he was young. After the raid, he said his name was North. Once he showed up, he told all of us to run outside with our hands behind our head and run into the woods. 

Keagan: North… huh. 

Dave expresses confusion.

Keagan: Don’t mind that. What did you see outside?

Dave: I didn’t look too much when I ran. I just didn’t want to get shot. I did look at a few of them, and the weirdest thing is that the people coming from the woods looked like they were wearing soldier’s outfits? I just kept running and hid in the woods. After that, I just huddled together with a few other penal laborers for a while until…

Dave takes a deep breath. Keagan motions for him to continue.

Dave: I don’t know how real it was. But they had the big machine thing running around. They had one stationed at the camp that day. It’s that thing that doesn’t need an animal to pull it.

Theodore: An iron chariot?

Dave: Yeah, that. It was driving around and took some shots at the people. I think most of them were hiding in the refinery where I was. I didn’t see much of what happened, but after a while a… god I hate how stupid this sounds. There was this massive shot. Like a burner, but scaled up to a hundred. I didn’t get a good view on it, but I could see it all the way from the woods. It was a massive blue light, and when I moved back to the edge of the woods, the chariot was completely gone. There was this massive part of the forest that just got completely erased behind it as well. 

Keagan: You’re sure this happened? 

Dave: I don’t have any other explanation. 

Keagan: That’s fine. Would you tell me what they did afterwards?

Dave: Afterwards, they gathered us all up and had the North guy introduce himself to us. Looked half dead while he was talking. Said he was a freed slave of Arlin, and that he was giving us the same freedom. Told us to head our own ways, and they could follow him if we wanted. He mostly suggested we should head to Mylia, since it’s not part of the empire. After that, another guy offered to help us get copies of a map. I was kind of out of it at the time, so I think I missed a lot of information.

Keagan: That’s fine. Just tell us what you know. 

Dave: Well, I got ready to go. Took one of the maps and some of the supplies. A few of the raiders said hi. Looked like a wide variety of people. Pretty sure I spotted a chick from Irebor. Actually, we had a guy from Irebor who was working at the refinery. Apparently, the two of them got into a fight, but I didn’t see it. Next day, everyone left. I went with 2 other people to Mylia. After a few days on the road, they said they couldn’t handle 3 people with the supplies and ditched me. Took everything I had. Only thing they left with me was my map and a half full canteen. I decided that if I wanted my best chances, I’d go to one of the main roads leading to somewhere and hope someone found me before I died.

Keagan: You got lucky.

Dave: That’s debatable. 

Keagan: One final question. Did you hear about a man named Elm Grayson? He would have been an older gentleman. Has a stone attunement.

Dave: I think I did. I do remember seeing someone who looked older than the other slaves, and I think I heard that name.

Keagan: That will be all. Go rest. You’re going to join us on our trip to the refinery.

End Transcript

***

There were a lot of mumbling and pointless tangents that had been removed from that transcript. At one point, the man even began crying. Even with all of that, his information was extremely valuable. Keagan placed away the transcript and stared at the massive empty space that had been created in the forest. Even with how insane the story sounded, seeing the massive hole that had been carved out in the woods was enough to prove that his version was correct.

How in the hell did they pull that off?

Keagan was not a technician but even he understood the very basics of how a magore reaction worked. You needed a primer and a main piece, both given some form of protection in order to focus the energy. If you wanted a magore reaction that could cause this much destruction, you would need a large enough piece and a large primer. Magore cannons were in development back in the capital, but they wouldn’t be able to do this. This was something else. He’d assumed it may have been one of the many attunements the slaves held, but the way that the slave described it was a direct description of a magore reaction. Plus, he didn’t know any attunements that could erase an iron chariot from existence.

The rest of the refinery was also destroyed. The slaves had made sure that it wouldn’t be usable after they left. The only standing structures were a few tents, and even they looked like they had fabric torn from them. 

And then there was that name again. North, the Corithian apprentice of Elm Grayson. The description from the penal laborer meant that the Major was still alive, yet the apprentice was giving the speech. Something about him had to mean something to that soldier. 

***

“So, where are we at?” Theo asked while patiently watching his partner flip through his notebook.

“We know their plan. That’s the most important. But it just feels like I’m missing a part of this.” Keagan spent a moment scratching at the back of his neck. He’d run out of drink at this point and was thoroughly disappointed that they didn’t find any left over. “I can’t believe this North character only got more confusing.”

Theo sighed, taking another look at the transcript he had written from the interview. 

“And that attunement of his. Key, I’ve been racking my brain for a while trying to think of anyone I knew back during training who could do anything like that, and no one is coming to mind. And I’m pretty sure I met people of all attunements.” Theodore took another sip, finishing off his tea. “Maybe he’s just naturally stealthy?”

“That’s what I’ve been thinking but… something about the way he said it is bugging me. Best guess is that the magore poisoning affected their perception, making it easier not to notice him. He did say he was out of it at the time.” Keagan nibbed a bit on his thumb as he pondered all of the options. There were a variety of potential attunements, but none of them let a person appear and disappear.

The two of them sat in silence for a while. Off in the distance, they could hear a few of their squad talking with the penal laborer. Neither of them expected the man to hit it off so well with the soldiers, yet he was conversing with them as if nothing was wrong. His stories of vagrancy and bizarre debauchery in Peroa was enough to make him a rather amusing companion. If they weren’t able to get him back his citizenship or position him elsewhere, they’d probably request that he be given as a support laborer for the squad. 

“What do we do next?” Theo said, breaking the silence. 

“We go directly to the Corith border crossing which is connected to the other mining camp.” Keagan replied, slightly exasperated.

“Why not go to the camp? Maybe we can do something?”

Keagan shook his head. “We can hope the camp can protect itself, but at this point, I’m starting to doubt that our current camps are prepared for a group of so many mages with such an accomplished leader. Instead, we meet them at the border. Get set up so we can stop them before they enter Corith and destroy more camps. I think I have a plan, but it’s going to piss off a lot of people at the top.”

Theodore placed a hand on his partner’s knee, giving him the best smile he could at the time. “When are your plans not good at pissing them off?”

You’re too good for me.

“That’s very true. Let’s get ready for the morning. We’ve got a rebellion to stop.”

            

    
        Chapter 52: The Second Camp Raid

    
    
    
    
                Silva laid in the bunks, staring at the shoddy wall in front of her. It was getting colder, the sign of the coming winter. In her homeland, Nacilia, the winters could be violent. The snow caked the ground to the point where most people couldn’t leave their houses. Her water attunement caused her to be dragged around villages and towns, opening clearings by shifting the ice. 

Even in the throes of war, she held that role in the blizzards of her homeland. On the battlefield, she would be the one to clear a path for others. That was her role. That was her life. 

After all, she had an attunement- The highest pride any citizen of Nacilia, Sol’s capital of magic, could have. Feeling the chills of winter like this was, in a way, oddly nostalgic for Silva. The memories were warped from years in the mines, but she could still feel the contours of it. The feeling of mana and connecting her flow was etched into her very being. On rare occasions, she would sometimes feel the same sensation pass through her every now and then like the phantom pain of a lost limb. 

It hurt in a way that was hard to express. It didn’t help that the sensation was tied deeply to the memories of her mage squad. Thinking about attunements would inevitably cause her mind to drift towards their faces. 

But that was a long time ago. The callouses on her hands and layered scars which ached each time a gust of wind passed through the cracks in the wood were reminders of that. 

Although, one sensation felt unfamiliar. She was only half conscious, but she definitely felt as though there was something grabbing onto her ankle. She turned her head away from the wall to spot two faces staring at her. 

One of them was a rather plain face, wide brown eyes and even browner scruffy hair. Facial hair looked like it refused to grow on him. And the other one, which looked like it was covered in rust was…

“Alex?”

***

I put a finger in front of my lips, trying to silence the red haired woman who Alex dragged me over to. I had been given no reason why, but it appeared that she recognized him.

“Hey Silva. I’m here to break everyone out.”

Don’t you mean we?

“My friend North over here has a key. Do you think you could help us wake everyone up quietly so we could unlock everyone?” He said in a hushed tone. I had no idea how, but Alex had figured out how to whisper correctly. Silva nodded at him, still in shock at the sight of someone she appeared to be very familiar with. I’d ask about the connection later, when we weren’t under pressure. 

The woman took a cursory look at her surroundings before giving an orderly knock on the wood of her bunk. Almost in complete unison, the women of the bunks all raised their heads to see myself and Alex standing in the middle. 

“Ladies, these two are helping us break free tonight. The smaller one is going to be unlocking your cuffs, so keep quiet.” 

Did you really have to call me the smaller one? I have other features…

Insults to my height aside, I quickly moved from bunk to bunk as they extended their ankles out to me. It went faster than I had expected, and after only a few minutes, we had removed the cuffs from every single miner in the room. Now that we had finished that step of the plan, I finally spoke up. 

“Hey. I need you all to stay in the bunk until we’re ready. We’re going to head over the male bunks and do the same thing for them. Once everything is in place, it’s your job to get out there and take out as many of those pieces of shit as you can.” I tapped the burner on my hip.

“And what’s our cue to start fighting?” Silva asked.

I took a look at all the bunks and smiled.

“You’ll know once you hear them screaming.”

I moved over to Alex and we both walked towards the door of the bunkroom, which had been left slightly ajar. Once we got close, Alex crouched down and leaned forward. I hopped onto his back, holding tightly onto his shoulders, and the two of us disappeared into thin air.

***

Ever since learning to extend my awareness and start connecting concepts, my invisibility had gotten noticeably better. Most importantly, I was able to maintain it for longer. I could only really use it for a minute or two, but I was confidently able to hold it for more than five as long as I put in enough focus. However, I’d also made another discovery during the trip towards the second camp.

I figured out how to use it on another person. 

There were multiple limitations. The first was that it required me to put my complete focus on maintaining the invisibility. Now that the light mana was not only covering myself, but another person, I couldn’t do anything else with my attunement at the same time. The second limitation was that I had to be in direct contact with the person, and had to have more physical contact than just holding hands. That meant that if I wanted to walk around with the other person while hiding from sight, one of us would have to carry the other. Since I was smaller than Alex and a lot lighter, I was forced to hang off of his shoulders like a backpack. 

It felt somewhat demeaning, but the ability to have two people completely hidden from vision made up for it.

***

After making the second invisible trip and unlocking all of the slave cuffs in the male bunks, a process which required a bit more work and quiet conversation, we were finally able to get onto the second part of the plan.

Wandering through this second camp was eerie, because it looked exactly like the camp which I had just escaped from. The camp was a place I never wanted to return to, yet I was now wandering through an exact mirror of it.

We were now heading towards the end of the camp, the side farthest from the mine. The guard captain’s quarters and the armory sat next to each other in the exact same locations. Simply staring at the guard captain’s building brought back horrible memories of Galen. While I couldn’t focus too much on others, I could still spot the guards that surrounded us. They were having casual conversations or hanging around fires. Fewer of them wanted to be outside now that winter was approaching, which was great for us. 

In silence, Alex made his way around the captain’s office and took a quick look at the building. It was the exact same structure, although from the window in the back we could see there was a different assortment of items. The guard captain there looked different from Galen, with sparse white hair dotting his balding head. 

He took a deep breath and pointed his left palm outwards, directly at the building. I couldn’t do anything more than keep the two of us hidden from sight, but that didn’t mean Alex couldn’t use his attunement. 

The fire built up in his hand before being blasted out and covering the wall of the captain’s office, setting it aflame. 

The raid had begun. 

***

Almost immediately, I began hearing cries of panic and confusion throughout the camp as the guards came to look at the now burning building. I was happy knowing that I could actually use a part of my plan at the original camp in my raid of this one. Now that the yelling was going on and the attention had been gotten, Alex ran back from the building and into the woods so I could release the invisibility. The smoke of the fire began to grow into the air, and I knew that soon my allies would begin their attack. 

After giving a few seconds for the chaos and information about the fire to spread throughout the camp, a beautiful cacophony of burner fire rang throughout the camp as the caravan targeted the guard towers. They had that moment of distraction to catch them off guard. The towers of any mining camp were designed not as much to deal with outside threats as they were to deal with the threat of runaway slaves. That meant that the focus of the guards wasn’t on the outside which made them easy targets. 

Once the screaming began and the guards began to try and call for those who were asleep to wake up, the bunks burst open. A wave of unbound miners exited the building and began blasting off their attunements. Waves of fire, volleys of stone and blades of ice cut through and overwhelmed the guard. 

Rage that had been built up over years was now on full display and free, and their targets had no idea that something like that was coming for them. It was like watching myself not too long ago.

The captain had already exited his room. At his hands, I could see some stones starting to form. Before I could make any motion, a stone from a third party whistled through the air and directly through his skull. Seeing the accuracy, I knew it was probably Elm.

Alex tapped me on the shoulder to get my attention. 

“Wanna wake up the guard?” He coyly asked.

“Of course.”

I pulled out my igniter, wound and ready to fire while Alex lifted up both his flaming palms. 

I don’t like that I’m enjoying this.

***

The panic of the guards was clear, as they had no idea which direction to focus on. Those who were already outside and had any vantage point were taken out by burner fire, and any inside the camp who had been lazing about were quickly overrun by the many slaves and their attunements. It also appeared they were having a lot of fun, judging from their cheers and smiles. Neither I nor Alex could spot Silva, but he seemed to be confident that she wouldn’t get hit in the crossfire. As we made our way, one guard appeared, fumbling with the burner in his hands. I quickly turned my igniter towards him and fired, completely tearing through his chest. 

We had already made our way to the guard’s bunks, which appeared to also be in a panic from the shouting inside. Before I could make any move, Alex put a hand in front of me to stop my movement. Flames appeared in both his palms, and he began to torch the entire building. The cold air wasn’t able to stop the fire from quickly spreading. When one of the guards ran outside, Alex turned his flame to him. I watched silently as the skin started to melt away and the man fell to the floor in pain.

Fire attunements are scary.

Another guard appeared from the bunk on the other side, but his head was quickly removed from a burner. I turned to see the person who shot to find Elina. It was the first time I had seen her smile in a while, but it quickly disappeared when we made eye contact. Her views hadn’t changed, even if she was getting the battle she desired. 

Quickly looking off in the direction away from the mine, I saw that a few guards were heading towards the armory. I tugged on Alex’s shirt and we began to run in their direction as the sounds of panicked guards and cheers of battle rang through the air like music. 

***

The sounds of violence were starting to slow down as Alex and I exited the armory. Inside were two dead guard, one of them whose body had been so burnt it was almost unrecognizable as human. The last few guards were taken care of and the penal laborers had been gathered up. I couldn’t see a single slave on the ground. 

Against all odds, I’d had a victory without death. The camps of Boralis were unprepared, and that was what let us take them down so easily. I wiped the sweat off my brow and began to head towards the center of the camp. Elm and Wanderer were standing around, patiently waiting for my arrival. I could see that there was blood dripping off of the sword Wanderer held in his hands.

“Everyone good?” I asked through shallow breaths.

Elm patted me on the shoulder. “Yeah. No one has major injuries other than a few cuts and bruises, but we managed. For only your second time, you didn’t do bad.” 

“I’ll take that as a compliment.”

“That’s it. Now, let’s clean you the fu-” Elm stopped in the middle of his sentence. 

A blue beam passed through the air and right next to me. I turned to see a guard, limping and half dead with a burner in his hands and a smirk on his face. He’d probably been faking being dead and used this as his time to attack. 

I looked back to Elm, and found that the side of his stomach had been carved out by the shot. 

            

    
        Chapter 53: Healed Bonds

    
    
    
    
                Almost immediately, the man’s legs went limp as blood dripped from the wound. It was in a similar spot to the wound which killed Elric, and his face flashed through my mind as I lowered him to the ground.

“MEDICAL SUPPLIES! WE NEED MEDICAL SUPPLIES!”

This isn’t something I can treat with medical supplies. 

I knew that. It had taken a large chunk of his flesh away, including a part of his stomach. It wasn’t as deep as Elric’s wound, but it would kill him.

No, I knew what I needed to do, even if it was risky as hell. He was going to die anyway, so it didn’t matter if I failed. Without any preparation or plan, I needed to figure out healing. 

“Everyone back away! I need space!” I yelled out, The crowd which had surrounded us dispersed and stood back. I quickly scooted over to the side of Elm on my knees. He was losing blood fast. Placing my hands out in front of me, I let them hover over the wound. Time seemed to pause as I began to channel pure mana, removing the natural energy of the light. 

Ok, I know how to control my own flow. I need to extend it out to his body. I just have to feel it and shape it back to where it was… but I haven’t manipulated the mana inside another person. I have to be looking at it wrong.

I removed all the sound and distractions that surrounded me. All of my thoughts and focus was on myself and the body in front of me. I racked my brain, thinking of all of Elm’s lessons.

It’s an extension of myself. Mana wants to listen to me, as long as I ask. Our bodies do not create the flow within us. We simply change the flow that the world gives to us and transform it…

The image of Elm’s body began to enter my mind. I could feel it now, just as I felt the mana passing through magore back in the mines. 

… and that means that the flow of mana inside of him and everything else is the exact same.

I reached out my hand, placing it closer to the wound. I soon felt the pure mana my hand was emitting connect to the flow of his as I tied the two points together in my mind, and my mana and Elm’s had become one. There was only one step left, and it was the hardest one.

I needed to manipulate his flow to reform that part of his body. I couldn’t visualize the part, only imagining the part of myself, but I knew that wasn’t enough. I needed to reform Elm’s body, not recreate a part of my own. 

I think I need to call in a favor.

With my eyes closed, I made a silent request to the world around me. 

Hey mana? Help me save this man.

There was silence, a lack of a response. That same voice that I believed I had heard before didn’t reappear. Even then, I could still feel movement within my body. I slowly opened my eyes to find the flesh in front of me reforming, shifting and covering up the wound. It looked as though time was reversing as the skin and flesh returned to its previous state. I continued to focus on maintaining the connection as the body healed and keeping it stable, and after what felt like only a minute, no wound was to be found. 

“Huh.” Was all that I said. 

I grinned as my consciousness began to slip away.

***

Alex watched as the Corithian slumped over and fell onto the dirt after pulling off what most would consider a miracle. For North, this was more or less a regular occurrence. Alex had come to expect that he would do insane stuff like this, and thus this moment didn’t phase him too much. It did, however, do that for everyone else currently circling the collapsed duo. Alex broke out of his thoughts when he felt Silva tap him on the shoulder. 

“I never expected you to end up doing stuff like this. And I didn’t expect that one to be a healer.” She remarked, staring at North. 

“Well, he wasn’t a healer up until a minutes ago.”

Don’t know how he figured it out, but he did when he needed to.

Before Silva could question his seemingly nonsensical response, they heard some groaning come from the ground. Elm rose his head, staring at the circle before noticing his now healed wound. 

“Oh, for fucks sake.” He grumbled. He slowly began to sit up, where he noticed the passed out North lying face first in the dirt. “Of course he figures it out on his own.”

Is he angry about being healed?

“Elm, you ok? You lost a good bit of blood.”

“Yeah, I know. Healing up a wound doesn’t replace the blood.” Elm spoke before taking a moment to take a peek under his shirt, upon which he let out another deep groan. “Of course those end up disappearing too.”

Silva turned her focus away from the older gentleman to North. “What about him?”

“He’ll be fine. Healing wounds like this requires the healer to put some of their own mana into the other’s body, so it usually tires them out. It’s his first time managing to pull it off, and I can’t imagine he’s gotten too much sleep. He’ll probably be out for at least a full day, maybe more.”

Alex scratched a bit at the rust on his face. “So what do we do while our leader is out?”

“Leader?” Silva asked.

“I’ll explain later.”

“Well, we get to work. Start planning for the next part of the trip. Gather supplies, initiate people to the group, and all the other shit we’ve been doing when he’s been here.”

Alex gave the old man a wry smile. “And I presume you will take the role of interim leader?”

The man gave out another groan, this time of mental anguish.

“Once I have a bit more blood in my system, sure. Feeling pretty damn anemic right now.” Elm took another glance at North. “Well, are you just gonna leave him there?”

Alex made a move to pick him up, holding him in front of his chest while his head rested on his shoulder. In this position, it was a lot more clear the difference in size between the two of them. North wasn’t the smallest, but he’d clearly been stunted in his growth due to malnourishment. Last he heard, North was 19, but he looked like he was barely 16. Perhaps if he had an actual childhood, he wouldn’t have been this easy to carry. 

“I’ll put him in a bunk. Can someone grab me a blanket from the cart?” Alex made a quick request to the circle of people watching with intrigue

A member of the caravan raised their hand and promptly ran off to the carts to grab a blanket. Alex turned to Silva, and the two of them began to make their way to the male bunks. 

***

“It’s been a while, Private.”

“We’re no longer in Nacilia. There’s no need for the formalities. Or are you adamant on me calling you Lieutenant Halcyon?”

The two of them smiled as they made their way through the camp. Alex was happy that his mental image of Silva that he’d held throughout the years was accurate. Compared to the rust of Alex, Silva’s curly long hair was a much brighter red. It brought images of embers to mind.

Silva took a moment to get a better look at North. 

“So this is the person in charge of this whole thing? I know you prefer to follow others, but you sure chose an interesting one.”

Alex let out an emphatic sigh, shifting his hold to better carry North. 

“North’s the one who started our own revolt. He asked me for my assistance, so I helped him recruit others in the camp. He might not look like much, but he’s got some interesting ideas and has the will to go the distance. Plus, he’s also got a light attunement and, as of a few minutes ago, can heal.”

“Damn. You’re carrying a real rare one.”

Alex smiled, reminiscing on the triumph of the revolt. “Yeah. For a Corithian, he’s not much of a coward.”

Silva’s mouth went agape. Out of all of the information, the leader being from Corith was the most surprising.

The two of them opened the door to the male bunks and spotted an empty one that looked more inviting than the others. Alex carefully laid North down on the bunk. Taking a look at his face, he could tell that he was in deep sleep. It would take a lot to wake him, although neither planned to try. They watched over him in silence for a bit until one of the caravan members came into the room with a blanket. After covering North, they walked out into the cold night. 

“What’s with the older fellow?” Silva motioned over to Elm, sitting in a chair and chugging from a canteen.

Ah, he must seem a tad bizarre.

“Elm is North’s mentor. Took him as a magore technician apprentice in the camps before the revolt, and is the main person helping him learn his attunement. He’s a tad coarse, but he’s not the worst once you get to know him. I don’t know too much about his past. He knows a lot about magore tech, and was apparently pretty high up in the Arlin army, but I don’t know much else outside of that. North cares about him a lot, so I trust in the man.”

A lot better than that snake of a woman from Pluma. 

Alex shuddered at the thought of Nicole. Manipulating North meant she now had a favor hanging over his head that she could cash in at any moment. Silva tapped him on the shoulder, breaking him out of his thought to draw his gaze towards Elina. She was standing near Elm, handing him a bread ration.

“Is that an Ireborian?”

“We have two of them actually. A woman named Elina and a man named Wanderer. Funny enough, Elina is more interested in killing the other ash-hair than she is in killing me.” Alex said, remembering the chaotic scene of the Irebor warrior with her burner pointed at the deserter. “The enemy of our enemy is a friend, right?”

Not like she has the best relationship with North at the moment.

The two of them stood in silence for a second, waiting to hear the other speak. They knew what topic was to come next. 

Guess I’ll ask first. 

“What happened to you? You know, after we got captured.”

Silva sighed before moving over to the wall of the male bunks, resting her back upon it. Alex followed suit and stood next to her. 

“Same as you. They put the cuff on me, and I ended up getting dragged around the empire from camp to camp. Ended up in Boralis in… it at least has to be a year or two. You know how hard it is to tell time in places like these.”

“I do. I guess the life of a prisoner of war isn’t too complex. Any idea what happened to the rest of the squad?”

Alex saw a deep pain in Silva’s eyes at the mention of her squad, a pain which he understood very well. 

“I wish I knew. Best guess? They’re either in the mines like the rest of us or dead. The mines outside of Boralis can be worse than this by a lot.” A flash of disturbed memories went through her head. Memories of horrid treatment, of abuse and painful conditions. The guard captain had full control of their lives and how much they would suffer on a daily basis. “I pray for them every now and then. Hope that they’re living a better life than me right now. Or are alive at all.”

Alex scratched again at the rust on his face. Seeing him repeat that same tick was comforting for his old squad leader. 

“You haven’t changed much.” 

Alex gave Silva a side glance.

“Neither have you.”

Both of them gave out a soft chuckle, reminiscing on the past. 

“What made you follow him?”

Alex contemplated the question for a while, hovering over those simple words. It shouldn’t have been a complex question, yet he had found himself stuck on it. 

“At first it was the light attunement. When he showed me that, I think something in me shifted. It reminded me of my time in the squad, feeling the power of my own fire. But after that, I lost a bit of hope. He might be creative in some scenarios, but he wasn’t the best with planning. And when I came to him with that, and asked him what we were fighting for, he told me that he was fighting to protect the memory of his people. And that if they could erase his hometown, they could erase Nacilia too. After that, I could see that he had the will in him to actually push forward and make the decisions necessary for leadership. But…”

Silva leaned forward, away from the wall to get a better look at Alex’s face. “But what?”

Alex suddenly bolted from the wall and turned to her, hitting his chest with his left fist just above the heart.

“But if you request, I will follow you. I know I said this isn’t Nacilia, but I made an oath. If the time comes and you call upon me, I will be there.”

Silva took a moment to study him, confused by this shift in resolve.

“That sounds a bit traitorous, don’t you think?”

Alex steeled himself for the next painful words.

“I do trust North. I know that he is going to go to insane lengths to fight for others. I mean, he’s one of the fastest learning mages I know of. He’s figured out concepts in weeks which would take some people years to master, and he’s only getting better. I know that he is a good person with strong beliefs. It’s just… he’s naive. He spent most of his entire life in a middle of nowhere village in Corith, and the rest in the mine. Even if he can be creative on the fly, he’s not the best at making long term plans. So if you ever feel the need to take control of the situation, I’ll be on your side.” 

Silva gave him a doubtful look. “You’re lying.”


He was lying. Not in the way that he said he supported North, or that he would support Silva in case she called upon him, but in how he viewed the Corithian. With how he looked and how he acted, he could only really view him as a kid. He wasn’t even that much younger than Alex, yet he hadn’t been given the time to develop. The role of leadership had been thrust upon him, and despite the pressure, he’d managed surprisingly well. Even then, he was only barely maintaining control and was close on several occasions to having everything fall apart. 

“Yeah… he’s young. He’s only 6 years younger than me, but-” 

“He’s 19?” Silva blurted out. She had clearly assumed that he was younger from his physical appearance.

That’s part of my point.

“Last I heard, although I have no idea if Corith’s got a different calendar than us. But you see what I mean? He can be a great leader. Some of these people put their full trust in him, and not without reason. But I don’t know how long that can all hold up, and I don’t know when something is going to fall apart. What’s coming next isn’t simple raids or skirmishes. He wants to liberate as many camps as possible, and that means war. And although I want to believe he could pull through, I can’t do that without knowing there’s a plan for the future. Which is why I believe that if things get worse, you should step up.”

Silva scoffed, still struggling to deal with the deluge of information. 

“Why not have that old soldier do it? You said he’s experienced.”

Alex shook his head, taking a side glance at North's mentor. “Elm’s not interested in leading a rebellion. If the Corithian tells him to take control of a smaller squad, maybe. But he’s not interested in taking over what North is doing. I know you. I know you can lead, because I’ve seen you do it before. You’re the only person I trust to do this.”

Alex was begging his squadmate, the woman to whom he had entrusted his very life, to save them from a disastrous future. There was no façade to hide his emotions. 

He was afraid. Afraid of a future which had replayed over and over in his mind ever since they took that first step out of the camp and into the unknown. The fear that gnawed at him every time he saw North make an error in judgment. He was sure the others felt it. 

Yet here in front of him stood an answer. A person who had both the resolve to lead others and the experience to back them up. In the darkness of Boralis he had found a person he could hold onto, one who could point towards a clearer future. It wasn’t something he could just let go of.

North had given him a path to follow. That didn’t mean that he was unable to choose another. 

She moved away from the wall to face Alex, then beat her left fist against her chest, just below her neck. 

“You have my word, Private Marbel.”

“At your orders, Lieutenant Halcyon.”

Under the cloudless night sky in a destroyed mining camp, two mages from Nacilia made an oath. They would betray the man who was sleeping peacefully in a bunk only a few steps away from them.

            

    
        Chapter 54: The Elegy of Elm

    
    
    
    
                Elm felt the sun dance on his eyes, waking him up from his rest. The memories of the previous day flooded back to him, and he instinctively went to grab at his sides. The flesh that had been healed felt slightly unnatural, almost as if it was too perfect for his imperfect body. The lack of the burns on his chest didn’t help with this sense of mental vertigo. His eyes naturally moved across the bunkroom to find North peacefully asleep, delicately covered in a blanket.

That idiot…

He expected him to learn fast, but it appeared that connecting concepts on the fly was just a given habit. How he had successfully reformed the flesh and healed not only his sides, but his burns, didn’t make sense. Healers often required a deeper knowledge of the body to make the mana flow replace the missing parts. It wasn’t as much knowledge as your average field medic, but the kid was a damn candle maker.

Inevitably, his mind wandered over to the information North had shared with him prior about the mana being conversational. The fact that he’d survived the primer incident and appeared to be healing at a faster rate made his words feel as though they held more weight. It wasn’t like accelerated healing wasn’t unheard of with people who had aptitude. Mell, the comically large Asarnian, was probably a faster healer than most. The inability to transform mana but having control over one’s internal flow made the body highly adaptable and easier to mold. 

He could only guess the stress and confusion it was putting on him along with all of the pressure of leading the rebellion. 

But the fact the kid is holding up tells me he-

The door to the bunks opened, interrupting his line of thought. The rather boisterous cartographer peered inside and spotted Elm. At a quick glance, he noticed something was different. 

“Is he still asleep?” Ruby quietly asked. She clearly didn’t want to disturb him.

“He’ll be out for a good bit. His body is probably trying to rebalance its own flow and get him back to a stable state. It’s best to just let him rest until he gets up on his own.” 

She seems to have changed her view on the kid.

Whatever he had said to her back in Bir had made her one of his strongest allies. She seemed less committed to the overall cause than she was to North himself. 

“The people are asking for you. How are you holding up?”

More alive than I should be.

He still felt off but the anemia was mostly gone. Chugging water and eating a few bread rations helped to replenish him, but not fully. He assumed he wasn’t going to be back to full form until they were on the road again.

“Enough to have a functioning brain and walk around. I’m not that fucking old.” He responded, glaring at Ruby. “I’ll be out in a second.”

Ruby closed the door, leaving the student and the mentor alone. Elm let out a sigh of relief as his eyes began to wander.

If there was one thing North was infuriatingly good at, it was bringing back old memories. Elm had tried to bury his past yet simply being around him seemed to draw it back to the surface. There was something about him that dragged him towards those distant times, when he still loved Arlin. 

If Elm had to guess, it was probably because of how much he reminded him of Elliot. North and Elliot looked nothing alike physically. The Corithian’s underdeveloped body and messy brown hair which looked like it had lost a fist fight with the wind stood in contrast with Elliot’s middle of the road disposition and blonde hair. However, the general air that surrounded the two was the same. They mirrored each other, and yet no matter how hard Elm tried, he couldn’t separate his own reflection from them. 

His life was deeply entangled with the two light mages, and as Elm Grayson sat silently in the bunks, his gaze began to turn to a time long past. 

***

“So the siege of Lohim… what was it like?” 

Specialist Elliot sat in front of him with his legs crossed, a curious smile on his face. Elm Grayson couldn’t remember all the details about him, but he remembered how wide his eyes were. Rather, how wide they could get. 

“It wasn’t much. I just did my role and used my attunement to help us push forward.”

The siege of Lohim was the final battle of Rolith, the destruction of the capital and capture of its leadership. In many respects, it was the first time the rest of Sol recognized the power that Arlin held. Magore was understood to be a powerful tool, but the utilization of mages and combat with bows and swords were still the norm. Even with minimal cavalry and less men than the enemy they were besieging, Lohim was a one sided victory. Arlin simply overwhelmed them with superior military technology and better trained mages. In many respects, Elm Grayson, who was only a captain at the time, exemplified the traits of that battle. His mastery of his stone attunement and usage of magore weaponry ascended his presence as a single mage. 

“I’ve heard the stories, I just don’t know how true they are.” he responded. The specialist refused to give up, so Elm relented.

“We were making our way there. I had burner fire covering me as we got to the main wall. It was the height of 5 men and was well reinforced. They’d been built up the entire time we were encroaching on them. Thing is, the stones were braced for pushes from the outside. All I needed to do was pull it outwards, and we had an opening to run through and get inside. After that, my platoon was able to head to the gates and open them up for everyone else.” Elm smiled as he remembered the first few moments after the walls fell on the outside of the city. “Took 2 days before the entire thing was ours and they surrendered.”

When he went home, Grayson, who had been given the promotion to Major after the battle, was commended for his honors. He even had a meeting with the second emperor, who personally offered him a medal for his actions. After the war, Rolith would become a territory and the Arlin Empire would expand. Major Grayson remained in the military in reserve, during which he studied magore and became extremely affluent in the craft. Once in power, the third emperor rapidly declared the 5th campaign on Uril and Major Grayson would once again be put on the fields of combat. 

“Guess they weren’t exaggerating when they said you tore the walls down with just your attunement.” The specialist’s eyes stayed as wide and bright as ever. His attunement with light was rather fitting in that way. 

“Heh. Ain’t just me who deserves honors.” Elm took a swig from his worn and storied canteen before speaking again. “You join because of my story?”

Surprisingly, Elliot shook his head. “Nah, I mostly joined for my family. Half of them are Pluma immigrants, if you can believe it. Once they learned I had a light attunement, they told me that if I joined up with the army and helped in a campaign, it’d make the people in Arlin accept them.”

It clicked now. Light mages were a rare commodity. Most of them ended up in the service of the nobles, surrounding the courts and governors. Healing turned a normal attunement into an important gift. There were a rare few healers that were in the forces, but they often never saw the frontlines of combat. The young soldier in front of him was an exception due to his family lineage, as Pluma wasn’t considered a part of True Arlin yet.

“I’m sure your family would be proud to see you serving Arlin so faithfully.”

Elliot grinned. “They definitely would.”

***
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That was the amount of losses they would experience in the battle the next few days. That was half of the more than 1200 troops which had charged the fort that day. A good portion of those men were under Major Grayson’s orders. 

161 of them were either captured or had missing bodies after the charge. The retreating forces of Uril took a number of prisoners of war with them. None of those who were taken were ever found. 

Elm never saw actual combat during that time. He stayed in the backlines with the other commanding officers, watching from afar. He could remember the distinctive rays of blue energy flying from both sides in the battle. The previous strategies of overwhelming their enemies with burner fire no longer worked, as they had to deal with a volley of burner fire coming against them. Those who rushed inside were captured or killed. 

A battle that was expected to last only a day or two ended up going for nearly a week. Over that time, the soldiers were whittled down and slowly picked off while Uril forces retreated deeper into their territory, covered by their allies still in the fort. Arlin would take the fort, but they suffered far more losses than Uril did in that battle. 

Whenever he thought of Elliot, of that discussion with him, his mind would inevitably drift towards that number and the 511 coffins he saw afterwards. Elliot was naturally presumed to be dead after the war ended even though he was not one of the men that had been placed in those coffins. 

Elm visited the household of Elliot after the war to give his condolences directly to the family. A part of him felt responsible for the loss of their son, and he believed the only way that he could make it right was to be the one to inform them of it.

He didn’t remember all of that visit, but he would always remember the sensation of the glass vase that had been tossed directly at his head. It was from the boy’s mother. The vase was accompanied by screams of hatred, telling Major Grayson that he was responsible for their loss. Because of his failure, their son would never come home and be able to give them the honor that he had fought for. 

He killed Elliot. 

Soon after, Elm would turn down the jump in rank to colonel and asked to work as a researcher in magore technology. His tenure had given him the respect to make such a refusal, and the military agreed. 

He didn’t want to see something like that again. He didn’t want any more glass vases thrown at him. 

Elm Grayson loved Arlin. So he resolved himself to not let something like that happen again. He would make his nation stronger. It was the only way he knew how to honor Elliot’s pointless sacrifice. 

Maybe he knew that his actions were selfish at the time. Maybe he didn’t. All he knew was that his love of Arlin and wish to protect his people would inevitably end up coalescing into the cuff. 

Through detailed formulae and complex machinery, he created the tool of Arlin’s future. Although he had no way of knowing at the time, his creation of love would end up destroying the lives of many families just like that of Elliot’s. 

That destruction would inevitably include the entirety of Marlisle. 

***

The old soldier snapped back to reality, finally escaping those darkened memories. He quickly got up and went to open the door, but turned to take another glance at the sleeping North.

I’m sorry.

He didn’t know why he was thinking that. He didn’t even know what specifically he was saying he was sorry about. Elm Grayson had committed so many sins that it was hard to pinpoint which one to ask forgiveness for, especially towards someone like North.

However, the orphaned child of Marlisle held no malice toward Elm. Out of anyone, he should have thrown a glass vase at him. 

Maybe it’s not North I’m asking forgiveness from.

It was naive, but a part of him truly did pray that Elliot was alive. He’d been isolated for almost a decade, so he had no way of knowing. Maybe they were back with their family, reunited and able to share in that lost prestige. 

But that was a fantasy. A dream that at least one of his sins could be absolved. 

At least there was one light mage who he could actually save, even if this one was a dumbass.

Elm gave a weak grin as he turned and walked outside where Ruby was impatiently waiting for him, furiously tapping her foot. 

“Enjoy making us wait?” she grumbled.

“Don’t patronize me.”

Elm slowly made his way through the camp, spotting the members of the caravan and the newly freed slaves dismantling buildings. There was also a group of freed slaves interacting with Karla who was looking quite overwhelmed.

Eventually the two of them arrived at a large building in the center which looked identical to the guard mess hall back at their own camp. Stepping inside, he saw all of the main leadership around a large table. 

There was one new addition, the woman named Silva. Elm had heard limited things about her, but the one thing he knew for sure was that Alex was pretty damn chummy with her. Her ember colored hair stood out from all the others. Elm made his way to the table and placed both his hands on it, locking eye contact with the woman.

“Oh! Sorry I didn’t introduce you earlier. This is Silva, the lieutenant in charge of my old mage squadron.” Alex said, gesturing towards her. 

Ah. That’s how those two redheads are connected. 

Nacilian mage squadrons were extremely well regarded militarily before annexation. They were the main way that Nacilia held their own against Irebor and their unconventional military tactics. They were tight units, which he could clearly see. 

“Alright, glad you two got your cute reunion. I’m guessing you’re coming along with us?” Elm gave a wry grin. 

“That’s correct sir.”

Another person with military experience wouldn’t hurt. Especially someone used to leadership. 

“North will be glad to meet you when he’s back up. We are going to need to put some control on him though.” Elm took a look around the table. 

“Why is that?” Silva inquired. 

Sera let out a deep sigh. “Because when he wakes up, his first thought is going to be about healing my leg.”

Everyone at the table gave a collective nod. 

“I’ve known a good few healers in my time, and one thing I know is that repeat healings of large injuries, such as mine or Sera’s, is extremely draining. It won’t be dangerous to the kid specifically, but it could knock him out again. Once we’re on the journey and have everything planned is when we can let him try.” Elm turned his head in the direction of the bunks. “We need to plan carefully, since our next target is the border. Ruby, what’s the timeline?”

Ruby quickly pulled the map over to herself and began to study it. She traced the line with her deformed hand, mumbling under her breath. Elm noticed that in her other hand, the one that wasn’t deformed, she was holding a compass. It was probably something she had raided from the camp.

“We’ve got around a week of travel. Maybe more.” 

And then there’s the problem we’ve been avoiding.

Elm took a deep breath, his mind drifting towards images of cavalry and iron chariots. 

“The problem is that the Empire most certainly knows about us now. A rebel group of slaves destroying camps and refineries is going to catch their attention, and that means that we’re probably going to face resistance at the border. We might also be fighting on our way there. That means we need to be as armed and as ready for battle as possible. Which is why we’re going to want this camp’s slaves on our side for the battle.”

Numbers mattered. Especially now. 

“And we’re supposed to get everyone at the camp to follow us?” said Alex, giving a side glance to Silva. 

“We need their numbers. At least we don’t have somebody like Nicole here, which makes our job a lot easier. Silva, can you convince them to help us?” 

“I can try.”

Elm then turned his focus to another person at the table, and one that was opposite of the Nacilians. 

“Elina, I’d like for you to give the soldiers training on using their burners. We have time before we get there, and I need as many people as possible able to use their weaponry. I’d also like you to teach them some basic fucking maintenance so North and I don’t have to spend so much time repairing them.” Elm said with a tinge of irritation in his voice. 

I know her relationship with the kid is terse at best, but I need her.

“On it.” Elina gave a nod of confirmation. Where he had expected trepidation, he found only confidence.

Huh. Guess the Irebor bitch has some common sense.

“Good. Ruby, I need you to mark out our rest spots for the trip. Mell, I need you to help with the slaves currently collapsing the mine. Everyone else, help with gathering supplies. We’re hitting the road tomorrow whether North is awake or not.” 

Elm looked directly at the two Nacilians.

“You two are coming with me. I need you to gather the people at the camp and announce our mission. After that, everyone can start their individual jobs.” Elm took another look at everyone surrounding him. “We’re working on borrowed time, so I don’t want to see any of you shitheads wasting it. Just because North isn’t here doesn’t mean we stop. We move forward together or not at all.”

The room gave Elm a collective nod before heading in their separate directions.

Damn. Haven’t given a speech like that in a while.

The two Nacilians stood across from him, patiently awaiting his next words. 

“Well? Let’s get this shit done.” 

***

Elm sat on the sidelines as he watched the two red haired mages speak. They were elevated on a familiar platform to one from their own camp, and seeing it made an irritating face come to mind. 

Thinking of Roy Galen made Elm want to spit. He never liked the man, even as he put up with him. He just felt sorry that a person could look at his story and find something admirable in it. 

Guess he’s also like Elliot in that way.

It hurt him to think of any comparison between the two, but it was impossible not to draw the lines of connection. They were two people who came to the empire for honor and glory, loved its history and wanted to have their own mark in it. Both of them found inspiration within Major Grayson. 

It was odd to see the two of them in his mind at the same time, but it wasn’t the first. He’d made the comparison back at the camp. Perhaps that was why he put up with the man’s delusions for so long and played along with him. He did the work for the camp, told Galen the stories he wanted to hear and survived. 

Elm’s mind drifted back to the present as he heard a cheer come from the crowd. Whatever the two Nacilians had said, it appeared to have worked. Silva seemed to be well respected by the rest of the slaves. Soon after the crowd dispersed, the duo made their way over to him. 

“Well, old soldier? Looks like we got them. What’s the next step?” Silva asked smugly. 

“We count our numbers and give everyone roles. I’ve got a plan for the border, but I’m going to have to pass it by the kid to see his response.”

Silva put her hand on her chin, pondering his response. “You call him kid?”

Heh. Guess I do.

Elm had done it for a while to the point where it had become second nature. Meeting the group for the first time, one would naturally make some assumptions.

“He’s not my offspring. Never fucked around in Corith in the past. Just a habit ever since I took him as my apprentice at the camp.” Elm made sure to emphasize the fact that they weren’t related.

Alex made a small turn to Silva and quietly said “See what I mean?”

Elm stared at the two, confused by the tiny interaction. He knew they would be close, but something about it felt off. Before he could ask about it, Alex spoke up again.

“What should we do next?”

“Just get with everyone on gathering supplies and help Sera log all of the new members. Just at a guess we’re going to be handling over 130 people at least. I’m gonna help a bit with the mine destruction crew to make sure they don’t kill themselves. We've got a few things we need to do before we can tear it down.” Elm began to sit up, grumbling as he did. The process made him feel a bit dizzy, reminding him of his lack of blood.

Don’t want the kid to suffer any more losses than he needs to.

***

I bolted upwards, removing a small sheet which had been placed over my eyes, to find myself in a moving carriage. My eyes struggled to focus as trees passed overhead and shook in the cold wind of the oncoming winter. Eventually, they landed on a familiar shape in front of me. 

“Took you long enough. Enjoy your nap?” Elm smugly said. I cocked my head to the side in confusion, only for the past to come barreling into my skull. 

Right. I lost consciousness after healing… Elm?

“Elm, are you alright? Did it work?” I leaped forward a bit, my words interrupted by a deep growl in my stomach. The shock had apparently awoken my hunger, making me realize how starved I was. 

“Yeah, I’m all good. However you figured out how to do it, it worked. Of course, it ended up putting you out for a while.”

“How long?” I tepidly asked.

“About two days.”

TWO DAYS?

I immediately put my head in my hands. Time like that wasn’t something I could play around with.

“Kid, don’t worry. Everything’s worked out and we’re on our way to the border. We’ve got more manpower with the rest of the new camp on our side.” Elm pointed over his shoulder. I raised my view to see a bunch of new people discussing and interacting with the familiar caravan. A few of them even turned back and noticed me, giving me a small wave. 

When I went back to Elm, my face was immediately met with a loaf of bread. My mind was still hazy, so I hadn’t been able to catch it. I could hear him laughing as I went to grab it off of my lap and take a bite out of it. 

There was an odd moment where I was finally able to ponder the fact that I had pulled off healing. Immediately two different faces came to mind.

One of them was Elric.

The other…

“Where’s Sera?”

There was a loud collective sigh of all of the members of the caravan surrounding me, including Elm.

Did I say something wrong?

            

    
        Chapter 55: The Iron Snake

    
    
    
    
                David took a deep breath, taking a moment to revel in the air of Vyris. He lived in the capital, yet the streets had a distinct smell and quality. The palace was rather stuffy and hard to breathe in after long periods, and he always saw the streets as a nice reprieve from that suffocation. 

As he walked past the many bristling businesses and historic structures, people bowed and waved in his direction. He wasn’t even wearing the royal mantle, yet his presence and face alone was enough for people to determine his identity. It made sense as his likeness had been plastered all over Vyris and central Arlin in the form of portraits and statues. His face was even found on some of the lin exchanged in the stores surrounding him. Unlike with the previous emperors, all of the depictions appeared to be exact replicas of his actual form. David Arlin was an inherently beautiful man that, according to one artist early on in his reign as emperor, did not need any artistic interpretation to appeal to the public. His perfect porcelain skin and blonde hair shone through in any crowd. It also helped that he was taller than the average citizen, although not to an excessive degree. 

He was the perfect specimen, with only minimal amounts of it being up to design. He was carefully groomed each morning to fit the mold that he had given to himself. David didn’t just have to look perfect. He had to appear to be perfect at everything. Any small slip or failure and the nobility would surely start searching for a way to quickly remove his head. At least, more so than they already did right now. Assassination attempts on his life had gone from a genuine threat to a relative nuisance. It was rather amusing seeing them cook up new and creative ways to off him and replace him with some other asinine royal who they could turn into their new puppet. 

That was what made the current sight of the emperor so odd. There was a distinct lack of any royal guard flanking him as he wandered through the streets and passed by his constituents. He even heard a few of them quietly murmur about it to each other. 

If only they knew…

There were at least ten different people all in position surrounding the emperor while hidden in plain sight or on the top of buildings. Almost every citizen near him had an igniter or burner trained on them in some capacity. Since his route had been planned, regular guards and soldiers had been laid out to check for any potential avenues of attack beforehand. All that the normal citizens saw was Emperor Arlin casually strolling through the streets of his beloved Empire while flanked by his rather quaint advisor. Compared to the shining beacon that was David, her beauty felt rather muted. 

David’s movement stopped when he noticed a small girl run out of one of the stores and over to his side, calling “Mr. Emperor!”. She couldn’t have been over 4 years old, so her pronunciation of the title was slightly slurred. Behind her he could see a woman, who he presumed to be the child’s mother, yelling and trying to stop the child from approaching him. The woman immediately stopped as she saw David crouch down to meet the girl’s height.

“Hi there. What’s your name?” He gave the mother a beaming smile to calm her down before turning back to the young girl. 

“Lily!” She loudly declared. The other people in the street had begun to gather to watch the curious interaction.

“That’s a beautiful name. Lily, I have to say that it’s been a while since I’ve heard someone call me ‘Mr. Emperor’. Tell me, do you know what my first name is?”

The young girl pondered for a bit before responding “Emperor?”, which caused the mother to look completely mortified. However, David simply smiled and gave her a pat on the head.

“It’s actually David, but nobody calls me that for some silly reason. However, if you want to call me Mr. Emperor, that’s fine with me.”

The young girl seemed completely unphased by the situation, although he heard a small snort come from his advisor. She was clearly enjoying watching the interaction. 

“Lily, why don’t you head back to your mom? I think if I hold you for any longer, she’s going to faint.” He gave her another soft pat on the head before standing up. The girl nodded at him before scampering back off to her mother. The woman, who appeared to have yet another child peering out from behind her hips, took a deep breath as soon as her daughter returned to her. She gave David a silent thanks before he went on his way. After moving a short distance, he felt a soft jab in his gut coming from Erin.

“Enjoying yourself, Mr. Emperor?” She playfully remarked.

“What, am I not allowed to say hi to a random little girl?” David gave her a nudge back, and the two of them continued on their way. Despite the casual nature of the walk, they did have an actual location. 

A rather unique one.

***

There were many things in Vyris that were unable to be found anywhere else, and the Iron Snake was one of them. The massive technological marvel had its creation started under his predecessor, and was one of few things that came out of his reign which David could say was good.

The Iron Snake had many words that could be used for it. One of them would be imposing. It took the rather simple concept of the iron chariot and increased it to a ginormous size so that it could carry massive amounts of people on it while moving from location to location. Having been inside a chariot himself as part of an event to build morale for the troops back in the 8th campaign, he also understood the massive difference in comfort between the two of them. Having an attunement meant that he was relieved of a majority of the horrid effects of the magore inside the machine of war, but that didn’t affect the stuffiness and uncomfortable positioning. The Iron Snake may not be as comfortable as his personal carriage, but it made up for that tenfold with its speed and carrying capacity. 

It was a historic creation, as it was the first time magore technology had created something for civilian use. 

The capital of Arlin had a rather pragmatic design. It was almost entirely circular, heavily walled and fortified, surrounding the large city with the palace sitting in the complete center. It was much like a creature, albeit something one might find in the horrifying forest of Corith. If one were to view it like that, with the brain as the palace and the buildings as its organs, the Iron Snake would best be considered a central artery. It surrounded the capital in an almost perfect circle, allowing for a citizen on the edge to get to almost any side of the city within a much shorter period than walking. It was unable to be on any unique path unlike its chariot brethren, as it was only able to move along set rails. 

It was a genuine marvel, and watching it speed around on its tracks from location to location while those inside casually talked or waved at passersby felt extremely novel. It felt like a glimpse into the future of magore technology that was only a small distance away from them. After his recent visit with the head researcher who he believed to be named Joseph, that future felt ever more real. 

However, unbeknownst to most of Arlin, there was a fact that turned the Iron Snake from an impressive display of technology into a bitter disappointment. 

It was a failed prototype. 

The potential of travel using magore had already been glimpsed through the chariots, but the impracticalities were immediately obvious. Being near the magore reaction would poison those inside of it after a period of time, making longer distance travel impractical. For travel to be useful for the general public, it had to somehow bypass this restriction. 

This meant that Arlin had to do what it does best, and that would be to use the people it had at its disposal. Quite literally, in the case of the Iron Snake. 

The head of the snake contained the main magore reaction. There were two types of people in the front- Those with attunements and those who would die. Those with attunements were the drivers who controlled when the snake moved, while those inside the head were penal laborers who worked and controlled the actual reaction. Due to the proximity and amount of magore, those who worked inside the snake’s head were quickly killed off by its venom. Their average life expectancy was around two weeks to a month. David could distinctly remember a recent news article being published about a man surviving four months as a worker in the head of the snake, breaking the previously set record of two and a half months set by a rapist. He was a debtor who failed to pay back an exorbitant amount of lins built up over nearly a decade, the number of which the article heavily emphasized. The illustration of the man's face looked as though his flesh had melted like the wax of a candle. 

This meant that the Iron Snake was not only an impressive advancement in transportation, it was also a fantastic execution method. However, this was merely a byproduct of its nature as a prototype. The Iron Snake in Vyris was meant to show the potential for a system that could be used to transport people across wide swathes of a nation, perhaps even across the nations in the empire. However, killing those who manned the beast in such a quick period made the endeavor prohibitive in distance and cost. Those who surrounded the Third Emperor at the time, seeing this inefficiency, abandoned the project of expanding the system. They lacked the foresight to imagine ways that the creation could be improved or be made safer for those inside. It was the status quo, and they hated changes to the status quo.

Thus, the Iron Snake would remain trapped inside Vyris, forced to go in circles while killing those who helped to give it life. 

David was here to hopefully set it free. 

***

There was a general murmur surrounding him as they both stood at the eastern station, awaiting for the snake to arrive. It was one of four, all of which were placed in the cardinal directions. They would be riding in the tail carriage, which was the most luxurious. This was for several reasons, most notably being the fact that it was the farthest away from the magore reaction. 

The meeting was to be done while on the actual snake as it moved. Why Erin had decided it would be this way was beyond him, but his best guess was that it was to set the mood. The loud clacking and clicking of the rails is not exactly something he would describe as ambience, but he understood the sentiment.

The back carriage had been completely emptied out that day and made so that only the emperor and his guard would be inside, along with their specific guest- the transport minister. 

The transport minister, who was named Roland, had a fitting physical description for his job in that he looked reminiscent of a strig. He had lanky arms, lanky legs along and an elongated face that was just screaming for horns to be placed on both sides of it. It didn't help that the long brown-ish red hair, which had been tied up with a bun at the back, was only a few tints away from the creature's fur color.

Once the snake arrived, David and Erin made their way inside and were immediately greeted with the minister. He was taller than David by a fair margin due to this stretched physique, which often caused him to crane his neck when they met. They shook hands and moved over to some finely embroidered seats next to a slightly ajar window with a table separating them, with David's seat facing the back of the train. Erin had already plopped herself down first and had placed herself near the window

I guess she enjoys riding this thing.

“Good to see you again Roland.” 

“And you as well, Davey.”

Roland was one of the few members of his court who he had the opportunity to put in place after the third’s reign, which made him a trusted ally. While not the same level of connection as Erin, the two had a storied history and shared in many of the same ideals. He was put in his position after David had removed the previous after revealing a massive corruption scheme which leeched off of the public road systems in Arlin. The routes of trade were made with shoddy materials and wore down rather quickly, as the funding had been sapped off by the minister.

They first met during David’s time in the imperial college. It was an important institution that took in the nobility of the empire and trained them to lead it into the future. There was a slight meritocratic side to it, where people from commoner families could be enrolled. This was either through showings of exemplary intelligence during an open exam or having a well renowned family member in the military. Roland was part of the former, having gotten in thanks to scoring well on the exam. David was fascinated by him for his perspective into the daily lives of a normal citizen of the empire and the two of them became fast friends. 

Just like him, Roland had the belief that the empire could be improved if it moved past its current status quo. His ambitions were not of the same scale, but very few were. When searching for someone to trust with the important job of maintaining the future of transport in this expanding Empire, Roland was his first choice. 

“Enjoying yourself, Erin?” asked Roland, noticing her peering outside at the crowds. She responded by playfully sticking her tongue out at him. Erin had followed David into the Imperial Academy and was also cordial with Roland. Just seeing her stick out her tongue brought back vivid memories of the two constantly teasing each other while David attempted to de-escalate. 

“Oh come on. You put this meeting on the snake just because you wanted to ride it, didn’t you? She was the one who picked the location, right Davey?”

David gave a casual shrug of indifference. “What would I do without her?”

“I swear Davey, you can’t rely on her this much. It’s kind of sad.” he playful chided. The moment was interrupted as they started to feel the snake power up again. Its wheels began to turn as it ran along the tracks. Those at the station watched in awe as something that should be immovable began to hit high speeds. 

“I guess this is the right time.” David said while stretching his back. “How’s the project?”

Roland became pensive, his mouth going slightly diagonal. “Our progress is continuing. Hornel should be a good source of the metals we need for the rails, but I imagine we have enough spare steel lying around to get a good distance done. That’s all worked out, and I’m sure you could get the labor forces for it after that campaign is over.”

Making the tracks for the snake using prisoners of war? Roland, you’re sounding a lot like your fellow court members.

“No, I’d rather avoid doing that. Building the rails could create a lot of job opportunities for the lower class.” David’s eyes naturally wandered out the window and to the city. “The slave labor market is already flooded because Pluma won’t stop exporting them.”

“Pluma being unwilling to stop trading and not caring about hurting other markets? Color me surprised.” Roland sarcastically remarked. Being close to the Emperor, Roland was very aware of his frustrations with the coastal trading nation. One time, he had brought Roland along on a visit to Pluma’s capital to look at their port infrastructure. It was rare to see him get visibly angry, but simply wandering through the streets of Duskarna caused David to seethe. The rampant corruption there was as palpable as the fog that covered its cobbled streets.

“I can work on the logistics for the labor later. How’s the progress with the head?”

Roland took a deep breath to collect his thoughts. His exhale was audible even above the clacketing wheels. 

“It’s possible. That document you shared with me about the new refinement? That’s probably going to be able to make it safer, but we’d still be killing them. We’d have to rework a good portion of it from scratch to make the process less dangerous while maintaining efficiency. I’ve been able to locate a few researchers from Morath who could help us, but that’s suggesting the governor would be willing to give them to us.” There was a bit of irritation now visible dancing behind Roland’s eyes. 

“What’s the issue in Morath?”

Roland shook his head. “It’s not just Morath. It’s all of them. They just don’t get it. They think it’s a novelty that won’t do anything for our networks. They’re all so focused on their individual territories that they can’t see the opportunities a system like it could provide.”

David took a moment to study his old friend’s face. He could see there was something deeper.

“There’s a but, isn’t there?” David tapped his finger on the table.

“Yeah. They don’t see the merit as a transport for citizens. But, I think they might see some interest in supporting it if you sell it to them as a way to carry cargo. They might see something if we push it as an economic tool rather than a civic one.”

“But it is an economic tool,” he emphasized.

Roland simply shook his head. “They don’t see it like that. It’s not direct enough. You want a big project like this, especially something that’s going to require this amount of resources and manpower, they’d need to see direct and clear profit. The expansion of trade through transport doesn’t have quick and simple numbers you can put on a chart, no matter how hard Erin might try.”

There was a brief respite as he let the words sink in. The Iron Snake was a project he’d been ruminating on for a while during his reign, one that he wished to see completed. Arlin was a massive empire, and the snake could build lines of connection never before seen. It would create some greatly needed unity between all of its disparate territories. He could see it so clearly in his mind, yet it was denied to him by fools. Perhaps if the project was not cut off in its infancy to be forever forced to go around in circles, he wouldn’t need to be here. 

“Davey, trust me, I’m right there with you. I’d like for this to be used for civilian transport. But if we want this project to really get moving, we need to take it slow.” 

David sighed. Looking to his right, he finally noticed that Erin had stopped watching the window and was now jotting down notes.

“You’re probably right, as much as I hate to admit it.” He replied, hiding his deepening irritation with the court.

“Sometimes I forget how much you dislike it when you’re wrong about something. Erin, please tell me you’ve at least tried to change that.” Roland smiled as he relaxed in his seat.

“When have I not been trying to change that?” Erin placed down her pencil and turned back to the window. “If you’re done talking about the snake, I suggest you talk about the other thing I mentioned in the message I wrote for David.”

Right, I had almost forgotten about that headache.

“The slaves? I don’t know. It’s not really my type of thing. I get that you want to keep it out of the court, but it’s just not something I can really give input on.” He said, taking a second to stretch. 

“Told you.” Erin happily interjected. She was pretty smug about the fact that she was right.

“It’s still bothering me. Keagan is following them, but I don’t know if he’s able to stop them. Especially with their leader…” David’s voice trailed off. The image of Grayson’s face flashed in his mind. He felt a small lurch forward as the snake began to slow down. It was about to reach its destination, the northern station. 

“Have you looked into reinforcing the roads? If they’re going from the roads, just attack them there? Keagan said they were going from camps and refineries, so you can just predict where they’re going.” Roland stated plainly.

You said this wasn’t your type of thing?

“We don’t have the forces for that in Boralis. A full scale ambush on a large group of mages wouldn’t work.” David put his hand on his chin, drawing the map of the Empire in his head.

Erin let out a deep sigh. “I remember telling you that we have the forces in Corith.”

Roland shook his head in disappointment. “You really should listen to her more Davey.”

But that means we’d have to let them through the border. I’d prefer to limit casualties as much as possible.

“I guess I’ll look into setting up something in Corith if things get out of hand.”

“If you think it’s that much of a problem, I say you should ta-” Roland’s words stopped midway. However, it may be more apt to say that his words were denied, as a dense blue beam pierced its way through the wall of the snake and through the man’s neck. 

Roland’s eyes widened as his brain caught up with the rest of his body and noticed that he was lacking his throat There was a disgusting gurgle that came out of him as he began to slump forward and his blood started to spill onto the table. Erin let out a shriek of horror at the sight and immediately jumped away from the window and scrambled onto the floor of the train. A nearby guard moved over to quickly grab David’s arm and pull him away from the window and the direction of the shooter. 

Roland?

As the snake’s path finally halted, the body of Roland stopped moving. His friend was dead, and he hadn’t even been allowed to finish his last sentence.

***

“We’re currently searching the streets in the direction of the shooter. He most likely used an igniter to hit him from long range.” the soldier solemnly announced. “I’m sorry for your loss.”

“Thank you, soldier. Please, continue your work. I’ll be heading back to the palace soon once the carriage arrives.” David maintained a strong smile. The soldier paused temporarily as he noticed the small bit of blood that was on the emperor’s shirt before quickly running off.

David and Erin sat by each other, Erin having nestled up next to him. She was resting upon his chest and was still slightly shaking. David had seen violence like that before. He’d even seen it happen to people he had known very well. Erin was not used to brutality and got sickened by the sight of it rather easily. 

This was a message.

It was a message to him specifically. A threat. The shooter could have targeted either himself or Erin, but they choose to target Roland instead. It was a deliberate shot at a very deliberate target.

The message they wanted to send through this was very, very clear. 

Stay in line.

It had to be a noble. The trip had been planned, but it wasn’t made official. Even for those who knew about the meeting, only a select few knew which specific station he would start and arrive at. The shooter was placed in a deliberate location, one where the snake had started to slow down to the point where one could land a successful shot. Hitting a moving target made the trajectory harder to read and being on the snake meant his personal guard couldn’t immediately react until the carriage came to a rest. 

Someone, perhaps someones, wanted to talk with him through a method they knew would catch his attention. Something within David told him there was little chance they would stop there as long as he continued to move forward.

He’d gone ten years as Emperor and had maintained power. He’d dealt with a multitude of assassination attempts and plots within his own court. However, this was the first time in a while where they had gone after something that was personal to him. 

They had crossed a line. He had no clue what specifically motivated them to take such an action. He’d angered them in so many small ways that this could easily be a culmination of those emotions. 

For some odd reason, he couldn’t help but laugh at the depravity of it all. Only someone who had grown up in such wealth and opulence could take such grievous actions for something so petty. He had just expected for them to take action a little later instead of during such a pivotal time in the Empire’s expansion. 

David understood it very well. He even understood that part of this situation was entirely his fault. They had forgotten what his wrath looked like. They had grown placid and comfortable, expecting that the emperor had softened up. Now, they had stoked a flame that shouldn’t have been touched. 

In their arrogance, they had just garnered the full and undiluted wrath of the sun that burned in the core of Arlin. No matter who they were, what position they held or why they committed their act, only one potential fate would meet them all. 

They will all burn.

***

Somewhere in the western side of Central Arlin, a man named Orven hummed a small tune as he made his way out of the bath. It was a tune a minstrel he had recently hired for a party had played, and it had been stuck in his head for the past week. It was worth noting that Orven wasn’t a man who would be considered to have a talent for singing, so he was extremely off key. 

As he turned to look in the grand mirror placed in his bathroom, he sighed at the sight of his head. He was starting to bald, and it was becoming more apparent by the day. He’d been grooming his gray hair to cover the bald spot, but the prospect of that was becoming ever more unrealistic. He was one of the oldest members of the royal court, and the soft wrinkles forming on his cheeks showed that. Wiping himself off with his towel he changed into his nightgown and made his way to his study. The halls of the mansion were quiet this time of year, as his family would go to visit their relatives in Peroa. He had stayed behind to help his fellow nobles deal with some issues in governance.

Arriving at his destination, he opened and closed the heavy door made of Corithian wood. Sitting down in his swivel chair, a recent creation imported from Rolith, he took a moment to stretch. If there was one trait that had come with his age, other than a decrease in hair, it was a love of foreign imports. Over the years, his mansion had become a melting pot of items from the many nations which made up the empire and even those outside of it. 

There was an orderly knock on his door, he gave permission to enter. Inside came a small young woman with dark skin, darker hair and eyes as white as the moon. She was a recent acquisition of Orven from the land of Uril, and his new favorite slave. He didn’t call her a slave as he found the term rather off putting in reference to those who worked in the household. The title of “personal attendant” was a lot more comfy for his tongue. She wore a well embroidered maid’s outfit that had been custom made for her after she arrived a few months ago, which likely cost half a year of salary for a subject in his domain. The black and white dress perfectly complemented the dark skin color he found himself so enamored with. 

Her name was Nadine, although he had no idea if that was her birth name. Slaves that were sold on the market often had new names given to them that the seller believed would attract buyers. She was extremely subservient and well trained for such a young slave, although the process of training had likely been rather extensive. By the time he had purchased her, she already had a complex web of scars that covered her entire back. In the right lighting, the scars seemed to take the shape of a small tree. Orven thought there was a macabre beauty in that, and had even given her the nickname “Sapling”.

Nadine made her way over to his side and placed down a few documents with a newspaper on top of the pile before quickly excusing herself from the room. When he picked up the paper and saw the first page, his eyes immediately widened. It was an illustration of the Iron Snake, along with a headline announcing the murder of Minister Roland that had occurred two days prior. 

Upon seeing such a headline, there are many responses a citizen of Arlin could have. Shock, horror, sadness, or even just indifference. However, Orven didn’t give any of those reactions.

He smiled.

If he were to put a word to his exact emotion he was currently feeling, it would be satisfaction. The same type of satisfaction one might feel when finishing a project or getting through a long day in the royal court. 

Orven swiveled to look out the window and into the beautiful sunset, a great compliment towards his current satisfaction. As of two days ago, the Empire was now on a path to a greater existence. It was a wordless, albeit brutal, way of telling the Emperor to take his time and not get too ahead of himself in his ambitions. The lives of the peasantry in Arlin were merely tools for its growth. Roland was just one of those peasantry who had risen to a station above where he deserved. 

The position of transport minister was for one who truly deserved it, rather than some nobody who was fortunate enough to get into the Imperial Academy. Roland was intelligent, but he had no respect for the history and traditions of the empire. For years he had pestered the court, acting as an intermediary for the policies the unruly young emperor wanted.

Now, he was no longer an issue and the young emperor had hopefully learned an important lesson. That was the job of the court, after all. They were to control the urges of the leadership and keep them on the right path. Sometimes, such as with the young emperor, they had to take a much more aggressive approach.

“If only he was as smart as his predecessor…” Orven murmured under his breath. 

With pride in his breast and a paper in his hands, Orven happily watched the sun set over the horizon of his beautiful domain.

Until he himself was plunged into total darkness.

            

    
        Chapter 56: Road's End

    
    
    
    
                “So, how bad is this going to hurt?” Sera asked with an awkward smile on her face. She was currently leaning up against a tree, her legs splayed out in front of her. The broken leg had its cast already removed. I could definitely see the places where it wasn’t fully healed and needed to be reshaped. 

It had been two days since I had awoken and we only had around three or four more days left on the road before we hit the border. My healing of Sera had been put on hold for a short period since it was apparently unsafe to do large healings in quick succession. 

Elm appeared from behind me and extended out to her a small rolled up rag. “You’re going to want to put this in your mouth.”

“Why?”

“So you don’t bite your tongue off.” 

She cringed as the image passed through her head. “Oh. Yay.” She then promptly put the rag between her teeth. 

Elm was out during the time that I healed him, so I guess he didn’t feel it. But Sera’s completely conscious… This is probably going to hurt. 

“Sorry about this.” I said, scratching at the back of my neck. It wasn’t like I could remove the pain from it, even if I wanted to. I was about to completely realign her bones in a short period of time, and the body didn’t really love the sensation of sudden changes. 

Instead of delaying any further, I extended my hands outward and started to transform and emit pure mana. Feeling outwards, I started to connect myself to her internal flow. Almost immediately, I could feel how the mana in her leg was slightly askew. Even without the medical knowledge, the broken bones made it look somewhat jagged. Placing my focus on it, I asked for some assistance and began to concentrate on keeping the flow as consistent as possible. There were some sickening cracking sounds that could be heard as the bones started to fuse back together. Sera let out a scream of pain that was slightly muffled by the rag she held in her mouth as the process went along. After a few seconds, the healing stopped and I finished channeling. 

My body fell backwards afterwards and I landed on the dirt with my face towards the sky. 

“Kid, don’t tell me you passed out again.” Elm remarked. 

“Don’t worry yourself. I’m fine, old man. Just let me lie here for a second.” I exhaled, taking deep breaths of the cold Boralis air. Looking up from the dirt, I could see Sera feeling her leg up and down. 

“It’s actually healed.”

I gave her the best smile my tired body could manage, which was very weak. I had finally reached the goal I’d been searching for since the beginning- Healing Sera. That was a rather simple goal compared to destroying the slave camps in an entire nation. I could still take pride in it nonetheless. 

I could hear Elm let out a deep sigh as he watched the two of us. “If you want to stop lazing around, I suggest you start working on walking again and you get the fuck up and start working on focusing your light so you can actually use it as a weapon. You’re still going to be dead weight in combat.”

Yeah, I know that now more than ever. 

Without my igniter or a burner, I couldn’t fight back. If I ever got disarmed in close combat, I’d be screwed. I’d just gotten lucky so far by not ending up in those types of situations. 

“You got it sir.” I breathlessly said.

“Yes sir.” Sera parroted. 

We both laughed. 

It was going to be a long day.

***

I had my gaze fixed on Wanderer that night, sitting against a tree and sharpening his blade. He looked more pensive than usual. Maybe it was the fact that my mind was no longer drawn to Sera and her struggle that I was finally able to think a bit more about the others in the caravan. Wanderer had always been a bit of an odd spot for me. I wanted to know him better, but there was a gap that I struggled to cross whenever talking with him. He loved his culture and Irebor, yet was condemned as a deserter.

Checking back on the fire I could see Sera happily talking with Mell and Ruby about their lives. Ruby had been sharing a lot of stories recently about her journeys and especially Bir, something which I’d like to believe I had spurred on. 

Guess there’s no better time than now. 

I grunted as I picked myself up from the dirt and began to walk over to the swordsman. As I got closer, his attention moved away from his sword.

“North. What would you require of me?” He responded in a rather monotonous tone. I simply sat down next to him and rested my back against the same tree.

“Nothing. Just wanted to talk.”

He resumed sharpening the blade, his focus turned away from me. “I see. If I had to guess, you want to ask why I deserted.” 

I noticed for a second that he bit into his lip, likely to hold back an emotion he didn’t want to express. I was hitting on a harsh spot in his life, the action that had ruined his standing with all of Irebor. It made sense he might not be the most enthusiastic to explain it. 

“If it’s not too much of a problem, I wouldn’t mind knowing.” 

His hands stopped, and he placed the blade back into its sheath. Taking a deep breath, he steeled himself.

“If I had to simplify it, I would say I did it out of love. I was a soldier in a rebel group fighting against the empire in Irebor, same as Elina was. However, I had a woman waiting back home for me. Most of our group was led by old soldiers of our former military, so we followed the same rules as our forefathers did. I was part of a frontline unit intended to deal with Arlin troops who were invading a territory we had reclaimed. We left to meet them on the field. It was a massacre, and my field commander died.” Wanderer turned away from the tree to look directly into my face. There was no sadness in his face, just a look of regret and longing. “I retreated, even though my commander was dead. If your commander dies on the field, you are supposed to go with him in the glory of combat. To leave a dead commander behind is the same as to abandon a living one. I knew my actions would be punished, but I just had to see her one last time.”

“Did you see her?”

“Yes. I did. But she couldn’t look at me. I hope she is alive, even if she will never love me again.”

“So how did you end up at the refinery?” I inquired. It was the only part of the story I was missing. 

“Simple. When I was forced to leave, I ran into the empire. They captured me, and I ended up getting moved around a few times until I ended up at the refinery. Prisoners of war like me aren’t trusted to work at the camps, so they put us at the refinery instead.” He plainly answered.

Huh. Guess I never really thought about the other slaves the empire uses. I guess my only exposure to other slaves have been those with attunements and penal laborers from True Arlin.

I gave him a small pat on the shoulder in a vain attempt to console him. It must have looked a tad odd from an outside perspective, but it was the least I could do.

“I am sorry for souring your relationship with Elina, by the way. I could tell that you valued her as a friend.” He replied, looking in her direction. She was having a discussion with a few of the new caravan members and teaching them some maintenance methods with their burners. “She’s a strong warrior. I imagine the people back home would be proud of her accomplishments.”

I tilted my head to get a better view of his eyes. They looked forlorn, as if they were looking at a window to the past. 

“You really love Irebor, don’t you?”

For the first time in a while, I saw a smile come to Wanderer’s face. “I do, and I always will. Even if it will never love me back.”

At that moment, Wanderer finally clicked for me. He was a man bound to repent in any way possible out of admiration for his homeland. He even knew that it was pointless and that no one from his homeland would ever come to appreciate his efforts. Even still, he continued to fight onwards, blade in hand. Even if he couldn’t truly live the Ireborian dream, he would strive to allow for others to do it while he cannot. 

“Thank you.” I replied without thinking. It just felt like the right thing to say at the time.

“The honor is all mine. You have helped to give my life a purpose it has lacked for far too long.”

I just pray I’ve given his life enough meaning by now.

***

The air around the caravan on the final day was off-putting. There was a different sense of dread as we grew closer to the ones we had felt at our other raids. One thing had been haunting us the entire trip here, and was a fact that Elm pointed out a few days in.

There’s no other people on the road.

We hadn’t seen a single other person traveling on this road, even though they might have wanted to check on the camps or refineries. The road we were on was also an important route to get to other forts and locations, yet nobody was to be found. 

Which meant that they were waiting for us at the end. We had no idea what they were planning for us exactly, only that our main job was to overwhelm the border and get through it so we could continue our way to the camps. 

I was walking at the front of the caravan ahead of the carts alongside Elm. Behind us, Ruby sat behind us in complete silence with her eyes closed. She was completely focused on reading the surroundings with her attunement. Without saying any words, Elm placed a hand on my chest and stopped my movement. Soon, the entire caravan came to a stop. I traced his vision to see that he was staring at a branch in a tree. More specifically, it was a scrap of cloth hanging from the tree. There was an odd symbol on it that looked like two crescent moons tilted on their side and overlapping each other. 

“That can’t be right…” Elm said. His gaze then began to shift forward as he noticed more of the same scraps of cloth hanging off of other trees on the road. If there was a message, whoever was sending it wanted to be very clear about it. 

“Elm? What’s the symbol mean?”

“It means they want to talk, but that ain’t something Arlin does. They don’t do this type of shit with rebel groups.” Elm muttered under his breath. “Something about this ain’t right.”

Yeah, I’m on the same page as you. 

“Ruby, have you spotted anything other than the caravan?” I took a sharp turn only to find Ruby shaking her head. 

“Unless they’re staying perfectly still, I don’t think we have anyone around us.”

Shit.

Elm’s eyes were still glued to the cloth and the symbol on it. I knew that specific things could trigger memories for him, and the symbol appeared to be one of them.

“So is this a trap?” I asked the old soldier.

“Probably… but this is a lot for a simple trap. I doubt they’d do something like this if they wanted to ambush us or catch us off guard. Arlin soldiers are willing to do some dirty shit, but that symbol? That’s not something you use if you want to lure someone into a trap. Still, it’s up to you, kid.”

I’d prefer to kill as few people as possible if we’re liberating camps. 

“Let’s check it out. I think we can use it to our advantage either way.”

Elm simply shrugged and we continued to walk. I debated whether I should run up ahead while invisible to see what was there, but something told me that it was best to stay back. There were a lot of things in my mind giving me different directions and options, and even one of them telling me to turn tail and run away. Even then, I kept putting one foot in front of another as we made the final stretch towards the border.

***

Clearing the final hill, the sight of the border came into vision. It was an empty area where the trees had been removed, creating a gap between the forest of Corith and the forest of Boralis. There were two buildings made of wood that stood next to each other on each side of the main road, both of them about as large as the old armory at the camp. 

Around each of these builds stood a large number of men, all prepared with burners in hand. My own igniter was in my hands and was already wound, and the caravan had already prepared themselves for battle. Small pieces of cover had been created using stacked logs, and other men stood behind those pieces. When I locked eyes with one of the soldiers, I could see them visibly flinch. 

That wasn’t what stood out. The main thing that stood out was what was standing in the middle of the road. It was two soldiers, side by side. Neither of them held their weapons in their hands, although one of them had what appeared to be a notebook. I couldn’t make out too many details from a distance, but I could see that one had a hair color the exact same as Nicole. The other had short black hair and was a good bit taller. 

The silence was finally broken when the other man, the one not holding the notebook, spoke up and yelled across the clearing.

“HELLO THERE! CAN WE TALK?”

            

    
        Chapter 57: Cordial Enemies

    
    
    
    
                Elm and I stood static at our enemy’s declaration of wanting to have a nice conversation. Looking a bit deeper at the two, I could see neither of them carrying arms, although that didn’t mean they were defenseless. Either of them could be hiding a weapon or even have an attunement.. 

It’s gotta be the taller one, right? He wouldn’t be this cocky without an attunement.

The taller man called out again.

“HELLO? CAN I TALK WITH YOUR LEADER?”

I turned to Elm, and his only response was a casual shrug. My gut was telling me something was off here, but there was no feeling of hostility from the two men. Fastening a burner to my hip and putting the igniter on my back, I took a deep breath and began to make the slow walk towards the two men in the middle of the clearing. The burners and igniters of the soldiers were all targeted at me. When I finally made it up to them, I saw that the taller one was looking me up and down. He looked extremely confused, as if he was trying to read a language that he didn’t know.

“You’re not Major Grayson.” He plainly stated. I looked over to his partner to see him also extremely confused.

Huh?

“Yes? My name is North.”

As soon as I said my name, the two men seemed to have a moment of revelation and turned to each other, letting out an “Ooohh…” in unison. 

Am I missing something? 

“You’re Grayson’s apprentice from back in the camps. The one who worked under him as a magore technician at the camp, correct?”

I gave a quick nod. “Yeah, I did. What about it?”

The two seemed to give each other a silent message before returning their attention to me.

“So, are you some sort of proxy?”

“A what?”

Is this another word like embezzlement?

“I mean, are you representing Major Grayson?” The taller man asked. 

I stared at the two, then took a quick look back at the caravan. Something about this situation was off. There was a line of communication that wasn’t getting through to them. These two knew a lot about me and the caravan as a whole, but they had to have messed up somewhere along the way.

“No. I’m the leader of the slaves.”

“You’re the leader?”

The two men took another look at each other in what I believed was disbelief.

“Yeah, I’m the leader of the group. I led the revolt at the original camp.”

“Not Major Grayson?”

“Is there something about this that is hard to understand?”

They paused for a moment in silence. I could see the soldiers around us starting to get antsy. This entire situation felt like something out of one of the plays they’d do at a festival. After a moment, the taller man cleared his throat before speaking. 

“I mean, could you at least get Major Grayson here? We’d like to talk with him as well.”

I let out a deep sigh before pivoting backwards towards the caravan and yelling “ELM! THEY WANT YOU OVER HERE!”

Even though he was far away, I could hear his groan as he began to move into the clearing. Eventually he made his way to my side and began to eye the two men up and down, biting his lip in frustration. 

“You gonna tell us your damn names?” 

Oh yeah, I never asked for their names. That would have been smart.

The two men turned and nodded at each other before they spoke.

“I’m First Lieutenant Keagan, and this is Second Lieutenant Theodore. We lead an investigative unit around the Empire, and happened to be in Boralis when your revolt occurred.” the black haired man said. Keagan felt like an odd name for a lieutenant. I decided to check on Elm to see he had his hand on his chin. Something seemed to click, and he immediately pointed at them.

“I remember you two! I heard about you when I was still working in the capital. You were the ones who took down the illegal slave ring and got that noble a one way trip onto the snake, right?”

“There’s illegal slave rings?” I unwillingly blurted out. Elm shot me a deep glare before his attention moved back to the lieutenants.

“I didn’t think the legendary major would know about us. Key and I weren’t even lieutenants back then. Nearly killed our supervisor with how many times we violated code to pull off the crackdown.” Theodore pridefully explained.

“They still talk about me? Thought they would try and sweep me under the rug.”

“It’s more rare, but you’re well remembered despite your actions. Well, your rampage is also part of your fame. Most people know you because of the slave… cuffs…” Theodore’s voice began to waver as he said those last few words, realizing that they weren’t the best for the current situation. 

“Ain’t really the legacy I would like. I’m fine talking about the Empire and reminiscing and shit, but that’s not what you're here for, is it? Because you don’t fly that symbol and not have something in mind.” Elm gave the two of them an accusatory stare. The tension that had temporarily dissipated came right back.

“Yeah, you’re right. The reason we flew that was to see if we could get an opportunity to talk. We want to make a deal.” Lieutenant Keagan said, slightly deflated.

An image of Galen flashed through my mind again. I knew they weren’t him, but simply hearing an Arlinian offer a deal felt like heavy deja vu. It was a different context and there was a definite difference in power, but the feeling of it all was the same. 

“An Arlinian wants to make a deal with a rebel group? That doesn’t seem very in line with normal conduct, unless things changed while I was gone.” Elm crossed his arm and eyed the lieutenant doubtfully.

“You’re not wrong. What I’m about to do is going to piss off everyone above me, maybe except for the Emperor. I’m offering you a deal of peace, simple as that. Turn around, head back to the north and go to Mylia. Get yourself on a ship and get out of the empire. Doesn’t matter where, as long as you aren’t here and don’t go into Corith.” The lieutenant looked bitter, as though there was a bad taste hanging in the back of his mouth.

“And if we say no?” I said, finally speaking up.

“We fight. Win or lose, both sides will face severe casualties. Even if you win this fight, you become an enemy of the empire and will inevitably face eradication by Arlin’s forces. Camp security will be ramped up and the mining slaves will face more oppression than they already do now. I’m offering you an out.”

To my surprise, the smaller lieutenant pushed slightly in front of his partner to face me. 

“We know what you want. You want to liberate camps and free the slaves. As a mage myself, I get why you would hate the mines and the cuffs. It’s a necessary evil that Arlin has to partake in to continue.”

I clenched my fist in frustration hearing those very familiar words. “If it’s a necessary evil, then why aren’t Arlinian mages like you working in the mines? Is there a reason why they can only put this type of labor on people like us?”

Also, the smaller one is the mage?

Theodore visibly winced at my response before Keagan placed an arm on his shoulder and moved him back to his side. 

“Please, we’re not here to debate philosophy. Either you turn around and head to Mylia, or we fight and you declare war.”

The four of us sat in silence for a moment. It was a lot to take in. I hadn’t been hoping for a large battle, but it would have at least made more sense. Never did I expect for the enemy to try and be diplomatic with a bunch of slaves. I felt Elm’s heavy hand come onto my shoulder.

“Up to you kid.”

Theodore’s eyebrows seemed to perk up at Elm’s statement as he darted his vision between myself and Elm.

“Oh! Are you two related?”

“NO!” We said in unison. 

We don’t even look alike! 

“Sorry. Still, we need an answer.”

I took a moment to look at all the soldiers around me, then back at the caravan. There would probably be death if we fought . In fact, it was very possible that I could die right here. Following their suggestion and going to Mylia would save a large group of people from Arlin for at least a time and mean that I wouldn’t have to shed as much blood. 

But it would also mean I’d be leaving so many other people behind. We’d destroyed the mines and the factories, but there was still the possibility they could start their operations up in Boralis again. Running away wouldn’t be a permanent solution to the problems of myself and everyone who was relying on me. I didn’t know how to take his remarks about camp security, but something about the way that Keagan talked told me he didn’t feel the need to lie. 

I took a deep breath, planted my feet and locked eyes with the First Lieutenant.

“We can’t stop here. Not now. I refuse your deal and will not be heading to Mylia.”

The lieutenant gave a solemn nod.

“So be it.”

I could feel the air shift. Something in the two men changed as I spoke those words. The two men in front of me were no longer the same, now replaced by true soldiers. The earth at my feet began to rumble as Elm started to prepare his own magic, and I could see water forming around the hands of the second lieutenant. My right hand started to move its way towards the burner tied at my hip, and the first lieutenant clenched his fists.

The battle had begun. 

            

    
        Chapter 58: The Battle of The Border

    
    
    
    
                The ground beneath us began to shake more as the earth shifted. In only a few seconds, a curved wall formed in front of us that blocked the view of all of the soldiers. Burner fire began to come in our direction as the two men prepared themselves for the fight. My hand finally reached the burner, but Keagan had closed the distance and pivoted his foot, with his hand sailing towards my face. It was too late for me to successfully react, and he connected with my jaw. The hit seemed to run throughout my entire body and cause me to stumble backwards onto the dirt, dropping the burner from my grasp. 

He had brought his fists to a mage fight, and was actually winning.

As he began moving in to continue his assault, I raised my other hand and focused a light directly into his eyes to blind him. His eyes widened as he saw the energy form in my palm. The beam hit him in the face, removing his vision and causing his movement to falter. I pressed my leg forward and attempted to sweep, but I didn’t have the strength or leverage to pull it off. It still made him stumble and that was enough for me to grasp towards the burner. I turned over and attempted to grab it only to feel a piercing pain in my left shoulder blade. The second lieutenant had launched a knife of ice into my body to stop me from grabbing the weapon. I screamed as it tore through my muscle. I tried to reach out my other hand only for a knife of ice to completely tear through the burner itself, cutting the tube and causing the magore to fall out. The weapon I was relying on had been completely nullified.

My head sharply twisted to see Elm surrounded by smaller stones before they were launched as a volley of projectiles at the water mage. A shield of ice came up in front of him to stop them from hitting his body. Elm’s assault was so continuous that the most he could do was defend from attacks. I reached out again, trying to grasp at the pieces of the broken burner only for a hand to grab onto me and onto my shirt, hoisting me up into the air. Keagan, with his eyes bloodshot and wet with tears, stared at me furiously. 

He wound up his other hand and let off another punch directly into my face. I could feel my nose break as his fist slammed into it, launching my head backwards. My brain rattled around in my skull as parts of my vision went black. Pushing through the tremendous pain, I lifted up my right hand and placed it against his neck. 

It was holding the piece of magore that had fallen out of the burner when it was broken.

Keagan’s face contorted as the searing pain of direct magore exposure spread through his skin. The lieutenant yelled, his hand loosening its grip on my collar. I fell to the ground and onto my knees. I could feel blood rushing down my face from my broken nose. 

I heard a similar yell as my eyes turned over to the second lieutenant, and I could see that one of Elm’s stones had torn through his ankle. His balance faltered as he started to move to one knee, and the shields of ice he had been forming started to lose shape. 

“NO!” Keagan yelled as he turned his attention away from me and towards Elm, rushing him down. Elm wasn’t able to change the focus of his volley in time, and Keagan managed to get in close. He shifted his stance and narrowly dodged the first hit aimed towards his stomach.

Theodore noticed this and started to form an ice blade in front of him, aimed at Elm. Before he could launch it, a spike formed from the earth and pierced directly through his upper left leg, causing him to scream out in pain. Keagan didn’t stop his assault and kept moving towards Elm, who was consistently evading him at every blow. That didn’t matter, as Elm was being moved closer towards the edge of the wall and towards where the soldiers would see him. 

I needed to stop him somehow. I gripped tightly onto the magore piece and made the move to stand. Theodore noticed and launched another blade of ice in my direction while his blood stained the dirt. The pain caused him to miss my chest and instead hit the side of my right thigh. I powered through the injury and stood nonetheless.

Elm noticed he was nearing the edge of the wall as a shot from a burner narrowly missed his back. His stance shifted again as he moved to duck over to the side of Keagan and regain his position, but the lieutenant used the opportunity to circle his arm around his neck and grab onto him. He held onto him tight, wrestling to keep him in hold while Elm jabbed his elbow into his stomach. Even then, they held Elm in place. The two lieutenants locked eyes, and a silent message was sent between them. 

Keagan wasn’t trying to choke out Elm. He was lining up a shot for his mage. The ice mage began to slowly form a large blade aimed directly at Elm’s head, and he was making sure he didn’t miss.

Time began to slow as the adrenaline flowed through my veins. I had one opportunity, and it was the only way I could save Elm. I raised up my right hand, holding the magore and pointing it at the mage’s head. I couldn’t create a complete container to focus the energy, but it would be enough. 

Pure mana began to come from my hands and surround both the objects. My mind ran over the design of the burner over and over as I visualized an artificial tube. I didn’t have the time to form anything physical, so my body would have to act as both the container and the primer. 

I raised up my left arm with an open palm. The ice in my shoulder blade made every single movement complete agony. Theodore’s ice blade grew as my hand drew closer and closer to the magore until it finally connected. 

I could feel the reaction throughout my entire body as my palm struck the piece, causing it to release energy. It felt like a raging fire had consumed all of my insides. My fingers and palms that held the piece began to burn and smolder as they held back the energy. It was a fight for my life with the mana. Once it found no other avenue of escape, the mana finally focused in the direction of Theodore and his head. 

The beam of mana erupted from my palms and bore its way through his skull, melting flesh and bone until it found its way to the other side and into the stone wall that covered us from fire. The ice blade dropped to the dirt before it could fire at Elm, and Theodore’s corpse fell onto the ground.

The reaction finally stopped, and I dropped the piece of magore from my charred hands.

Keagan watched in horror, his grip loosening enough for Elm to get in another jab in his stomach and pull away. He immediately ran over to my side to check on me before turning his attention back to the lieutenant, who stared at us in disbelief.

“You… YOU MONSTER! I’LL KILL YOU!” He screeched, but stopped before he began to move. His eyes turned in the direction of the caravan, whereupon he noticed something flying through the air. It was a number of small metallic objects, all launched high into the sky and towards the soldiers currently protecting the border. As they came closer, it became apparent what objects they were.

They were canteens.

As they finally made their destination at the feet of Arlin’s forces, they did the one thing not a single one of them would have expected.

They exploded.

Blasts began to ring out all around us as the canteens landed and blew up the forces. Soon after, they were met with burner fire and a rush of forces continuing into hurl canteens at them. The soldiers had to take cover to avoid the blasts, and those who didn’t were torn apart by the reaction of refined and unrefined magore. It was a brutal display, using the trick that had blown up the mines to our advantage on the battlefield. The reason we hadn’t started fighting immediately was because they had to prepare the explosives for the assault. Now that everything had started, the border was overwhelmed.

Keagan stood there in horror as he heard the screams of his comrades and watched as slaves began running down the hill. His eyes darted between myself, the slaves and in the direction of the border. In what appeared to be an extremely painful decision, he turned himself around and began to run in the direction of the border.

He was deserting the battle.

Elm turned his attention away from the lieutenant and back to me. Pulling me up, he reached over to my side and looked at the ice blade in my back. I could see him visibly wince upon seeing the wound. He tore off a piece of his shirt and then carefully placed his hand on the ice stuck in the wound. 

“This is going to hurt, but I don't think things can get much worse than they already have.” He casually said as he ripped the blade out of me. I stifled another yell as he took the piece of cloth and began to clean the wounds, then tying it around the wound in my leg.

“We should get out of here and let them do the rest of the work. You aren’t in the state to fight. Hell, can you even stand?”

I would have shrugged, but it hurt to move my arms in any capacity. 

“I’ll be fine. This will all probably be healed within a day or two.” I said, wincing every time an explosion landed nearby. My gaze turned towards the chunk of flesh missing from my thigh, and I realized that I could barely move the leg at all. Making any movement of my hands hurt as well due to how badly my flesh was burned, and the magore reaction had drained all of my energy from how much focus and mana it required me to channel. My speech was also off, since my nose had been shattered.

“You realize how much I fucking hate that I genuinely believe you on that statement?” Elm bemoaned even as burner fire surrounded us on all sides. “You should be moved back and get some treatment. Speaking of…”

I turned to spot Mell bolting towards us. It was absurd how someone as large as Mell was able to move so blindingly quick, yet it felt like a struggle to keep my eyes on him.

That might also be due to blood loss. Pretty sure I’m missing a good bit. 

When Mell finally slowed down, a gust of wind followed in his wake, causing my already messy hair to flutter. Elm simply moved aside while Mell leaned down.

“You alright, sir?”

“I’ll live. Just get me back to the carts so I can get bandaged.”

“On it.”

Mell moved to pick me up and hoist me over his shoulder. It had dawned on me that I was getting weirdly used to being carried by other people, although I lacked the energy to complain. Once he began running, I could feel the wind rushing by me. 

On both sides, I could see the members of the caravan battling, launching canteens and firing their burners while the soldiers attempted to retreat. It was in vain, as none of them had prepared. Oddest of all, I could see a soldier raise up his hands and drop his weapon to the ground. He was quickly tackled and smothered by a slave. A small part of me hoped he would live, even if it didn’t make up for the death we were causing. 

Second Lieutenant Theodore and First Lieutenant Keagan didn’t feel like monsters. They weren’t like Galen or the people who worked at the camps. They were soldiers, first and foremost who just wanted to protect the empire. There was no personal malice or enjoyment in this fight, just a commitment to duty. 

Yet I had killed Theodore, a person that Keagan very clearly cared for. His eyes during those last few moments were filled with unbridled rage. I’d never seen that much hate directed solely at me. 

My mind flashed back to the word’s Nicole said to me before we parted ways.

‘I do hope you’re prepared to be the most hated person in the entire Arlin Empire.’

The woman was a snake in human skin, but she wasn’t an idiot.

My body ached all over, yet the worst sensation I was feeling as I was being carried by Mell was the pit in my stomach telling me I’d set something in motion that I couldn’t control.

            

    
        Chapter 59: Those Yet Unleashed

    
    
    
    
                Keagan was fleeing. 

He had been riding on the back of a military strig for a period of time his mind couldn’t gauge, but he could see the sun was going down. He didn’t know if he should stop, but the animal would do it for him eventually. The hastily packed bag would only last him a short period, hopefully enough to make it to a base somewhere on the road. 

That wasn’t what was on his mind.

He could see two faces. One of them was his partner. The person who completed him and fought alongside him every step of the way.

That face was ruined. Melted and burnt at the hands of the other face that he had in mind.

North.

The Corithian. No, that was no Corithian. That was a monster. A beast that had only just started to surface and gain shape, one that needed to be nipped at the bud before it could shift into its true form. 

He looked like a child, but there was something beneath that couldn’t be allowed to see the light of day. If it did, the entirety of Arlin would burn in its wake. With his mentor and the support of so many attuned, he was a danger to all of the people on Sol. 

Keagan’s mind was analytical, and the only way he could stave off the growing dread in the back of his mind was to analyze everything that had happened in that fight. The light attunement, the usage of magore weapons, and the most pertinent of all, the ability to create a magore reaction without a primer. 

Keagan could surmise one thing from those events, and it horrified him.

He was only just beginning.

North, this beast in human skin, was just coming into his powers and learning to use them. If he had mastered his light attunement, Keagan would surely have died back there.

Yet Theodore had taken his place. His love.

Keagan could feel the emotions inside him rage like a fire every time his face came to mind. He would track him down and make him feel the pain and suffering that he inflicted on Theodore. He would pay for his sins with every single drop of blood in his body. As he fled, the lieutenant etched this mission into his shattered heart. 

North would die.

And it would be at Keagan’s hands. 

***

Orven’s eyes slowly opened to reveal his surroundings, which was soon followed by a massive headache. His hands slowly reached to feel the back of his skull, where a massive bump now resided. Simply touching it felt horrid, especially for a man so unused to severe pain. 

It took him a second, but he finally noticed that his surroundings were different, but not unfamiliar. He’d been to this place several times, yet he was always on the other side of the door. 

He was in The Hollow. It was a prison for those who offended the empire on an ideological level. It was usually terrorists or rebel leaders, awaiting trial and execution. This was odd, because Orven was neither of those. 

It didn’t matter. It was probably at the whims of the young emperor, attempting to scare him. Orven’s corruption, at least corruption by the emperor’s definition, was rather mild compared to some of his fellow court members. His age had left him with enough natural wealth to not need to go through underhanded means. 

There was another reason why he could be here, and that could be rather worrying. 

Roland.

The evidence connecting him to the crime was flimsy at best, and nonexistent at worst. He’d done his due diligence making sure that all the details were crossed and every line of communication between himself and the assassin had been snipped, sometimes literally. The amount of intermediaries he’d used could even be called comical. If he had to guess, about half of those men were now dead. 

Yet the idea that the young Arlin could connect him to such a crime clawed at the back of his mind, even as he tried to cleanse himself of it. 

Orven took a deep breath and got up off of the damp stone floor to finally examine his surroundings. He was in a rather small room, smaller than his bathroom. It was rather damp, and the only opening to the outside were a few bars that peered to the outside and allowed for a small bit of light. There was no bed nor a chamber pot in sight. It was not as though Orven had expected a toilet, as those were rare outside of the upper classes in society. Although faint, he could hear a woman’s voice screaming in the distance and the sounds of vermin skittering about. 

Then there was the smell. Rancid was an understatement. Excrement and all other waste permeated the air and forced itself into the nostrils of Orven. He’d only spent passing moments in The Hollow and remembered how horrid it smelled, but being inside the cell amplified it to a degree he couldn’t have fathomed before. 

In truth, he was probably given one of the better cells. During his last visit, he had seen a cell which was the size of a broom closet, with no room for a person to sit down. On one wall was an opening where a lamp had been placed and was left constantly burning. A guard was stationed outside and would wake the prisoner whenever they tried to sleep. It was a rather sinister method of torture that was used to get confessions out of political prisoners. Orven’s station surely had given him this small, albeit appreciated, luxury.

Finally taking in the situation, Orven did one thing that no other prisoner would do in his situation. He laughed. It made his headache worse, but he laughed. The young emperor had his whims, but surely this would be just a temporary farce. Killing Roland was going to make him temperamental, but it was nothing the members of his faction couldn’t deal with. Empty threats were a part of his life that he’d grown accustomed to, and this one would surely pass. 

Cackling like a madman, Minister Orven smiled and awaited the freedom that he rightfully deserved.

***

Nicole’s dark blue hair danced in the sea breeze as she looked out upon the horizon. The sun had already set, the vessel only lit by lanterns and the stars. 

Nicole loved the ocean, as any good citizen of Pluma should. It was one of the things she had missed the most when she was put into the camps. The sound of crashing waves, the smell of the sea breeze and the lingering taste of salt that permeated every single breath brought back cherished memories of a simpler time. The majority of the other slaves who had followed her on her journey to her homeland didn’t appear to share the same sentiment, their stomachs making most of that argument. 

The ship they were currently on was called The Radiance. It was owned by a captain of the name of Elias, one of the many captains she had met over the years who owed her a favor. While an uncommon occurrence, the Radiance would sometimes carry cargo that the empire would consider less desirable. A few years back, the emperor had made the rather hasty decision to ramp up security at the nation’s ports. Captain Elias had realized the mistake of carrying undesirable cargo during that period of time, but lacked the funds to successfully bribe port officials. He came to port on a small boat and, aware of the Allena family’s reputation, asked for them to assist his vessel in docking. 

By that point, Nicole was known in specific circles for having an odd manner of making deals. While most would simply exchange lin, a practice she also indulged in, Nicole would often trade and deal in more ethereal matters such as favors and alliances. If one lacked the necessary funds or wanted access to her wide array of connections, they would come to her. Elias was the former, which meant that Nicole could bend them to her will. 

Elias survived, but became subservient to the Allena oligarchs. If they had a request, The Radiance was regularly their first choice. Nicole had acquired other captains which served her purposes, but Elias was a personal favorite. That was what made finding him in Mylia such a great boon, and what allowed for her to call in such a unique favor. 

Nicole heard footsteps behind her and turned to see the man himself coming in her direction. His short blackened hair softly swayed as he put his arms on the railing to match her position, his beady green eyes joining her in watching the horizon.

“You look awfully pensive.”

“I am. It has been a while since I have come home. I do hope the fog is the same as I remember.” Nicole said as her eyes danced along the waves. The perpetual gray haze that covered the streets of Duskarna was another thing she had greatly missed in her time as a slave. 

“I can happily assure you that the fog is still there.” Elias responded with a smile. “But I’m assuming you’re worried about your family.”

Of course.

That was the news that had caught her the most off guard. When they first met, Elias told her about the problems back home with the Allena’s. A third party had stepped into the field and started removing property and connections from several members of the oligarchy. Allena was one of them, and they appeared to be their central target. The information that Elias had was limited, but all that he knew was that the Allena’s didn’t have the same sway as they did before. 

Once Nicole got back, she would begin fighting immediately. None could besmirch her family’s honor and get away with it. It would be harder than usual, as they lacked their usual connections, but Nicole had a supply of favors she could utilize when the time was pertinent. 

One of them was a lot more useful than others, but that would have to come at another time. He was far from ready, and Nicole wouldn’t dare interrupt his just war. She understood the importance of patience, a trait often lacking in the desire driven nation of Pluma. 

That was, of course, hinged on whether or not he survived. War was a deadly expense, and his survival was far from guaranteed. Arlin didn’t give mercy to those with such heroic ideals. He may even be dead now.

“I will fight to regain our power. I presume you will also help me in this endeavor?” she asked, the words coiling around Elias’s neck like a snake. 

“Of course, Lady Allena.” 

Her noble smile grew wide as her eyes turned back to the horizon. Despite not seeing land, they were rather close to the shore. It would only be a few more weeks till she would arrive in Duskarna’s ports and return back to her family with open arms. Even still, her eyes were focused in the direction of where they had come from. 

He hated her. The young Corithian despised Nicole in a way that she rarely got to experience. It delighted her, knowing the person who might hate her the most was directly under her thumb. His naivete made him perfect for a woman like Nicole. If things went her way, as they tended to do, she would have a great tool at her disposal. 

Not yet.

North’s time was yet to come. His moment would arrive, and when it did, she would be there with her hand outstretched and a smile on her face. 

Arlin was about to crumble under the weight of its sins.

She was happy knowing that she would get to watch it all with front row seats. 

For a woman like Nicole Garcia Pluma Allena, war made for great entertainment.

            

    
        Author's Note 2

    
    
    
    
                Hey there! It’s Cobalt again, back with another afterword for an arc. This is a lot longer than the previous one, but I think it should be interesting. Road To Corith certainly was something, and it’s something I’m pretty happy with. I think I’ve gotten better with my writing by a good margin. If you’ve gotten this far, thank you. In all honesty, the story of EoF was basically supposed to end after the first arc, but I saw the potential to go much further with the idea. What idea, you may ask? Let me explain, because EoF has a backstory.

So a note about Cobalt- I read a lot of light novels. So many in fact, I have a ranking of all of the light novels I have read (linked below). I also read a fair amount of web novels. But there’s one thing that bugs me in a lot of series, and it has bugged me for a while- The way that series deal with the topic of slavery. It infuriates me how flippantly a lot of light novels and web novels treat it in fantasy settings. From my experience, there are 4 types of it when used as a part of the world. 


	It is a system that is part of the world, and the main character is okay with it and maybe even participates in the system to their own benefit to get a new member of their party. This one pisses me off the most. 

	It is a system that is part of the world, and the main character reluctantly participates in it. They needed one for survival and are doing it because it is the way of the world. These character’s often get depicted as “one of the good slave masters”, which doesn’t help. It also pisses me off, especially because the suggestion that it makes is that the only problem in slavery is the fact that most of the slave masters are dicks, not the actual system itself. 

	It is a system that is part of the world, and the main character is either apathetic to it or unwilling to participate in it. They see it as a problem and don’t think that it is good, but merely surrender and say that the system is unable to be destroyed. This one I can deal with, because the main character maintains some moral foundations and a willingness to say that “slavery is bad”. A low bar, but a bar I can accept as long as it portrays the system of slavery as fucked up. 

	The main character actively takes a stance against slavery and tries to remove the system or at least have an effect on it. This one, I like. I know that not every story needs to do this nor is interested in doing this, but I don’t mind the characters saying slavery is bad and then taking some action against it.



I am not going to name names, but there are a few english web novels I have read which fall into type 1 and a good number which are type 2. Some of these web novels are genuinely good, and I enjoy reading them, but the trope bugs me nonetheless. Why am I emphasizing English? You know why. Culture matters, and a cultural background and awareness of slavery and its history should, in my opinion, deter most writers from approaching the subject in a positive angle. You can maybe use this to show your characters are morally gray, but if you’re using a slave system to introduce a member of a harem, you’re probably not going to put too much complex thought into it. Some authors use the excuse of penal labor to allow for the system to exist and give it some moral validity, saying that all of the people who are enslaved are criminals, but even that is just fucked. Do any research into it, especially the penal labor system in America and how it was used as a form of Neo-Slavery up until the early 1900s. That isn’t even talking about the way that prison labor is exploited in the modern day as a form of modern day slavery. That’s why I don’t like the Penal Laborer excuse either. Enslaving people and using them for their labor, no matter who they are, is not necessary to uphold a society.

So why are we talking about this? Simply put, one day I got in a rather heated discord conversation about the problems with the trope and said “fuck it. Let me do a story from the perspective of a slave and show just how fucked up a system like that would actually be.” Thus, I came up with the concept of Edge of Freedom and wrote a test chapter. The test chapter sucked, but it showed there was potential for the idea. Later on I came back to the concept and decided to flesh it out and see what was possible. That was when I came up with the first arc of the story, the Revolt. I wanted to tell a prison break style story of a bunch of slaves fighting back against a horrible system and the terrible effects it has on people that didn’t utilize pure power fantasy. Of course with the inclusion of magic and fantasy stuff along with the substance of magore. In short, EoF was created to make an argument that a story from a slave perspective could not only be interesting, but could go against the precedent that had been set up. So yeah, I wrote over 140,000 words (as of this afterword) out of spite. I want to note that I could have gone much darker, and thought to at several points, but I chose to not do that instead. Slavery and systems of Penal Labor are horrific throughout all of history. Mining slaves and penal laborers have a horrifying history the second you start to research into the Prison Leasing programs or even the Gulags from Russia. I think if I went that far, I’d probably push away more people. 

I haven’t dealt with that type of slavery too much in the story. The one that is used to add to the arbitrary harem? Sex Slavery is just as fucked up and horrid, and the fact that authors excuse it in their stories is just infuriating to me. I think that authors should be allowed to do what they want, but I feel like having characters be ok with being slaves or even enjoying it is not ok. 

I hope that “slavery being bad” isn’t too political for people, but if it is, god help us. There are other political perspectives that EoF has to offer, and this is where I can talk about our main villain- Arlin. I’ll get to David later, but the main idea of Arlin was that it was a magic steampunk empire just before the big revolution where the material became commonplace in society. However, if I were to say what a major inspiration for Arlin is, I like to imagine it as a combination of America, Britain and Rome. This goes for their culture of colonialism, treatment of natives and love of extracting resources from foreign lands. Arlin is a nation which is outwardly wealthy and the strongest empire on the continent, but inside of it there is festering corruption waiting in the background and deteriorating its systems in an attempt to hold onto a glorious past that never existed in the first place. The parallels are not subtle, nor do they need to be. 

The paradox is that the people of Arlin still love it? It’s a better life than other nations, but that’s because the capital nations of Central Arlin, Morath and Peroa are all absorbing the wealth of the new territories. Those in the territories would not agree with that view and don’t love being controlled by a foreign power who saps power from them and overwrites their culture. Oh, and don’t forget the fun enslavement shit where they do literal raids of villages to find those they can shove people in the mines. And I haven’t even gotten to all of the other slavery they experience.


You’ve only really seen Arlinian Penal laborers so far, but that doesn’t mean that people from territories don’t end up in the same system. It’s just that Boralis is a tad bit of a new territory and we haven’t had the same amount of interaction with normal citizens.

Arlin is a bad nation. But that doesn’t mean the leadership is necessarily pure evil. At least in the case of David.

My chapters focusing on David are my best writing. He is the character who I have put the most work into. He has the strongest characterization, an understandable motivation, defined relationships and a genuine presence. In fact, I’m slightly worried I made him too likable? He’s a pragmatist but also genuinely cares for his people. But that love of his people is vague and unfocused. He doesn’t see individuals, but a collective which requires his leadership. It’s better than the other people in government in Arlin, but he’s still got problems. In another story, he would be a morally gray protagonist trying to lead his empire into the future for the good of his people while spreading his power across the continent. He’s a good looking, well defined and extremely affable leader who wants to help his people… and he’s the antagonist. Because he still supports and allows for the monstrous system of slavery that Arlin profits from. Instead, my protagonist is a tiny slave who looks and smells like shit. He is a foil for North in a very obvious way, and I hope that people could tell. He is what my protagonist is fighting, but he’s not there just yet. He’s not reached the point where he’s a genuine threat to David. Will he get there? Who’s to say? 

Me. I’m to say. 

I think it’s good to talk next about Keagan? I loved the idea of having a detective type character in the story who is trying to figure out the next steps of my protagonist. Theodore was also a lot of fun to write, and I really enjoyed their dynamic. Keagan will get explored in the next arc more thoroughly as he goes from just a minor threat to… 

You’ll see. If you haven’t noticed, a trick I found is a great way to expand and make a character interesting is to make them part of a duo. Erin and Theodore act as the counterparts for the two Arlinian men, and both of them offer a unique look into their personality. Erin allows for David to show some of his more human side and open him up beyond just the image of a pragmatic emperor. They have a really fun dynamic for me, and I loved the idea of this childhood friend advisor who has a really strong emotional dynamic with the emperor. She’s the person he can open up to and understands the person behind the crown. I kind of wish I could have expanded the dynamic between David, Erin and Roland, but the emperor needs his own plotline. Theo also plays an important part in getting Keagan to reveal information, but also to show the issues of his job and the toll it has on him.

Finally, I can actually discuss the main cast. I’m going to build up to talking about North by talking about everyone else. First, Ruby and Mell. I think they’re good as a duo since they have the most duo energy out of the new additions. Mell is definitely the simpler of the two, but I love him nonetheless. I love Himbos, and Mell is just a super polite himbo with a strong sense of “Asarn Hospitality”. I did debate writing him with more of a southern accent, but I thought that might be irritating after a while and make him grating. Ruby is a character who I really enjoy. I love the idea of this ego driven cartographer with a paper addiction who likes to draw. The interaction in Bir is one of my favorite character moments of growth for both her and North. North was able to not only help another person, but actually able to push for his ideals of protecting the memory of the lost. He helped another person carry a memory when nobody else would. 

Then there’s Silva and Wanderer. Two new additions that are interesting and a tad more complex in lore. Wanderer has a fun backstory for me and I loved the idea of expanding on Irebor culture. Having a character introduction be the first real major conflict between North and another member was a fun chapter for me to write. Then there’s Silva, the Nacilian mage. Alex is a character I feel didn’t get the development he really deserved in the first part, so having Silva gives him a moment to really go back to his past and understand his psyche. He’s holding up the veneer of being stable, but he’s actually just a scared boy. Silva is the person he comes running to when he is scared, and that’s probably not good for North. 

Now, we can talk a bit about the returning cast. I already mentioned Alex, so let’s talk a bit about Elina. Elina is a character who I’m proud of the direction I went with. She’s an interesting character and a person who has her own goals that simply align with North. She wants to have fun battle and live out her cultural dream. It was inevitable they would hit some road bumps (heh), and the second arc is where that happens. Nicole got some interesting development at the beginning, and she will return in the future.

Sera and Elm. The two main side characters. Well… Sera isn’t as central a character yet. She’ll get her time soon. But Elm is always a character I put emphasis on. For the first part of the story he was my favorite character to write and still is to some degree (David has taken that spot of favorite to write), but he’s definitely not getting the same amount of focus as the first arc. His backstory is revealed already and North has to deal with new people and situations. I’m happy where he is and I have good plans for him in the future. Sera is a character I want to develop more and feel like I’ve struggled in terms of development. I really want to make them better for the third arc, so prepare for that.

And finally, we can talk about North. North is the protagonist, and therefore he gets the most focus. I enjoy the second arc giving him some more maturity and making him really think about his actions and how they affect others. He’s dealing with the real world, something he didn’t get to see for most of his life. His storyline is one of growth and learning to understand others around him and their lives, a strong parallel to the Emperor’s very impersonal goals for the Empire. I do wish that I could have gone slower or at a different pace with his power progression, but I feel like his learning of healing is currently well timed. Healing also has limits, and I’m happy with that. I’ve spent a lot of work making North an unusual main character in a web novel series like this in that he’s a weak protagonist. Not mentally weak, but physically weak and lacking in direct combat skills. He’s reliant on magore weapons because his attunement is more built around support rather than direct combat. It forces him to rely on others, but also to put his own safety and body on the line whenever he needs to go all out. EoF was a series where I never really wanted to indulge in power fantasy. There’s no shortcut for my protagonist, and even though he’s got some universal bias (in more ways than one), he has to work for his wins. I don’t exactly hate overpowered protagonists as a writer, but I think I would feel straight up dead inside if I tried. North is going to get stronger in the future, but I wouldn’t set your expectations of strength too high. 

So… what to expect in the future? The next arc is going to be the longest so far from what I expect for a lot of reasons. We have 3 main perspectives of North, David and Keagan. And now we even have a second plotline back in the capital with David and his vengeance for Roland. One thing about EoF that I want to do is to have consistent shifts in status quo. Each arc is supposed to be different from the last in some measurable way. Just know that what is to come in the future might not be what you would expect. 

I would like to say that I’m going to be taking a bit of a break from publishing EoF to work on personal stuff and also plan for the future. The story won’t be stopping, but I do need to take some time to flesh it out and make it as best as possible for your enjoyment. Afterall, North’s journey has only just begun. Oh and I have a small poll for the people reading, because I'm wondering if I should do it.

I welcome you as we enter…

ARC 3: FOREST OF THE DAMNED

            

    
        Character/Location List 2

    
    
    
    
                The story so far...

Arlin, the most powerful Empire in the history of Sol, has dominated the continent for the past 60 years. They have done so through the power of Magore, a material made of pure mana that can be refined and used in weaponry and machines. However, Magore has a toxic effect on the bodies of normal humans. Only attuned, individuals with connections to mana who can change and control natural aspects of the world through its flow, are able to resist most of the mana radiation from the substance. Arlin uses these attuned in mines, controlling them through the power of cuffs which restrict their ability to use their attunement.

North, a slave from Corith with a light attunement, leads a revolt to free the population of a mining camp. He is helped by his friend Sera and Elm Grayson, his mentor and an ex-major of Arlin who developed the slave cuffs. After breaking free, they journeyed through the land of Boralis to free camps and destroy refineries while heading towards the northern border of Corith. After a fierce battle with Keagan and Theodore, North is about to head into his homeland for the first time in 5 years to attempt to free it from the Empire's grasp. On the other side of the continent, the Emperor David Arlin has become aware of and is now taking active steps to stop the slave rebels. At the same time, he's fighting court subterfuge after the murder of his friend and Transport Minister Roland.

The Characters

North: Our protagonist. A mage with a light attunement who decided to lead a revolt to save Sera. From Marlisle, a village erased from the maps of Corith and grew up as a candlemaker.

Elm: The MC's grumpy mentor. Has a stone attunement, and is one of the most experienced battle mages out there. Was a major in the Arlin army and a magic researcher who created the slave cuffs.

Sera: Our protagonist's friend and the closest thing they have to family. Has a lightning attunement. Daughter of a village elder from Marlisle, the village erased from the maps of Corith. Her assault is what leads to the eventual Revolt.

Alex: Boisterous Ex-Military who helps North recruit people in the revolt. An affable guy with a fire attunement. Raised and fought for Nacilia against Arlin as part of a mage battalion. He's tied deeply to Silva, his lieutenant in the mage battalion.

Elina: Combat addict and slightly insane ex-military who helps North in the revolt. An energetic and extremely confident woman with a fire attunement. Raised in Irebor as a warrior and fought as a rebel against the Empire before being enslaved. Has a mixed relationship with North due to him denying her the chance to kill Wanderer.

Ruby: The caravan's cartographer, and a wind mage from Boralis. Born in a nomadic tribe that traveled all over the nation until they were eventually subjugated by imperial forces. Has a deep love of maps and drawing and will do anything to get more paper. Anything.

Mell: A Herder and Strig-expert from Asarn with a physical attunement. Is a giant man with a friendly and polite disposition who only refers to North as "sir". Him and Ruby share a deep bond and stick together the most often.

Wanderer: An Ireborian Swordsman who deserted and was banished from his homeland that was recruited after the refinery raid. A master with the blade with a stoic personality. His addition to the group causes a schism with Elina, who wanted to kill him on sight.

Silva: A Nacilian lieutenant who was the leader of Alex's mage battalion. Has a water attunement and is extremely proud of her skills with magic, putting much of her own self worth into that skill. Joins with North after being saved from the second camp in Boralis.

Emperor David Arlin: The main antagonist(?) of our story and the Fourth Emperor of Arlin. Has an attunement, but the exact power he has is unknown. Is an extremely layered man who is determined to make his nation a better place no matter the cost while ridding it of the corruption that plagues it. Has a deep hatred for his predecessor, the Third Emperor, who is the root of much of this current corruption.

Erin: David's Personal Advisor and the only person he feels comfortable around. Is the person who keeps him running and gets the information where it needs to go while sharing in his mission to end corruption. She was a servant who was brought up alongside David to follow him into his later years, and transitioned to being his advisor once he ascended to the throne.

First Lieutenant Keagan: An investigative military official who searches for corruption and weeds it out alongside Theodore. Was in Boralis at the time of the initial revolt and tracked North down to the border. Has no attunement, but is extremely good with his fists. Has a revenge motive after North kills Theodore in battle.

Second Lieutenant Theodore: Keagan's investigative and romantic partner. Was considered the only person holding him back from going off the rails in his investigations. Was a rare healer alongside his water attunement. Was killed by North during the battle at the border.

Nicole: A corrupt noble who assists North to further her own goals. Attunement currently unknown. A sly aristocrat who wants to use favors and any tools necessary to keep control of power. Born into a high ranking family in Pluma and continued their business until she was found embezzling money off of an Empire's mining operation in the area.

Karla: Young child who got dragged into the camp as a replacement for Sera. Has a water attunement. Was taken from her family in Corith during a raid, and is hoping to get back to them with the assistance of North and his crew.

Orven: A corrupt noble with a domain in Central Arlin. One of the oldest members of the royal court and has fond memories of his time during the third's reign. Was one of the main court officials who helped in the assassination plot of Transport Minister Roland.

Twig: A Penal laborer who assists Sera and North in the revolt and dies during the battle. No aptitude for magic. Was arrested for nearly murdering her husband, a corrupt noble who got frustrated due to change in policy under the fourth emperor.

Galen: Our first antagonist, and the captain of the guard. Had a lightning attunement. A fanboy for Arlin and Elm who hoped to get him to work with the empire in the production of slave cuffs. Was killed by North during the revolt.

Elric: North's other friend who helped with the revolt who died in the event. Had a water attunement. Son of a famous Craftsmen family from Rolith who was grabbed in a raid searching for people with aptitude.

Transport Minister Roland: The now deceased Minister of Transport and one of David's only true friends. Grew up knewing him during their time in Imperial College and took a liking to him despite his humble origins. He is assassinated in front of David as a way of telling the young emperor to stay in line.

Locations

These are just the locations that are necessary for the immediate future plot and have been formally introduced.

Sol: The Central Continent on which the story takes place. It is the ONLY continent, acting as a sort of Pangaea that is surrounded on ocean on all sides.

Central Arlin: The Heart of Arlin and where the leadership is located. Is the wealthiest nation on the continent due to the empire leeching off of its territories. Is made up of both the original nation that the first Emperor was banished from and the territories of the fiefdoms he united before the first campaign. Capital is called Vyris.

Boralis: The Location of North's mining camp and the most recent location under the Empire's control after the 10th campaign Shares a southern border with Corith and a northern border with Mylia, a nation not part of the Empire.

Corith: North and Sera's homeland, as the current location of the story. Was captured by Arlin forces during the 9th campaign in only a few weeks. The forest that the nation is mostly made up of is considered one of the most dangerous places on the continent. The Capital is called Freiweld.

Mylia: A coastal nation that has not been annexed or joined the Empire yet. It is where Nicole and her group head to after the revolt. While it is not currently part of Arlin, it is attempting to work out deals that could protect it in the future from Arlin's power.

Pluma: The fourth nation considered a part of true arlin that was incorporated under the reign of the third emperor. Is extremely corrupt and is vehemently hated by David. It is the homeland of Nicole and the rest of the Plumite oligarchy. The Capital is called Duskarna, a port city that is permanently covered in a layer of fog.

            

    
        Chapter 60: The Captured Soldier

    
    
    
    
                Elm stood outside the border crossing room and stared at the door handle. Some part of him dreaded walking inside the room. He was tired, but even thought of complaining brought his mind back to the mangled body that North was currently working with. It was true that he’d be back in peak condition sooner than any human should be allowed.

Taking a deep breath, he opened the door and stepped inside. 

“It’s not every day you get the chance to talk with a dead man.”

The beaten soldier gave Elm a bloody grin, even as he was tied to a chair. There were bruises covering every bit of his skin, and some of his teeth looked as if they were missing. His light blonde hair had been darkened by blood and dirt.

“That doesn’t feel like a great way to greet a person when you’re the one tied to a chair. Why’d you even request me in the first place?” Elm pulled up another seat and sat across from him, placing his hands over the back of the chair. 

“Thought I’d prefer to talk to an Arlinian. You might get me a bit better than the rest of them. And hell, I’m curious what you’re like.”

Elm scoffed, looking the man up and down. He looked a tad bit older than the average soldier. He might not have a leadership role, but he certainly would have had seniority. 

“Why did you surrender? You ain’t got any fucking pride as a soldier?” 

“You’re one to talk.” He snarkily replied. 

“Heh. Fair enough.”

Elm took a moment to relax, loosening his shoulders. The soldier was not intent on doing anything that would get him killed. Other than insulting him, of course. Elm believed he could deal with insults as long as he got actual information. 

“And yes, I do have pride. But I also have people waiting back home for me. As long as I can make my way back to them, my pride can go in the fucking chamber pot.”

Elm raised an eyebrow at his response.

“Who?”

“Girlfriend. Son. Should be turning three in the summer.”

Well ain’t that something.

“Did you have someone waiting for you back home when you were in the military?” 

Elm paused for a moment at the words of the soldier, studying his face. There was no outward show of malice. Just genuine curiosity.

“Why the fuck would I answer that?”

To Elm’s surprise, the soldier began to laugh. It was an ugly and wet laugh, only made more poignant by the fact that his mouth was tinted with his blood. 

“Because I know you. You won’t kill me. The rest of them might. But you’re an old soldier, from Arlin no less. I know that you need me, and I’m willing to work with you. But if you want me to, I get to ask some questions as well.” The man gave Elm another shit eating grin. “Tell you what. I ask a question, and then you ask one. That sound good?”

This little shit…

Elm took a deep breath, then locked eyes with the soldier. Although he hated to admit it, the man did remind him of his younger years. He wasn’t as dumb or belligerent, but the brutal honesty and awareness of power was a perfect mirror of his previous self. 

“I didn’t have anyone.”

The soldier’s eyes widened with curiosity as he straightened his back in the chair. 

“Huh. Guess that’s why it was so easy for you to desert.” he said casually. 

Elm had to clench his first to the chair to stop himself from getting up and breaking the soldier’s jaw. 

Is he trying to make me kill him?

“I’m joking. Ok, now you ask your question.”

Elm took another deep breath to calm his nerves. This soldier looked like a kid who had just gotten away with stealing candy. 

“Fine. How is the war in Hornel going?”

The soldier looked suddenly contemplative as if he was trying to find the correct combination of words to make Elm even more pissed than he already was. He was doing a great job, but something about this felt off. Before he had entered the room, the other members of the caravan talked about how polite he had been. 

"The war is progressing pretty well. Last time I heard, the war should be over before the snow begins to thaw. Ok, your turn. Are the stories about you in the fourth campaign true?”

Elm couldn’t help but chuckle. Of course a soldier like him would want to know that. “Yeah, they are. Siege of Lohim and everything. Might have been exaggerated over the decades, but I was able to pull that off. Is my name still shared around the military?”

“Sometimes. You have two types of stories about you. Some compliment your prowess in war and magecraft, and the others as a cautionary tale about how no one can truly escape the power of the empire. It’s rather easy to use the tales of a dead man, after all. Say, were the rations better or worse back in your day?” 

“Worse. We didn’t really get rations for the fourth campaign and had to live off the land. Back in Uril, everything was preserved. The meat was so tough that I saw more men lose teeth when eating than I did during actual battle.”

Elm noticed the soldier placing his own tongue around his mouth and becoming slightly self aware about the few teeth he was currently missing.

“How long have you been in service?” 

The soldier stopped checking out his own mouth and began to slowly count under his breath before turning his attention back to Elm.

“Trained back home in Central, then came to Corith after the end of the ninth campaign. Kinda enjoyed it, all things considered. The locals might have some weird customs and say some bizarre shit about their forest, but they can be friendly sometimes. Then the war in Boralis started. I was part of the second group to enter after the campaign began, so I didn’t get to see as much as I would have liked. Then I learned I had a kid back home and decided I should take a less risky job, so I picked border security. Guess I was wrong about that, huh?” 

Sometimes it works out like that.

“Why did you desert?”

The air became stagnant. Elm’s eyes narrowed in on the soldier.

“Excuse me?” 

The soldier gave an uncomfortably apathetic shrug, seemingly not taking Elm’s harsh tone.

“It’s a simple question. I mean, you destroyed your life’s work and killed a lot of people. I want to know why.”

This little shit is serious?

“Because what we were doing was wrong. I couldn’t let what I had done continue knowing the way the Empire was using my creation.” 

The soldier let out an exaggerated sigh, shaking his head.

“I really would have expected more for doing something like that. That’s a bit disappointing.”

He’d hit a breaking point. Elm’s grip on the chair grew so tight that he could hear the sound of splintering wood. 

“You have no idea what I sacrificed.”

“Oh I do know what you sacrificed.” The man’s grin disappeared. “More than 60 innocent people, just living their lives and following orders. Some of those people were your friends, weren’t they? Tell me, what did they look like when you killed them? Were they scared? Did they look betrayed? Or did you do it from behind so you didn’t have to look at their faces?”

“I did it to stop Arlin!”

“Really? And how well did that work? I’m sorry to tell you this, but you failed. All of the people you killed in your search for redemption died for nothing.” They stared directly into Elm’s eyes. 

“Why are you doing this?” 

“Doing what?”

“Insulting me. Trying to get me pissed off. I don’t see any damn benefit in doing so other than making me want to add to your list of injuries. Are you just trying to get out your hatred for the slaves by insulting me?”

The soldier gave another shrug, which only angered Elm further. 

“I don’t hate them.”

Excuse me?

“True, I don’t like them. If it wasn’t suicide, I’d go all out with a burner and kill every single one. You murdered my friends and fellow soldiers. But that’s just how war is. You kill the other side. They have a cause, and they are fighting us because we are going against that cause. I can’t hate them for that. But you? You were an Arlinian. You believed in our ideals and loved our nation. Everything could have been yours, but you threw it all away because you couldn’t face the repercussions of your actions. You’re just hiding behind people who are fighting for a real cause. Every single action you take is selfish, because you believe that you can only redeem yourself by pretending to be one of them. It’s pathetic.” He said, casually condemning Grayson. Elm could only listen to him in silence.

“You’re not a soldier. You’re not even a slave. You’re just a fucking coward. And when your merry band of slaves fall to the empire like every other rebellion has before, all of that blood will be on your hands. So yes, Grayson. I do know what you sacrifice. You sacrifice anyone and everyone just so long as you don’t have to feel like the piece of shit you really are.”

The two of them sat in silence. As much as Elm hated every single part of it, the man wasn’t wrong. His actions were selfish. He had no moral high ground. In fact, one could argue his condemnation of the old major didn’t go far enough. Elm stayed in the camps to repent while the empire tried to bait him to go back to work. It was just pathetic. 

“You’re right. I am a coward.” Elm responded. 


However, something had changed. He was still doing this to try and repent for his sins, but there was one person who supported him that didn’t care. Elm’s goal had changed from just trying to repent to actually helping another person. Not a collective, but a person. It didn’t matter what happened to him from now on. As long as North completed his goal of saving other camps, Elm couldn’t give a shit if he was forgiven. 

“I’ve been trying to repent for sins I know can’t be forgiven. But I don’t care about that anymore. As long as the people I wronged are able to see a day without being shackled by my creation, I don’t give a shit about my life.”

The room stood silent again.

“Good for you.” sarcastically responded the soldier. “Your turn.”

“Are you willing to point out the locations of all of the mining camps in Corith?”

The man gave Elm a devilish grin. 

“Sure. Just try to stop them from removing any more of my teeth. I’d prefer to have more of them than my kid when I get back home.”

***

There was an awkward tension in the room as the caravan’s leadership stood around a table, staring at a massive map. Ruby appeared to not care about this tension, as she was loudly mumbling sweet nothings under her breath and tracing random lines across the forests and roads. Whatever she was seeing on the map, nobody else was seeing.

At least the cartographer is enjoying herself.

“So… are we just going to trust this guy?” Elina pointed towards the unbound soldier who was taking time to stretch his limbs. 

“We have Sera and Ruby to fact check him on his info, and I don't see any reason he would lie to us. Just make sure not to reveal any actual information, and everything should be good.” Elm motioned over to the man who looked completely apathetic to the apparent danger of his situation. 

“I don’t have too much incentive to lie to you. I honestly couldn’t give a shit about where you guys are going, just so long as I walk away alive.” 

“I still don’t trust it.” Elina said while biting her nails.

“Well, I’m the best you got. So fir-”

The man’s words got interrupted when the door to the room creaked open. Everyone turned to watch as North, walking with two crutches beneath each of his arms, entered the room. His face still looked somewhat malformed with his broken nose, and there was bruising all over his body. Around his neck, a makeshift necklace had been created to hold Galen’s key. Some parts of him were so covered in bandaging it was comedic. The only thing that stayed the same was his wind-whipped brown hair. 

“Did I miss anything?”

            

    
        Chapter 61: Planning and Naming

    
    
    
    
                I briskly hobbled my way over to the table and next to Sera, who looked extremely amused at my current state. 

“Yeah yeah, laugh it up” I bemoaned as I took inventory of all of the people at the table. Elina still looked as unhappy at me as ever, but there was one addition that seemed off. It was a soldier, wearing his full uniform and covered in bruises in cuts. Weirdest of all, he didn’t have any restraints on him whatsoever. 

Do they trust him or something?

“Is he alright to be here?”

Elm turned his gaze over to the man, looking clearly unhappy. He looked more unhappy than usual, at the very least.

“He’s said he will work with us, since he’s got people waiting for him back home. He’s still an obnoxious little shit, but he knows when to follow orders.”

The sides of the soldier’s mouth perked up into a cheeky grin. 

“Was that a compliment, Grayson?”

“Shut the fuck up and tell us where the camps and refineries are.” He barked back at him, who looked completely unphased by the threat. 

“Fine. But don’t get mad at me if I give you any information you don’t like.”

The soldier repositioned himself at the top of the map, checking the compass that had been placed on the table to make sure it was oriented correctly. He pointed directly in front of himself, near the top of Corith.

Corith was an odd nation in that it was shaped around the forest. Instead of being circular, the shape of Corith and its forest was much like a square but with rounded edges. There was a small buffer zone that surrounded the Forest of Corith on a certain side, specifically on the eastern side with Nacilia. There were the trees of Corith that grew there, but the actual forest was a defined area. Roads had been carved all around it, but there were a large number leading towards the center where the capital was located. 

“I’m pretty sure you can see all the roads. We are currently located at the northern border gate with Boralis.”


I could feel everyone take a short glance at me.

Why must I be named after a cardinal direction…

“There’s three camps in Corith, all located in separate areas. The closest one is located in the southeast, right next to the big lake. The other one is in the south west, but you’d have to go through a few towns in order to get there. And the final one…” the soldier paused as his finger slowly made its way to the center of the map. “Is in Freiweld. Which is also where the main refinery is located.”

That’s weird.

I peered over to Sera to find her looking completely mortified. Something about the information had caused her to express pure terror. Her hand pointed over to the camp in the east. 

“I’ve been there before.” she softly murmured. 

“You were at a camp in Corith?” I thought I had heard her entire story of the camps, and I never heard her say she spent time in a Corith camp.

“No, I went there before I ended up in the camps. There was a town there. I was on a trip there with my father. And I’m pretty sure that the other mining camp was a town too.”

I placed my hand on my chin and tried to wrap my brain around the information. 

“And then there’s Freiweld… maybe it's the other way around?”

Everyone at the table quickly turned to me. I could see that Elm was nodding along as he pondered the information. The magore researcher in him looked to be alive and well at that moment.

“Magore is shitty for animals, right? And all three of those are large towns. So maybe the reason those large towns formed in those areas was because the creatures of Corith avoided them?” It was a spur of the moment theory, but it felt in line with all of the information I’d gleaned in the past few months.

“The kid might have a point there. Doesn’t change much of our plan, but definitely leaves a bad taste in the mouth.” Elm commented. There was a slight unease at that information. Knowing the empire’s practices, the populations of those towns were probably either dead or displaced. 

“Anyway, there’s a town in the middle of the camp in the east. The other two have a good variety of towns along the entire way. Both of them have roads that could lead you to the capital if you go to them. I mean, you’ll probably all die before you even get to the capital, but that’s just my opinion.” remarked the soldier with a proud air of condescension.

“No need for the commentary. Just tell us what you know about those locations.” I flatly responded. He looked rather disappointed, but continued. 

“Well, both trips are going to take a while. I do agree with what Keagan said about them ramping up security. You guys did kind of fuck up with that thanks to our plan with the soundline.”

“And what was that plan?” I leaned in a bit, even though it hurt. 

“Oh, we had a system of sending messages every few hours. If they didn’t get one, they’d know that we lost and that your group was coming…” his voice slowly trailed off.

Fuck. Guess we’re going to have some difficulties. Not like we could have planned around that not happening though.

“Wait, does your rebel group have a name?”

The table fell awkwardly silent. 

“Is that a no? I mean, I just thought rebel groups are supposed to have cool names. I mean, you two are from Irebor. Your groups had names, right?”

Elina perked up with a prideful grin. “Yup. I was one of the ‘Warriors of Ash’. Pretty sure that name was what helped us get a lot of our members.”

The soldier nodded his head. “That is a really cool name for a rebel group.”

Is a name really that useful? 

“I don’t want to impose, but you may as well come up with one.” 

I rubbed my chin, deep in thought about good names. It felt somewhat silly, yet I could understand the appeal of having a cool name for a rebel group. It might also boost morale to have a title for the rebels. 

“Maybe people could make suggestions? Have everyone write down a name on a slip of paper, and we can go through them?”

It was now Ruby’s turn to look horrified.

“Don’t you dare plan on stealing my paper!”

That was to be expected. Ruby had been hoarding all the paper to herself and had been drawing on it or making copies of the map. The last time I had seen someone ask for paper from her, she literally hissed at them to back away. 

I mean, we wouldn’t need much.

“Can you at least give us one or two sheets? We don’t need that much. I promise I can haggle for as much as you want when we get to the next town. Just as long as you don’t threaten any violence.”

Ruby pondered for a moment, made a harumph noise and said “Fine.”

Onto the actual work.

“Someone remove the soldier from the room so we can plan.” I commanded. The man willingly escorted himself out of the room, followed closely by one of the penal laborers. A collective sigh came from the table as we were able to loosen from the tension. 

There’s two main camps, and then the big one at the capital. Going to the capital would be bad, since that would be the most defended. So we should focus on doing the other two camps, right?

“We can’t do the capital. That’s the worst choice. The primary choice would be the camp to the southeast, right?”

Elm shook his head, clearly calling back upon his memories as a major now.

“It ain’t that simple. Sure, the closest one would be the best, but there’s less stops. We could maybe recruit from the towns along the way and free them. It might diminish our numbers, but we’d probably have more supplies. Corith doesn’t have many natural stopping points, if what I’ve heard is true. The forest ain’t a place we can go hunting in, right?”

Sera gave an affirmative nod. “You never want to go into the forest. Its wrath is not something you want to mess with.”

“Sure… so it might not be best if we go to the eastern one. We’re a large group now, and that limits our mobility.”

Right, I remember him talking about this. Small size is one of our benefits in terms of survivability. But if that’s the case…

“Why don’t we split up?”

The entire table gave a collective “Huh?”

“Hear me out. The camps are about to get a lot harder to take, and that means we need to move fast. They already know we are coming, but I know that we have the numbers right now to take any singular camp. We have double the people we had at the beginning of the journey, and that means we can split up and take separate targets. Maybe we can have a group go to the eastern camp and one go to the west. Then, we meet back up at… this town and head to the capital with our larger forces.” My finger pointed at a town which was directly south of the capital and converged with roads of both camps.

The table spent a small time pondering my words and whispering between each other. Sera looked fairly satisfied, but Elm was extremely contemplative.

“Kid, that would require us to split up leadership.”

I looked at the old soldier with a smile.

“That’s why I would like you to lead the group to the southwest. I can take the southeastern camp.”

It was a big ask to tell a man who had sworn to never take leadership positions again to helm another contingent of soldiers, but it was necessary. Without him, we would fail. I knew Silva was a lieutenant, but I trusted Elm’s skill. 

He grimaced, and I could tell he desperately wanted to groan in frustration.

“Elm, I trust you. I know it’s a big ask, but if we want to win, we need good leadership.”

He finally released the groan that was building in his throat. 

“Fine. But you better make this work.”

Ruby raised her deformed hand to catch my attention. “Are they going to be ok without a cartographer? Because I’m sticking with North.”

That is a problem. 

Before I could voice my thoughts, Sera decided to take the initiative. 

“Silva’s camp had a cartographer. Plus, I’m pretty sure you can make copies of the map, right? And I think that camp had a lot of people with skills which overlap with ours. While I don’t love the idea of splitting up, it does deal with the redundancies in our skill set.” 

There was another awkward pause as people thought about the choice of whether to follow me for the foreseeable future or my mentor. 

Mell stood up straight, towering over everyone at the table. “I’ll follow North. I think you could probably use some help with the strigs now that you’re a tad less mobile. Plus, Ruby needs her vantage point, right?”

The two of them bumped fists with each other.

“North probably needs me so the entire caravan doesn’t fall apart.” Sera gave me a cheeky grin.

I can definitely agree with that. 

I looked over to see Silva and Alex softly whispering between each other, presumably to make their choice.

“I choose to follow North. I believe he could use the guidance of someone more experienced in military leadership.” Silva pivoted to me and beat her left fist above her heart, which Alex had said was a sort of salute in Nacilia.

“Anywhere Silva goes, I’ll go too.” Alex looked me in the eyes and did the same thing as Silva. 

Another wave of silence passed over the table as all attention turned to the two Ireborians. Wanderer looked extremely contemplative, his hand rubbing the pommel of his blade. 

“I believe I would like to take the eastern front. You have served me well, and I would like to continue supporting your battle.”

I saw Elina look at the swordsman with ire before planting both of her hands on the table, refusing to look up at me.

“I will follow Elm on the western front.”

I could see that coming.

Elina held a lot of resentment towards me ever since the refinery incident, and I had just given her a way to separate from me to follow what she would believe was a more experienced and more wise leader. It wasn’t something worth overthinking, especially now.

“I guess we can ask everyone else who they want to stick with. Sera, could you maybe work a way out to balance out the size of the groups?”

Sera nodded before grabbing her notebook, and I could see everyone start to relax. The next thing we would be doing would be much less tense.

At least, that was what I thought.

***

“STOP PLEASE! NO MORE!” Ruby cried as another sheet of paper was torn from her grasp. We were running out of paper from how many people had lined up to make suggestions. It was in the same room we had done the planning, but now there was a long line of people stretching outside all hoping to give suggestions. 

I guess people really want to make suggestions. I guess naming something you’re a part of must be kind of fun.

“Last piece, we promise. It’s going to be a while going through the requests…” I groaned as I stretched in my seat. I expected a few people to make requests, but it seemed as though around half of the caravan was intent on making suggestions. We had set a rule of only one per person, but some were very clearly cheating by asking another person to write a name they came up with. 

Eventually the line thinned out and we closed the door to the room to sit around the table. Sera, Alex, Silva and I were all holding pieces of paper and scanning over names while Mell attempted to console Ruby in the corner.

My eyes were caught by a name at the top of the list which stood out to me for how absurd it was.

“The Abyss Stares Back… who would even suggest that name?”

Mell’s head perked up with a wide grin. “That would be me!”

My mind seemed to lock up as I tried to connect the over the top and edgy name with the extremely friendly and polite Asarnian who was in front of me. No matter what I tried, the two of them just wouldn’t connect.

“Sir, I’m going to take that as a no?”

Now I just feel bad.

“Shadow Pickaxe? Doesn’t sound too bad.” noted Alex as he talked with Silva. The two appeared to be going over names together to decide which ones were of interest.

“I don’t think that would work. We’re hoping to free slaves in general, right? Miners are our main focus, but not all of the people here worked in the mines.” Silva shut down Alex’s suggestion rather quickly. It seemed her words alone were enough to change his mind. 

“The Miner’s Dagger, Slave’s Dagger, Slums Dagger… why are there so many dagger names? We’re not a group of assassins.” Sera announced, completely baffled.

My eyes turned back to the page as I scanned over a few more options.

“Deadly Radiance doesn’t sound too bad.” I muttered. It fit with my light attunement, which had become a topic of discussion for the caravan after the battle of the border. “Light Unbound, Warriors of North, North’s Army… are people really creating names after me and my attunement?”

Sera casually shrugged when I went to look up at her. “I mean, you’re the leader. Makes sense to use you for that.”

I just don’t like the idea of the group being only centered around me. 

“Warriors of Ash… Elina had to have put this one. Does she really expect us to name ourselves after another rebel group? From Irebor, no less?” Alex seemed completely baffled at the suggestion. It seemed that some of his natural distaste for Irebor still lingered. 

“Originality is not something Irebor is known for.” Silva gleefully added.

I simply shook my head in disbelief. I didn’t expect the process of naming a rebel group to be this extensive or hard. 

“The Revolutionaries, The Retribution, The condemned… all of these names are just really simple. And ‘The Condemned’? A good portion of us didn’t commit a crime.” It was just really baffling to me as I reviewed the names.

“I know right? I even have names like ‘The Vengeance of the Damned’. I get it, but it just feels so over the top.” Sera added. “I even have a bunch of names from the nations people come from. Blades of Boralis isn’t the worst name, but not a lot of us are from Boralis. I know our camps were located there, but it feels off.”

I took another glance at the list, and a name caught my eye. 

“Edge of Freedom…”

The room paused for a moment after I said the name. For some reason, it appeared to click with me.

“That sounds really dumb.” Sera unabashedly responded. Silva and Alex both nodded in confirmation.

“Yeah…. it's definitely not the worst name I’ve seen today though. I do like the word freedom in the name of our group.”

“North, you are able to make your own suggestions.”

I just liked that name. 

“Ok, get this one. Collective of the Executed.”

Alex and Silva seemed bemused by how over the top the name was, and I could even hear Sera snort after hearing the name. While it was tedious, there was clearly some fun to be had. 

Edge of Freedom. Maybe I can do…

“What about Freedom’s Edge?”

The room paused again as everyone pondered the suggestion. I felt pretty happy with it.

“It’s not bad. I could see it working.” Sera said as she rubbed her chin. 

I took a moment to check on Mell, who gave me a nod of approval while continuing to comfort Ruby. She still looked extremely distraught at the loss of paper. 

Alex sighed and stood up from where he was sitting. “If it’s the name you want, we’ll go with it. I’ve heard worse.”

“Thank you?”

“Just have fun announcing it to everyone. The reactions are sure to be enjoyable.”

I froze in place and realized the mistake I had just made. I had ignored all of their suggestions and gone with my own.

This is going to end badly…

            

    
        Chapter 62: Diverging Paths

    
    
    
    
                “Just thinking about how far we’ve come feels really odd, doesn’t it?” I said as I gazed at the fork in the road. Up until now the full caravan had been on the same route, but we were splitting here. It was decided that we would take a break here to say our goodbyes before parting ways, as well as to check up on our supplies. We weren’t even in the forest yet, although we would be there soon. 

Elm draped his arm over my shoulders and joined me in observing the paths. Both of us had been seated on the dirt as the other members of the caravan talked with each other and said their goodbyes. 

There’s really nothing assuring the other that this won’t be the last time they see them.

It was a depressing thought, but death had been constantly hanging over our heads the entire time. I’d nearly died on multiple occasions, as had Elm and everyone else in the caravan. When that constant fear of death would end, I had no idea. Living in Corith truly was a contradiction. You were living on the edge of a place known for its deadliness, yet it was also one of the least dangerous places to live. At least, before Arlin decided to invade. 

“It’s pretty impressive. Didn’t really think I’d be alive at this point, in all fairness. I’d be dead if you hadn’t figured out healing.” Elm remarked. “I think you’ll be fine. You’ve got good people around you… something I didn’t have.”

“Huh. I thought Arlin was good about those types of things.”

Elm scoffed at my apparently naive response. “It ain’t that simple. Arlin, we just did it because it was war. Sure, people specialized in skills, but they were loyal to something much bigger. That was something you had to build. I tried, and I’m sure I had a few people like Mell or… well there’s not really anybody like Ruby, but that doesn’t matter. The main thing is that the people who are working with you are doing so because of you and what you believe in. Loyalty to an Emperor doesn’t mean jack shit.”

The Emperor…

“You’ve met the Emperor of Arlin, right?”

I could see Elm smile as he nodded.

“Yeah, I sure did. Two of them. The Third and Fourth. Only met the third one once, but I talked with the fourth a couple times. They were some odd people. Third was… well I wouldn’t call him the sharpest. He could give a good speech every once in a while but there’s no way he could write one himself. He seemed pretty dependent on all his advisors from what I heard. He got executed for treason thanks to the shit that went down in Uril. Took a while, but the court finally grew some balls and decided to remove him. The fourth, the current one… I’d say he’s ambitious. Had some big ideas and was pretty reckless with how he pushed them. I respected him at the time, since he wanted to help out his people. He definitely loved Arlin, that’s for sure. Last time I met him, I was pretty sure he was younger than Alex.”

“The person running Arlin is that young?” I exclaimed in shock. I always thought the Emperor would be around Elm’s age, or at least as old as Galen.

“North, you’re not really in a position to talk about people being young.”

Fair.

“Do you still respect them?”

Elm placed his hand on his chin, having to think over the question. The fact that he was willing to answer questions like this showed just how much our relationship had changed in such a short period of time.

“A bit. He’s got good goals, and is struggling against the pieces of shit called the court, but he doesn’t have anything really holding him back personally. He’d murder thousands if it made the lives of people in Arlin better. Hell, he’s the reason I was sent to the camps in the first place. Without him, I’d be dead. But the fact that he allows for the mines to exist for the sake of Arlin… that’s something I can never forgive. The way he used my creation is a sin that I don’t think he has the ability to recognize. Even if he does, I don’t think it gives him any pause.”

It was weird, thinking of my mentor’s connections with the people at the top. The idea of this older gentleman with salt and pepper hair meeting the leader of Arlin was surreal.

Will I have to fight him?

I’d basically declared war on all of Arlin, and he was the leader of Arlin. He was so distant and hard to envision that calling him my enemy felt wrong. 

“He’s not worth thinking about right now. You’ve got a lot more problems.” He patted me on the shoulder. “And I’ve got to worry about Karla.”

Both of us glanced at Karla, happily talking with Ruby and Mell. Ruby had grown somewhat attached to the girl even when we knew it wouldn’t last. From the second I had walked out of the camp, I was determined to return the girl back to her home. Lucky for us, her home was on the route to the western camp. The only thing I could do at this point was hope that her family was still alive. It was a dark thought, but the Empire didn’t have many qualms about killing families. 

“It’s funny. People keep wondering if I’m your kid, but I’d say that Karla looks a lot more like you.” It was an easy connection, as both of them had dark black hair. She even had a similar nose if you squint hard enough. 

Galen did say that he fucked around a lot, although Elm had emphasized that he hadn’t done it in Corith. Does make me wonder…

“I see that look on your face. I don’t know if I’ve got any offspring running around out there, but I really fucking hope not. Arlin isn’t opposed to punishing the children of those that they deem to be criminals.” Elm sighed before taking a swig of the canteen hanging at his hip. “I don’t need anything else hanging on my conscience.”

“Yeah, because I’m already giving you enough of a headache ruining your life’s work, right?”

We both laughed.

“I think it’s best we should get on the move. Looks like everyone else has said their goodbyes.”

Elm took his time getting up and I slowly followed suit until we stood across from each other. We were at the center of the fork, myself on the east and him on the west. It was a straight shot from our location to the camp, while his route would be a winding road full of weird stops. I was finally separating from the man who had given me the information I needed to survive. Without him, none of the caravan would have been standing here. 

A childish part of me screamed that it was bad to separate. That I should keep Elm with me instead of splitting. I knew that part was wrong. Even though he had gotten me this far, I couldn’t rely on him forever. It was my rebellion, and my war. I couldn’t just hope that he would save me at every turn. 

“Well, I guess this is it. Stay safe kid, and make sure it hurts for them.” Elm exclaimed with a rare smile. The entire caravan was watching us now.

Time to ruin my reputation, I guess.

I took in a deep breath and hugged onto the man, wrapping my arms around his back. It took him by surprise, but he slowly gave into it and patted me on the back.

“Don’t die on me, old man.” I softly whispered with my face in his chest. I was glad I wasn’t crying this time, even though I really wanted to.

“I’ll try. Now get moving. You’ve got a camp to burn.”

We separated, and I began to walk over to the two carts we had selected and prepared for our journey. It was time to go.

***

Elina watched as the two embraced, and felt torn. North and Elm had a unique bond. 

Elm was an old soldier, and a refined one at that. Elina had good hearing and had gotten the general story behind his position in the camps. Major Grayson was a name she’d heard before back in Irebor on several occasions, and always with either distaste or respect. Meeting the man in person and seeing his conviction and knowledge, Elina fell towards the latter. His past had surely stopped him from taking charge for the majority of the journey, but it was clear that his skills had far from diminished. The stories of his magic often described him as being able to tear down entire castles just with his attunement. While this was obviously not the case, his skill made it understandable how one could jump to such a conclusion.

And then there was North. She had followed him out of respect, but now was following him out of duty. An Irebor warrior who deserted was as good as dead, and she didn’t want to face the punishment of taking such a sinful action. No, she refused to be like him.

That pathetic swordsman. His skill with a blade was true, but honor lost is not something that can be gained just by sucking up to someone empathetic. Death would have been a good fate for him, but she knew that was impossible at the moment. The best she could hope for was for the man to die in battle. It was an honorable death that he had no rightful claim to, but it would at least put her mind at peace.

For now, she was free from that deserter and that coward Corithian. It was not as though she wished any ill will upon them, but it put a significant weight off of her shoulders. She smiled, knowing that the combat she desired would soon be at hand. It would be glorious.

Elm began to make his way over to her and yelled to start moving down their road. He moved beside her, and she matched his pace.

“You look a lot happier than most.” Elm commented as they began to watch the other caravan disappear. “Don’t tell me you’re hoping that deserter dies.”

She shook her head, causing her steel colored locks to swirl in the breeze. 

“A deserter deserves to die by Ireborian hands. Even if his death is foretold, it should be one at the hands of a true soldier or in the sacrifice of another. I believe he plans on doing the latter one for North.” Elina admitted. Self sacrifice was a virtue that Irebor always extolled onto its soldiers, and she believed that Wanderer held onto that belief as well. 

“Great. Another person with a death wish.” He bemoaned. 

Are you sure you’re in any position to say that?

“Why did you choose to take a leadership role finally? I thought you had moved on from that, Major.”

Elm glared at her, clearly unhappy that she had called him by the title he had chosen to leave behind. He eventually managed to calm himself and take a deep breath before answering. 

“My past is something I don’t enjoy returning to, no matter how much it tries to drag me back to it. But… I guess I realized that it was best to do it now. We’re too deep for me to start holding everyone back.” His shoulders slumped slightly. 

Elina took a deep breath, feeling the cold air. Irebor’s grassy savannas were never like this, so she only truly got to experience winters after she was put into the camps. 

“Just hope the camp’s reinforcements aren’t too heavy.” Elm said, biting his lip. 

As long as the fight is glorious, I couldn’t care how defended they are.

Taking a look at her jubilant face, Elm groaned. “Oh for fucks sake. Could you at least try not to look happy about that?” 

“I already said I chose to follow you for a reason, right?”

The duo walked in silence for a bit, listening to the swaying trees. Something inside of her told them they were getting closer to the true forest of Corith. 

“Do you expect him to do well?” She unabashedly asked, breaking the silence. 

“You Ireborians really don’t do subtlety, do you? And I’m praying that he’ll be fine, but you can never know. He’s surrounded by good people, and that eases my mind a bit. Plus, we’ve got our own shit to worry about.”

That was something she could agree on. They were about to be walking for a while through the most dangerous forest on the continent. Where most would be absolutely terrified, Elina couldn’t help but feel extremely giddy. The images of battle on the roads and the horrors of forest only filled her with excitement. She was to be drenched in Arlinian blood as she torched them to a crisp. The only thing that was holding her back was Elm, and he was experienced enough to understand how to use such a warrior as her. 

What lay out in front of her on the road was a dream, and nobody was going to hold her back from living it. 

            

    
        Chapter 63: Everything Falls Apart

    
    
    
    
                "I have already told you, I can walk perfectly fine." I gently patted my right thigh, now adorned with a fading scar rather than the deep cut inflicted by the lieutenant's ice. Tapping the scar sent a twinge of pain, but unlike before, I could move my leg freely. The rest of my body, including the wound on my shoulder blade and disfigured face, had essentially returned to normal.

After three days on the road, we had confidently ventured into the forest of Corith. The peculiar flow of mana in the air had triggered numerous peculiar reactions among the caravan members. As a native, it evoked a nostalgic sensation within me. The concentration and direction of the mana were distinct, unlike the more loosely flowing currents I had experienced in Corith. It bore no resemblance to the mines, where the air was saturated with unstructured and chaotic mana.

"You do realize how irrational you sound, don't you? It hasn't even been a week, and you claim to be completely fine," rebuked Sera, who was currently riding the strig.

I groaned, leaning back against the piles of supplies surrounding me. "I simply wish for all of you to cease worrying about me. You're escorting me as if I were some noble."

Of course, there was no way to verify that assumption. I had never witnessed a noble's entourage, relying solely on assumptions and the stories I had heard or witnessed through occasional village performances during festive occasions.

"They requested us to stay in the backline. I understand your reservations, but we currently serve as the central leadership," Sera remarked, stealing a quick glance at the individuals surrounding the cart—Ruby, Mell, Alex, Silva, and even Wanderer—forming a protective circle around us. Wanderer had volunteered to be my personal guard, an offer I gratefully accepted.

"Silva, you held a leadership position, correct? Were you treated in the same manner?" I leaned over the side of the cart, getting closer to her.

She offered a wistful smile and patted my shoulder. "Yes, they did. Although I must admit, I didn't particularly enjoy it. I prefer being on the battlefield rather than the backlines. I suppose that's a common trait shared by Nacilians and Ash Hairs."

Ash Hairs... Ireborians?

Confirming my suspicion, Wanderer chimed in. "Battle is where we both belong. We may be eternal enemies, but that's one point on which we can always agree."

"Indeed..." My voice trailed off. "If not for our shared cause, the two of you would likely be trying to kill each other, correct?"

Alex, Silva, and Wanderer fell into silence before nodding in unison.

"Is it really that bad?"

"North, there hasn't been a period in our history where we haven't been at war with Nacilia before Arlin's invasion. Neither side has managed to fully conquer the other, and just as one party appears close to victory, the other innovates in a way that pushes them back. It's a brutal cycle, but one that has bestowed strength and unity upon our respective peoples. There are no periods of peace, only temporary breaks to recuperate and prepare for the next conflict."

"Doesn't that become tiresome?"

Wanderer shrugged, his gaze shifting westward. "For someone like you, it probably would. However, many warriors from our homeland share the same mentality as Elina."

Oh no... is she the norm?

“If you are worried about whether or not I plan to attack them when our mission is over, do not be. I believe that Alex and Silva are comrades, not because they are Nacilians, but because they are fellow slaves. I would like to believe their viewpoint is the same.”

Alex seemed rather apathetic at this, simply saying “Sure.”

“Just making sure, but does anyone else here have any direct blood feuds with another person’s nation?” I loudly asked the people around the cart and the few caravan members in front of me. The message got passed up to the front, but nobody came forward with anything.

“Sir, while I don’t think we have anyone from there, I would like to say that Asarn really hates Pluma.” Mell solemnly admitted. He looked somewhat embarrassed to admit the fact.

“Oh please.” Ruby scoffed. “Everyone hates Pluma. Hell, I bet even Arlinians hate Pluma.”

“I mean, Elm hated Nicole a lot.” I pointed out. A naive part of me hoped that Nicole was an exception to how people from Pluma were.

Our banter about nations and who hated who continued for a bit. My knowledge of world history was limited, but the more everyone talked, the more complex the bizarre web of hatred grew ever more complex. Corith was hated by several nations for being a bunch of cowards, but everything appeared rather quaint compared to the eternal hatred of Irebor and Nacilia. 

If we go to liberate the camps in those places, can I do both? Would that mean I’d have to get those two places to work together?

I shook the thought out of my head to avoid the inevitable headache it would cause. We didn’t have the manpower nor the foresight to even begin to start questioning that. Corith was already a massive headache in itself. 

To help clear my thoughts, I decided to check up with Ruby on our location. 

“How far are we from our next stopping point?”

Ruby immediately perked up hearing this, clearly pleased to get a chance to show off her cartography skills. Pulling out the map, she began to trace her finger across the line. 

“We shouldn’t be too far. I can do a check of our surroundings to make sure. Sorta forgot to since I got so caught up in our conversation.” Ruby turned over to Mell beside her and stretched out her arms, and he quickly picked her up and put her on his shoulders. After she closed her eyes, I could feel a soft breeze emanate from her direction. After only a few seconds, she opened her eyes and turned back to me, looking puzzled. 

“Something is wrong…”

Those words immediately caught Silva’s attention, and she moved forward in front of Alex. 

“Do you see movement?” She warily asked. 

“No. The opposite. I don’t feel any movement. All the last few times I’ve checked, I’ve seen some movement. There’s always a few animals I can sense, but I don’t feel anything outside of the trees and plants.”

Something feels off.

Before we could continue to question everything, I heard a male voice yelling from the front of the caravan. We were currently on mostly flat ground, so I got up on my knees to see the person. They were standing on top of the cart, waving their hands in the air. 

“Hey, we think we saw something up ah-” The man’s words were cut short as a blue beam sliced through the air. It removed the upper part of his skull, and he quickly slumped over. 

We were under attack.

Burner fire came from all around us on both sides of the road. I looked ahead to see soldiers seemingly popping out of the dirt on the sides of the road with their weapons in hand. They had covered themselves up with tarps to hide and set up the ambush. 

Three men appeared at my sides, and they were all quickly dispatched by Silva launching ice at them and Ruby hitting the other with her own burner. I jumped out of the cart while grabbing one of the burners, still searching for where I had left my personal igniter. Sera had already hopped off of the strig and met me at the back.

“What do we do?” Mell asked, clearly panicked as he crouched down beside us. We’d always been the ones with initiative before, which meant it was new to everyone except for the experienced soldiers.

Silva responded before I could.

“We hold the position in the backline. No point in moving forw-” Her speech was cut when we felt the ground beneath us rumbling. The sound of a turning engine and spinning wheels told me all that I needed to know. Soon, an Iron Chariot broke through the horizon and began us down. The gunner on top took shots at the carts, piercing through and hitting the members of the caravan who were already struggling to fight back. I felt trapped and overwhelmed, and I could see more soldiers start to exit from the forest’s edge and enter the road. Mell and Ruby were off on the sides, taking shots with their weapons, but to no avail. 

My hands gripped tightly onto the burner as I steeled myself, only to feel Alex’s hand grab onto my shoulder. 

“Stop.” His tone was affirmative.

“We need to fight! We’ve gotten this far, and we can’t just stop now.” I pushed his hand off my shoulder as I moved closer to the edge of the cart.

“Yeah, but this? Look around. We need to retreat.”

Where?

“I’m not leaving. We fight or die.”

“The Iron Chariot is moving towards us!” screamed Mell.

I felt Alex move closer to my ear. His voice rang out above above all of the other sounds of battle.

“If you die now, this will all be for nothing.” His grip on my shoulder tightened, pulling me back towards him. “Mell! Everyone! We’re retreating!”

As the large Asarnian began to move, Alex seemed to whisper something in his ear. Before I could even react, Mell had grabbed onto me by the collar and hoisted me up under his arm. I was being forced to retreat whether I wanted to or not.

The crew began running.

Directly into the forest.

***

Time lost meaning as we ran. I had no way to know how far or how long we had gone, only that we were now a good distance away from the road. When we finally stopped, everyone collapsed to the ground panting for air. 

I looked around before checking all of the items on my person. The only things I had taken with me were my burner, my canteen, the timekeeper and the key which had been tied to a necklace. None of us had carried bags when we had decided to run. 

We had no supplies. We had no strigs.

“How many of us are left?”

I surveyed everyone and counted the number in my head. 

Alex, Silva, Sera, Wanderer, Mell, Ruby and myself. 

Mell and Ruby were both comforting each other, trying to handle the sudden shift. Sera, like myself, was sitting with her back placed against one of the dense Corith Trees. Alex and Silva were off to the side, quietly talking with each other.

Seven people out of nearly seventy were all that was left.

“Is there anyone else?” I could feel my voice wavering. I didn’t want to accept the reality of the situation in front of me.

“No.” Sera solemnly admitted, her eyes glued to the forest floor. “The last one to get here was Wanderer.”

My eyes were wide as I looked at her. We had just gone from enjoying our trip to being in the worst possible situation. We were more screwed now than we were in the camps. Everything had been lost, and we were in the forest of Corith. 

Alex and Silva had been talking the entire time I was ruminating on how fucked we were, but started to get ready to stand. I didn’t know what, but my gut told me something was wrong. I slowly made my way to my feet just as the two of them finished and began approaching me, side by side with one another. 

“Were you discussing any plans that you’d like to share?”

“Sorta…” Alex scratched at his rust. Silva stepped in front of him, and stared down at me. She looked completely emotionless. 

“Things have gone far enough to the point where I believe I need to step in. I’m sorry North, but I refuse to let you lead anymore. I’m taking control of this group.”

            

    
        Chapter 64: Rule Breaking

    
    
    
    
                “What?” The single word slowly escaped me as Silva towered over me. Her declaration felt so off for the rest of the time I had spent with her. 

“I’m taking control of our group and, as of right now, this rebellion. You’ve gotten far, but you need an experienced leader if you want to see this through.” Silva stated affirmatively. She had made her position clear and wasn’t going to back down. 

It was true that I had fucked up. I should have better prepared for an ambush on the road. However, I couldn’t just give up my power to someone else. Alex had told me that if I died, everything would be for nothing. Giving up would just be another form of surrendering.

“No. This is my rebellion. Without me, everything falls apart. Isn’t that right Alex?” I shifted my torso to glance at him, only to find him shaking his head.

“Actually…” his words trailed off into the ether. “I support Silva.”

There was a collective “What?” from everyone else, including myself. 

“North, I’ve been fine with you so far. You’ve done a good job for the most part, but this isn’t just a simple revolt anymore. This is full on war, and we need someone with experience. Silva is a person I trust wholeheartedly, and I know that she is totally in line with your mission. The problem is that I don’t trust you to lead us.”

I clenched my fist, holding back my frustration. Even if he was being nice, even if he was doing it out of a place of genuine empathy, it was a betrayal of my trust.

“I’m not letting this happen. We can’t deal with this right now, especially after this loss.”

“I’m sorry, but I can’t allow that. If we keep doing this, we’re all going to end up dead.” Silva was shaking her head, and Alex clasped his hand on her shoulder. 

“What she’s trying to say is that we need someone else to get us out of this situation. This is a bit beyond what you’re used to or can deal with. You’ve always had numbers on your side. Silva and I fought in small mage battalions.” There was a pained expression on his face. “Just let her do this for the time being.”

Alex…

“And what is your plan?” I asked, staring the Nacilian in the eyes. If she was planning on taking control from me, she had better know what she was planning to do.

Silva took a deep breath to try and calm herself.

“We retreat. Head back and attempt to meet up with the westbound group.” She gritted her teeth as she spoke.

We’re supposed to retreat?

“And how do you expect us to meet up with them? They’re already on the road, and they’re far along the way to the western camp? We’d just be chasing behind them the entire time.”

“It’s better than being alone like this!” She yelled in my face, letting the mask slip. I locked eyes with her and stepped forward. She was scared, and every survivor here knew it. 

“And what if they’re dead too?” 

There was silence. I hated saying that with all of my being, but it needed to be said. We had no idea if Arlin had also gotten the drop on Elm’s group. There was a good chance that we were the only people left of the rebellion. 

“What made you think I would give up?”

Before I could get another word in, Silva’s hand jumped forward and placed something at my neck. It was ice, formed into a sharp blade by her attunement. She’d just given up on negotiating. 

“Don’t make me hurt you. What I said wasn’t a suggestion. It was an order. Now stand down, and let me save this rebellion.”

A blur entered my vision and began closing in on Silva. It was Mell, moving at a speed that no one his size should be able to do.

His hand darted through the air and encircled her neck, lifting her off the ground. It was such a fast motion that it barely registered. Silva's legs dangled as Mell held a tight grip on her throat, her eyes bulging in her skull. The ice knife that she had in her hand fell to the dirt. 

“I follow North, and North alone.” Mell spoke with a lifeless, factual tone. Alex quickly raised up his open fists, prepared to blast him with fire until Mell turned his gaze to the Nacilian. There was a burning rage in his eyes, one that hadn't been stoked in a long while. 

“Move, and she dies.” His large hand continued to put pressure on her throat. Silva tried raising her arms to pry herself free from his iron grip, but Mell simply tightened his hold. 

“Mell, put her down.” I slowly ordered, making sure to emphasize each and every word. 

“I can’t do that sir. Not unless she submits.” His tone snapped back to that of the kind Asarnian, but every single word was filled with venom.

He’s actually going to kill her.

“Yeah, Mell. Please put her down.” Alex softly asked in the vain hope to ease the tension. Silva was still beating against Mell’s body to try and make him loosen his grip, but her hits grew weaker and weaker.

“No. Either I kill her, or she accepts North as our leader.”

I could see water begin to form around Silva’s body to attack, only to quickly dissipate as he once again tightened his grip. The color was draining from her face, leaving it a sickly blue-grey tint to her skin. Mell, in response to this attack, spoke only a single word.

“Submit.”

After a few seconds, Silva began to tap on his arm. Although she had no air to do so, I could see her mouthing out the words ‘I submit’ as best as possible. Mell’s iron grip finally opened and dropped her onto the forest floor. Alex darted over to her side as she began desperately gasping for air. 

Mell quickly pivoted around to me, his polite smile returning.

“Sorry about that sir. I just couldn’t allow that to happen.”

I wanted to say something, but Alex interjected.

“You really think we’re just going to be able to go along with you after this? You think we can just forgive and forget, just like that?”

Mell turned away from me and looked directly at the Nacilian duo and simply stared down them. 

“I don’t need you to forgive me or anyone here. Because if you try that again, I won’t give you the chance to submit.”

After spending time catching her breath, Silva gazed up at me. She looked even more irritated than before now that she had handily lost, and her red hair was completely disheveled.

“What’s our plan then, North?” She asked between deep breaths.

Well, we can’t head back. They’re probably already at the border, and they haven’t followed us, which means they’re currently awaiting us at the roads…

I forced an image of the map into my mind, and thought about the geography. The forests were basically unmapped, but one natural feature had been outlined.

“We keep moving. There’s that massive lake next to the camp, right? As long as we keep heading in the same direction of the road and hit that lake, we’ll make it to the camp.”

“No.”

Everyone’s attention was now on Sera, who had just flatly denied my proposal.

“We’ll all die if we stay here.”

“And we’ll die if we go back on the roads. At least if we stick in the forest, they won’t follow us and we’ll have the element of surprise when we get there.”

Sera shook her head, causing her brown hair to whip all over the place. 

“Because we won’t make it there. Ruby, how long did you say the trip would take us on the road?”

Ruby pulled out the map she had in her bag and held it up in front of her. Although faint, I could see she had taken notes on the side of it.

“Two and a half weeks for the full journey, but around two weeks from where we are now.”

“See? Fourteen days in the place where most people don’t make it an hour. We don’t even know if anyone has broken one of the rules!”

The group all fell silent. I’d grown up in Corith and lived near the forest, but the idea of rules was never fully explained to me.

“What rules?” The words slowly fell out of Alex’s mouth.

Sera took a deep breath before turning her attention back to me. “North, you grew up here. What did they tell you to not do with the forest?”

I racked my brain thinking of all of the different things I was taught as a kid. Memory wasn’t my strong suit like Sera, but certain things were pretty well ingrained. 

“All I remember is to not go out at night alone, never go into the forest, don’t chop down trees or cut off branches unless you’re a lumberer, and never to set fire to the forest. That last one was emphasized a lot. I mean the main one I think they always said is to never offend the forest?” I was counting on my fingers as I returned to the several lectures my parents had given me.

Sera’s frustration grew as she bit her lip.

“You’re not wrong, but that’s not the full thing. You never traveled the roads, so nobody ever taught you the full rules. My dad made sure I memorized them in case I ever got stuck in the forest. The most important part is you never want to gain its ire.”

Silva stood up, her frustration now replaced with confusion.

“You keep talking about the forest like it's alive and has a mind of its own.”

“It does.” Sera stated unabashedly.

There was an air of doubt that surrounded everyone. It was weird, saying that something as massive as the entirety of Corith was sentient.

“It makes sense.” I added, calling back on my own experiences. “If mana is dense and stable enough, I think it starts to have a will of its own. You can feel it, right? The flood of energy, all around us?”

I’d been ignoring it, as I had more pertinent things to focus on, but the mana in here felt even more powerful. It was almost like the energy of the mines but more controlled and logical. The last time that I had a moment where I felt mana have a will was when I was interacting with a massive brick of refined magore. 

“Sure. But you keep talking about rules?” Silva continued to question Sera’s statement.

“It’s because the more rules you break, the more the forest tries to kill you. We’ve already broken one rule, and that was entering the forest. I’m pretty sure our safe period is just about to end, though.”

Safety period…

“Wait, is this why they said you weren’t back in fifteen minutes, nobody would come for you?” I flashed back to that specific wording. It was one of the reasons why the Liam panic was so chaotic.

“Yeah. The forest can still kill you, but it doesn’t start actively punishing you for around fifteen to thirty minutes. That’s only one of the rules. The more you break, the worse the individual punishments get.”

“And what are they?” Silva was aggressively pushing for more answers.

“Don’t cut down trees unless they’re on the edge of the forest and there’s nothing living in them. Don’t kill animals that are pregnant or animals that are extremely young. Don’t kill for sport. If you hunt an animal, you must use as much of it as possible. And the most important, don’t start a forest fire. If you do that last one, the entire forest will consume you whole no matter what infractions you previously wracked up.”

I could feel the entire group lean in closer at those words.

“And what happens with the others?”

Sera spent a moment searching her memory to try and form a list.

“Staying in the forest past the safe period means that the creatures will attack us over other prey. Cut down trees, and that only increases that effect. Kill a mother or a child, and the forest will actively summon creatures to your location to kill you, even if they aren’t pack hunters. Kill for sport, and the prey animals will avoid you and the plants will become dangerous to eat.”

I nodded along before responding in what must have sounded completely insane.

“So we break as few rules as possible.”

Everyone stared at me incredulously, which I expected. Sera looked entirely mortified, but I held firm. After Silva’s attempt at betrayal, I couldn’t look weak.

“If we don’t break too many rules, then we have a better chance at survival. It’s better than getting picked off on the roads, because if we can do it, then we’ll have the jump on them.”

“North…”

Sera wasn’t able to finish her sentence, because the forest around us began to shake. The trees all shifted and groaned as their bark twisted unnaturally. The mana around us focused on our location, growing heavier and more violent. Everyone, even those without attunements, could feel the primal rage emanating in the air. 

“Sera, what’s happening?” Ruby was shaking visibly as she gripped tightly onto the map.

A cry came from above. A high pitched wailing that I only heard at nighttime in Marlisle, yet could never forget.

Cassobans. The pack hunters of the sky.

“We just broke our first rule.”

            

    
        Chapter 65: Death From Above

    
    
    
    
                The screaming from above was from the bird that terrorized Corith at night. It only came out at night because they knew that during the day, they would be much easier to track. The darkness of the forest, with its massive trees created enough shade to cover their attacks. 

However, the problem with Cassobans wasn’t that they attacked at night, or even that they were large birds who could easily claw out one’s throat.

The problem was that they attacked in groups with one singular mission.

They wanted to lift you into the air.

And they wanted gravity to do the rest of the work for them.

***

“RUN!” I screamed at the top of my lungs and pointed forward into the woods. The best chance of survival was staying as a group.

We began to dart through the trees, jumping over branches as the screams were heard from above grew closer. 

I turned back for a second to finally see the bird that was chasing us. The Cassoban’s eyes were like black marbles of glass that were entirely focused in on me. With black plumage on top and a mix of black and brown on the bottom, it was perfect for blending into the dark forests of Corith. When the bird had started crying, that meant it had decided on a target. Judging from the fact that it was just behind me, and there appeared to be one not too far overhead, the primary target was me.

The bird made the final dive in my direction just as I was leaping over a branch. I could feel it start to dig into my right shoulder, cutting through the flesh with its barbed talons. It began to pull against my movement to hold me in place so a second Cassoban could grab me.

My best shot was with the burner I still had at my hip. I could feel my hold on the ground starting to slip as my left hand reached across to pull out the burner. I lifted up my right hand to pull on the rod as I awkwardly twisted my grasp to aim at the Cassoban, but felt a sharp pain as its beak stabbed into it, cutting into the webbing between my thumb and index finger. The pain caused me to flinch, and my right hand fell back as I continued to push against it. I tried to hit it with the burner physically, slamming it against its chest, but it just kept digging further into my right shoulder. I could hear the sounds of another cassoban growing ever closer as I struggled. 

I tried one last time to hit the creature, aiming higher for the head, only for it to slap the burner out of my grasp with one of its powerful wings. Along with the sound of an approaching cassoban, I could hear thundering footsteps draw close. Like a crossbow bolt, Mell’s fist rammed directly into the cassoban holding onto my shoulder. Slamming directly into the breast, I could see the bones buckle under the weight and power of his punch. It crumpled under the pressure, and its wings stopped flapping as it went limp. 

The cassoban from the sky was approaching, and Mell dove in the way. He raised up his left forearm to block, and the cassoban’s barbed talons dug into his skin. Using the fact that it was attached to him, Mell overpowered the bird’s flapping and smashed the bird against a nearby tree. The force of Mell’s slam caused the body to explode as guts and bones were shattered against the tree, leaving only the mangled claws of the cassoban intact. Without a second thought, he ripped the talons out of his forearm and tossed them onto the ground before turning back to me. 


“Sir, we need to keep moving.” His serious tone snapped me out of my confusion as he quickly yanked the dead cassoban off of my right shoulder. Grabbing onto my left hand, he began pulling me behind him in the direction of our comrade’s voices. My entire right side hurt, and the only thing I could do was hope that the panic would overwhelm the pain. 

I could hear Sera and Silva yelling orders to each other as they decided to stand their ground. The cassobans were circling overhead, preparing to drop. I could hear them constantly crying and sending messages in between each other to decide who was the best prey. 

Silva was forming ice and launching them into the air, but they were too high up for any of them to hit. Ruby was also attempting to use her attunement, grabbing rocks and hoping to launch them with wind. Seeing them struggle as I got closer, I reached down to my hip and felt my heart sink to my feet.

I had dropped my burner. 

“North!” Sera yelled out my name upon spotting me, relieved to see that I was alive. We quickly made our way over to her side, with Mell continuing to watch the hunters in the sky.

Might be dead soon, considering our current state.

There were possibly 10 cassobans all circling up above our heads, preparing to attack us. We had located ourselves in a clearing, an opening between the massive trees where the sky was in view. As long as they didn’t have the cover of the forest canopy, that made it possible to track them.

“Do we keep running?” Alex asked in between panicked breaths. All of us were out of breath and barely holding together except for Mell, who appeared to be untouched by fatigue. 

“No. I don’t think any of us have the ability to.” I was holding my left hand over the talon marks on my right shoulder, hoping to stop the blood. “From what I remember back in Corith, we should stay in a group. They’re less likely to attack people if they’re together. That's why we were never supposed to go out at night. Sera, any ideas?”

Sera looked away from the sky, her hands still crackling with electricity. 

“Other than staying in a group? No.”

Silva scoffed even as she kept up her useless volley of ice.

“You still have no plan? What was all that shouting earlier about?”

Alex stared at her completely befuddled. “Silva, stop. This isn’t the time!”

Alex, pick a side!

“Both of you, we can’t do this right now!” I attempted to stamp my foot down, but I stopped when I noticed them coming from the sky. I didn’t have my burner, but I still had my attunement. As several cassobans began to dive down, I raised my left hand and focused a beam of light in their direction. It threw some of them off, but they continued diving. 

Wanderer ran over to my side with his blade, and Mell prepared himself with his fists.

The problem was that they weren’t targeting me. They were targeting Sera. Two of them dove on her in perfect unison, digging their talons deep into her shoulders and beginning to lift her off. Alex and Silva continued to launch projectiles at them as they started to lift off, but nothing seemed to stun them. Sera kicked and screamed in their grasp as she tried to wrench herself free.

As she began to lift off the ground, her kicking stopped. Something inside of her seemed to switch as she brought all of her focus inwards. I could see sparks start to form around her rapidly all over her body. The lightning that she had only emitted from her palms now started to surround her like armor, and it only grew in intensity. The birds went from struggling to grab her to actively convulsing as they became unable to fly. 

She’s going to fall.

I could see smoke coming from the heads of the cassobans, and they soon lost their grip as they plummeted alongside Sera.

“RUBY! CATCH HER!” I ordered her at the top of my lungs. She got my message and ran under her location. The air started to contort as Ruby built up a force to slow down Sera’s descent, but the real fall was broken once the two collided. 

“Ugh… North, stop ordering me to act as a cushion!” She reprimanded as Sera slowly got off of her chest.

“Not the time to argue this!” interrupted Sera, who was still recovering from the experience of electrocuting herself. If she hadn’t been burned so severely from her own attunement, she’d probably be crying from the pain.

She was right on that too, as another duo of them came down, this time targeting Silva. Seeing the opportunity, I focused my light and aimed it directly at the eyes of the descending cassobans. Since they were still diving and were on a target who could actively fight back, blinding them hurt their movement. Silva used the opportunity to successfully launch two knives into them. One of them was hit directly in the wing, and the other was stabbed right through its dark breast. They collapsed onto the ground, having lost their balance and missing their target. Silva took the opportunity to quickly move over to one of them and smash in its skull with her foot. 

Our eyes turned up to the sky again to find the cassobans screaming a sound we hadn’t heard before. Soon, it looked as though they had begun to disperse. They flew in the direction of the sun and away from our group. 

Everyone collapsed onto the forest floor, exhausted and completely out of energy. It was only the first fight we’d had in Corith, and it had already put all of us in danger. If it weren’t for Mell or Ruby, Sera and I would both be dead. 

In between gasps, I asked the question that I expected was on all of their minds.

“Who needs healing?”

            

    
        Chapter 66: The First Night

    
    
    
    
                My eyes were locked on the trees above us, swaying slightly. It was cold, and the only warmth we had was the extremely small fire that we had built. It was small not only because we had to make sure not to start a full forest fire, but because we were only able to pick up sticks from the ground rather than tearing off branches.

“You going to die, leader?” Silva’s mocking tone wasn’t helping with my mental state either. 

I slowly made my way to sit up and place my arms over my legs, looking into the fire. It was more accurate that I was looking at the cassoban, which was currently being cooked over the fire by Wanderer.

“You sound like you want me to die.” I muttered under my breath as I extended my hands up to the flame.

Alex groaned as he placed his own hands outwards, slightly brightening the flame. “Could you two stop arguing?”

“This is also your fault as well, Alex. Don’t act like you’re above this.” I glared at him. “You seriously expected me to just go along with Silva? After everything we’ve been through, after everything you and I have done together, you just expected me to throw up my hands and give all of my agency away?”

His sympathetic grin twisted into that of a frown. He’d been trying to hide behind his old veneer of friendliness and attempts at mediation, but it couldn’t last. 

“I expected you to have common sense. We’re down in numbers and don’t have a plan, yet we keep going forward like nothing is wrong.”

“We do have a plan. Head south and reach the lake, then take on the camp.”

“But that’s not a plan!”

The group fell silent. Neither I, nor Silva or Alex, could find words to follow up his accusation. It wasn’t wrong in that it wasn’t a plan.

“We have time to work on a plan.”

Sera’s solemn voice snapped us all out of our trance. 

“We survived a day. Maybe we can survive two weeks. I mean, we even learned a new rule about the forest.” 

Huh?

“And that is?” I impatiently goaded her on.

“Killing the animals of the forest in self defense doesn’t count as killing for sport. I think we’re safe for the moment.”

“How exactly are we safe for the moment?” Ruby, who had been attentively studying the map and toying with her red-tipped hair, suddenly decided she was part of the conversation. 

“The cassobans were the initial punishment. Most people don’t survive the first. I don’t know if the forest can feel respect, but it has at the very least acknowledged us. If I had to guess, I think it’s giving us a second chance to leave.” Sera took a bite of cassoban, her eyebrows rising in surprise. “This is good.”

For trying to kill us, it better taste good.

“And that’s not a chance we’re taking. Which means it will inevitably get angry at us again, and we’re going to have to fight more…” My words trailed off. 

“Oh it’s still angry. It’s just trying a more… diplomatic solution to us.” Sera spoke even with large portions of cassoban meat in her mouth. “The cassobans were directed towards us as an initial attempt to get rid of us. Remember how they ran off? Maybe the punishments and control of Corith are only temporary?”

Wait… that actually makes sense.

“So you’re saying that while we’re still going to get focused on over others, it's not going to actively send things after us?” Wanderer looked away from the current Cassoban, his interest piqued alongside everyone else.

“Not unless we break another rule.”

I placed my hand on my chin, repeating the sensations and experience over and over in my head. It stung my shoulders and hands, both of which hadn’t started to fully heal yet. 

“Does Arlin know any of this?” I muttered to myself. Information was more powerful than ever right now with how few people we had.

Right…

The losses. I’d been shoving them out of my mind this entire time because of how much trouble we had been in. Now that we were all seated and able to pause, I couldn’t help but have my mind drift back to them.

I killed them.

Silva was right about one thing, and that was that my naive outlook on this had left us unprepared for an ambush and meant that we were easily overwhelmed. 

Could I have done anything?

“North?”

Sera’s pensive voice snapped me out of my melancholy. In her hands was a leg of the cassoban, which I quickly took and bit into.

“You were right, this is good.” I said in between large mouthfuls of the bird. If it weren’t for how absolutely horrible they were to fight, I’d consider them a Corith delicacy. “I wonder if all the other animals that are going to try to kill us will be this tasty.”

I wanted to laugh, so I did, even if it was fake. If I was doing somewhat badly with the losses, I couldn’t expect everyone else to be doing better. Simply taking a moment to check on everyone else, I could see Mell and Ruby attempting to console one another. I knew the people in our caravan somewhat well, but Ruby was someone who enjoyed messing around with them. I imagined that there had been a few drawings of them back in the cart when we had been forced to run. 

“North, you can drop the tough guy act.” Sera patted me on the back, seating herself at my side. 

I shook my head vigorously, causing some of the dirt that had been caked into it to fly off. “No, I can’t. Not when Silva is still looking for an opportunity to oust me and everyone is still reeling from our losses. Hell, I feel like we’re in a worse position now than we ever were back in the camps.”

Now, I was trying to lead everyone deeper into the worst place on Sol and hope that we didn’t die. I didn’t even have my burner anymore, making me basically dead weight. 

“We can’t even give them a proper funeral.” I whispered softly into the night. The dead members of the rebellion were now deprived of any form of respect. Their bodies could never rejoin their souls. 

“We can fight for them. Isn’t that what you always say? We keep moving forward?”

Can we?

I finally took the moment to really look into Sera’s face. I opened my palm and let a soft light illuminate us both, and I could see that her lip was quivering. She was probably in just as much, if not more pain than me. 

“You want assurance from me.” I flatly stated, searching deep into her eyes.

“Of course I do! I’m scared, just like everyone else here, including you. I’ve heard all the stories and tales about the forest, and after today, I don’t know what’s true and what isn’t. You’re asking all of us to walk into the place that no one is supposed to return from. I don’t need you to be fearless, but you can’t be the one who gives up hope.” Her hand closed my palm, leaving only the light of the campfire to illuminate her face. “It’s not about being tough. It’s about holding onto the belief that we can keep going.”

“But with Silva-”

“Silva doesn’t matter. If you keep letting her get into your head and build those doubts, she’s going to win just like Nicole.” She placed both of her hands on the sides of my head and forced me to lock eyes with her. “If we keep getting distracted by people like her, there’s no way we can win. We keep hope by moving forward, right?”

For the first time since the ambush, I smiled genuinely. Sera was right more often than not, and this was certainly one of those times. I couldn’t be the despairing, nor could I be the only one trying to create a sense of hope. A leader would help others believe alongside them, and if I wanted to deserve that role, I couldn’t just stop now. 

“Yeah. For all of them. For Elric.”

I pushed her hands off of my face and almost patted her on the shoulder before realizing how much it might hurt. Healing the wound didn’t remove the sensitivity of the skin for some time afterwards.

“You two realize I could hear all of that, right?” Silva loudly interrupted our emotional moment.

“Shut the fuck up Silva.” We said in unison before laughing. This was a genuine one, rather than something I had to fake. 

“Still…” My voice trailed off as an aged face came to mind. “We don’t know anything about the state of the western group.”

“It’s not something you, nor anyone here can really do something about. Elm is a fine leader, from what I am aware of. If anything, he has probably done better on the roads than we have.” Wanderer added to the conversation, the door to which had apparently been opened by Silva.

“Isn’t that kind of rude to what just happened to all of us?” Alex stood up from the fire, having added a bit of energy to it with his attunement. 

“I’m just stating my view of the man. He may be unwilling to share much information about himself, but his skills in leadership are not just conjecture.” The swordsman’s declaration caused a pause around the fire as all eyes turned to me.

This looks bad.

“North, you never made us privy to his full history, did you?” Alex’s slow question made me tense up. 

“Yeah, would you mind sharing?” Silva followed up her subordinate.

I groaned in a way that sounded almost exactly like Elm. It wasn’t on purpose, although I could hear Sera snicker to my side.

“Fine. He’d probably kill me if I did it earlier, but it’s not like I can make our situation any more dangerous.” I took a deep breath, preparing myself for the very shortened version of my mentor’s history. “His full title in the Arlin forces was Major Elm Grayson. He was a famous figure who fought in the fourth and fifth campaigns. He later transitioned to becoming a magore researcher who invented technology for the Empire and helped to further the study of the substance. After learning of what one of his creations was used for, he destroyed his projects and killed everyone who knew anything about it. Because the tool was important, they sent him to the camps and had him work while trying to coerce him to return to the empire and resume production.”

I’d intentionally skipped over the fact that his creation was the slave cuff, but the rest of the story seemed to click with Wanderer. 

“That would certainly explain a lot of his skills with magore tech. I may recall hearing some stories about a Major Grayson back in Irebor, but all of them treated him as though he had died.” Wanderer scratched at his chin while his other hand gripped tightly onto his sword.

“That’s what was told to the rest of the empire. Apparently they wanted to keep his existence a secret in case some group planned to capture him and use him to manufacture magore tech.”

“Huh. I guess I expected him to have something more mysterious if he was so unwilling to talk about himself. Still, a rather high profile person to have acting as your second in command, no?” Silva said, looking extremely disappointed.

Well, I did leave out one major detail, but I can reveal that at another time when we aren’t in such danger.

“Sir, I have a question.” Mell thankfully switched the subject. 

“What is it?”

He pointed at Ruby, who was lying peacefully on his chest, her map still clutched in one of her hands.

“How are we supposed to sleep?”

            

    
        Chapter 67: Hollow

    
    
    
    
                David’s footsteps echoed across the wet stone as he carefully made his way down the stairs and into The Hollow. One thing never changed about the place, and that was the smell. If it weren’t for the fact that those located in The Hollow were the worst of the worst, sinners that offended the empire on a conceptual level, he would feel bad for them. 

Sympathy was an emotion that David had been struggling with after the loss of Roland. His ability to try and empathize and understand the members of his court had faded, now replaced with a righteous fury determined to stamp out these horrid offenses towards Arlin’s progression. 

Making his way down to the bottom and finding himself at one of the strongest doors in existence, an imposing iron behemoth that took nearly thirty seconds to slide out of the way, he nodded at the soldier manning it. Entering The Hollow, he made a quick left turn to the first cell and pulled out a key that he was carrying in his back pocket and opened up the door to find Orven with a beaming smile.

“My, if it isn’t the young Arlin.” Orven smirked at him. His hefty body and balding head stood out from his extremely ragged noble attire. They’d kept him in the clothes he was wearing when he was captured, and his time here and the trip to The Hollow had certainly taken their toll on them. In the corner sat an accumulated pile of shit and urine, which had gone uncollected. David was wearing plain clothes by royal standards, only a blue buttoned long sleeve shirt and black trousers along with a belt carrying the imperial seal.

“Polite to the last, Minister Orven.” David said with a smile. A guard soon ran inside with a foldable chair and a bucket, into which he scooped the waste and ran off. 

“I do pride myself on being able to keep up appearances, even in the worst of situations. I’m glad to see that you have finally come to visit me after… How long have I been down here?” 

David lifted up his right hand and began to count on his fingers for emphasis. “Around four days, not including the time it took to transport you here.” 

“I see! It certainly felt much longer, with the lack of any sunlight and the irregular schedule of meals. I say, it would be enough to make a normal man go mad.” His very literal shit eating grin grew wider. David wanted to punch it and remove as many of his teeth as possible, but restrained himself. 

Taking a deep breath, he removed all of the friendly airs he had been putting on and decided to get directly to the point. Time was of the essence, after all.

“Why did you hire the assassin to kill Transport Minister Roland?”

Orven paused and tilted his head to the side, feigning confusion. “I have no idea what you mean. I heard about his death and am extremely sorry for your loss. However, I have no connection to any part of his assassination.” 

David sighed, leaning back in the foldable chair. He truly wished he had Erin here to advise him, but she was unable to survive the smell of The Hollow. By the time they had reached the bottom of the steps, she would have puked out all of her stomach’s contents and then some. 

“You do realize the situation you are in doesn’t help you if you lie, right? I could have very easily put you in one of the other rooms here. The room at the end of the hall is extremely efficient in getting confessions. I’ve been very accommodating so far, and I would expect a return of that kindness.” David looked the man deep in his eyes, ignoring his many wrinkles and engorged body. The weight he’d put on was something only a man with more lins than one should reasonably attain.. 

However, Orven kept up the charade and looked completely unhindered by David’s threat.

“Young Emperor, I wouldn’t exactly call putting a person in The Hollow accommodating. In fact, I expect my other court members would likely have something to say about you shoving an innocent man down here, don’t you think?”

Will this piece of shit only call me Young Emperor?

“I think it would be best for the both of us if you released me sooner than later. I would be very willing to mitigate any potential damages to your reputation that this little game of yours might cause.” He crossed his legs, uncaring about the filth that caked his body. “Of course, I’d also appreciate it if you would help me to cooperate with my faction after that.”

David studied this unnaturally prideful man with a look of pure confusion on his face.

“Are you… attempting to order me?”

Orven shook his head like a dissatisfied teacher, still smiling.

“I’m giving you an extremely lucrative suggestion. Not an order. You may interpret it as you will. It is your right as the leader of this Empire.” 

“Was your faction in on the assassination attempt as well?”

Orven was about to answer, but as his mouth began to open, he suddenly paused. His grin grew wider as he came to what appeared to be an extremely gratifying revelation. 

“I see what this is. You don’t have any proof, do you? You just picked me on a whim, because you’re aware that I have the most connections to finances throughout the court?” Orven pointed one of his wrinkled fingers at David. “Young Emperor, I’m aware that you’re having some trouble after his passing but this is rather juvenile, don’t you think?”

David clenched his fist to hold himself back from making any physical moves. He technically held more power in this situation over Orven, but the old Minister appeared to be toying with him. 

“You aren’t an innocent man. I know of your imports and auctions. You think my information network hasn’t been keeping track of you? I have enough information that I can work with, to say the least.” David attempted to once again tap back into the strong persona he usually put up, but this man was making it feel completely in vain.

Orven merely scoffed in response. “If those crimes are worthy of putting one in The Hollow, Young Emperor, I believe you wouldn’t have enough cells. Please, let us get this over with. I support you and can for your efforts, but this one is beyond reasonability.” 

“Stop lying to me.” He mumbled under his breath.

“What was that?”

“Stop lying to me! I am done with everyone telling me all of these farcical falsehoods and attempting to lead me around like some puppet. Ever since I entered the room, you have done nothing but spout one falsehood after another. I know you don’t care about me, my reign or even the people of this Empire. You care about yourself, and you will lie and cheat to get your way.”

A silence fell upon the cell as Orven pondered these words.

“Excuse me, but you do realize I'm a politician. Lying is half of what we do.”

David’s rage began to simmer. “You admit that you have lied to me?”

“Of course not. I have made no claims, nor do you have any proof of wrongdoing in relation to the case of Roland. I stand by my suggestion that it would be best for you to release me sooner than later.”

I will make you suffer.

“We’ll see about that.”

David picked up his chair and made his way out the door, turning back to look at Orven one last time. He truly kept up his mask, no matter what. In truth, it was a skill that David needed to work on now more than ever. 

It didn't matter. He planned to get a confession out of him, one way or another. All it would take is the right push, and he’d be ripe for the picking. He had only given him the courtesy because he had hoped that the man might reveal his co-conspirators. Erin’s analysis of the situation suggested that this wasn’t an individual effort, and that the people who planned this must have a greater scheme in mind. There were several other ways to catch his attention, but killing Roland couldn’t just be something on its own.

He was determined to figure it out, one way or another. Even if he had to bring many other men to ruin.

***

Sitting on the throne, David wanted to be anywhere else. His body ached as the national treasure of Morath poked into his neck. It was the crown of its king, a majestic golden circlet adorned with rubies and sapphires. The reason it was poking into the back of his neck was because of two separate problems.

One of them was the fact that the throne had slowly degraded over time. Not in that it had lost its luster, but pieces of it had been chipped away or softened from use. Gold lasted a long time, but a wide variety of parties in the chambers of the Emperor had taken its toll. The crown of Morath used to be farther back into the chair, but it had begun to jut out. The second reason was that David was taller than the other Emperors. He wouldn’t call them short, but the crown was intended to rest slightly above the head of the person seated on it, rather than poking into the back of their neck. There were a few other gems and items such as this, but the crown was the worst offender. He had debated slumping slightly in the past to mitigate the stabbing of the crown, but that might ruin appearances. The rest of the chair was also extremely rigid and offered no support, hence the general pain he would experience afterwards. 

The room it was in was also rather opulent. The palace was the largest building in the capital, second being the Royal Court. The throne room took up a good portion of the space. It was an extremely long hall, long enough that walking from one end to the other would take over a minute. Along it were towering marble pillars on both sides that stretched upwards to a massive mural depicting the many campaigns of Arlin. The mural was regularly updated after every campaign to fit the current state of the Empire, meaning the artwork was extremely layered. On the walls sat paintings of individual battles such as the Siege of Lohim, portraits of the emperors and important historical events. One of the paintings closest to the throne was that which depicted the founding of the alliance under the first emperor.

Erin flicked his leg with her finger, hoping to stop his day dreaming. He snapped back to reality, his eyes narrowing in on the piddling ambassador from Mylia. He was the reason he was forced to endure this torture, after all. 

“I presume you have word from your king on the potential escapees?” David said with an extremely practiced smile. 

Simmons nodded up and down like a broken toy before speaking. “I am sorry, but we were unable to locate any of them. From our best estimates, they have likely left our territory to sail to other nations using the coast. However, with the document you provided and some of the extra information, we believe we might have an idea how.”

Oh?

“Please, enlighten me.”

“Your documents of the list of slaves included an interesting one- Nicole Garcia Pluma Allena. She is the eldest daughter of the Allena oligarchs, and is intended to inherit the position after her father steps down from her post. It’s possible that her family’s connections gave her a way to escape from our ports without arousing suspicion. However, we could continue searching our lands, as per the agreement.”

Ah yes, the agreement.

“You may stop. The agreement still stands, as long as you continue to work with us. I assure you that our trade will remain equitable as long as you support our position in Boralis and allow us to station troops along your border.”

Simmons bowed emphatically. “Of course. I will relay this message to the king at once.”

“You are dismissed.”

Simmons rapidly abdicated the room flanked by his personal guard. David had needed some comedic relief today, and the ambassador had certainly provided it.

Brushing off his pants, he got out of his chair. Erin quickly came to his side to walk with him.

“You haven’t talked much about what happened with our Minister situation. I know you had other stuff going on today, but you could have at least said something.”

David gritted his teeth just thinking back to the encounter. 

“He said nothing. He toyed with me the entire time. I guess there’s a reason why he’s the longest surviving court member. I really would have preferred you to be by my side.” He raised an eyebrow, causing Erin to groan uncharacteristically.

“If you wanted me there, you could have moved him to a different cell.” She chided him.

“Ugh. We shouldn’t discuss this here. It’s a tad hard to trust people to hold their tongue right now.”

Erin jabbed him softly in the stomach with a cheeky grin on her face. “You’re just unhappy that I’m right. As usual.”

You being right is actually the thing that makes me happy right now.

Walking through the hall with the royal mantle swaying alongside each step, David felt uncharacteristically self conscious. After the discussions earlier and his issues with Orven, a lot of this felt so superficial. His outward persona was only effective on the people and those outside of Arlin. For the court, they must have seen right through him. 

He needed to be stronger. For the sake of the Empire. For the sake of Roland.

***

David let out a sigh of relief as he relaxed in his office chair. All of the tension in his back just melted away in its perfect cushions.

Erin pulled out her notebook and flipped to a page that was overflowing with notes and scribblings. “I’ve checked his information, but the information about this Allena figure seems off. Whatever network this woman has built, it was a good one, because she seems extremely well protected. If she pops up again, should we go after her?”

“She’s not our biggest problem. The contingent acting as a rebel group is a big one.”

He’d taken Roland’s suggestion and had taken position on the roads of Corith. The forest of horrors that encompassed the rest of the nation created an easy funnel, where they could overwhelm and trap their forces. It wasn’t a surefire strategy, but it was a hard one to counter for a group with no supply lines.

“Neither of them are the big issue on my mind…” his voice trailed off as he looked out the window and in the direction of The Hollow.

Erin sighed, placing her notebook down on the table and moving to his side, placing a hand on his left shoulder. “We’ll get him soon. Are you planning on putting him in that room?”

“I can’t think of any other option. It’d get a confession out of him. He’d confess to anything we charge him with, but I don’t think he’d give us useful information. Torture can only take you so far with a man like him. The decision to kill Roland couldn’t have been his alone, and I can’t just randomly go after members of his faction. Putting him in there might also cause them to take more drastic measures.”

“At the least, I’d say it’s a fitting punishment for a man like him. You saw the girl from Uril, right?” Erin said, trying to shift the topic. She was taken alongside Orven when he was captured. If the man were to die, a fate which David was now heavily invested in, her status would be up in the air. She could be handed back to the man’s family, but if Orven’s charges would mean the seizure of the majority of his wealth, slaves included. Doing some basic cursory research, which meant going over the ownership documents, she was acquired by him in an auction in Pluma. Going further into the documents, it was also found that she was currently enslaved without a listed crime. 

There were incidents of this in the past which David was painfully aware of. Hoping to fill up their boats, opportunistic slavers would go into annexed lands and have the local municipalities assist them in snatching up some poor soul who they thought might sell well on the market. They’d get added along with the rest, and the necessary officials would turn a blind eye and allow for this abuse of Arlin’s systems to continue. It was a flaw inherent to the Empire’s growth and its ever thinning oversight. 

This case, however, seemed off. When Erin and her assistants looked deeper into her past, they found almost nothing. It was not only as though this young girl from Uril had never committed a crime, but had never existed in the first place before the auction. Someone in a higher position of power than a simple slaver had taken a very deliberate action in making sure that she was untraceable in the system. David doubted even Orven knew her full origins, as he likely only cared about her ‘aesthetic’.

“She is an oddity, that is for sure. Do you have any preferences on how to treat her?” David calmly asked.

She placed her hand on her chin and rubbed it pensively. “Personally, I’d adopt her. She’s quite cute, and if she was able to put up with that piece of shit, she’d probably make a fine member of my team.”

David let out a hearty laugh, catching Erin off guard.

“I thought you said you weren’t ready for kids.”

Erin lifted her hand from his shoulder and used it to punch him in his arm. It probably wasn’t as hard of a hit as she wanted it to be, but it certainly stung.

“Either that, or put her up for auction. While I really don’t want to do the other one, if we execute Orven, it’ll probably mitigate the reputation damages slightly. Killing a man and then stealing his slave isn’t a look I’d want you to have.” Erin’s suggestion certainly felt better for his current predicament.

The more outlandish the actions I take, the closer I get to the fate I see in my dreams.

“It’s not like they can really kill me now.” He rubbed the area where he was punched, hoping it wouldn’t bruise. “There’s no heir lined up yet.”

Although from what I have heard, the third was a rather promiscuous man. 

Simply thinking about that caused him to once again gaze at his assistant. In the light of the setting sun, she was beautiful. Her petite body, dirty blonde hair and little button nose were simply perfect. Whether or not his taste in women had come first and Erin had fit all of those features, or his taste had been shaped by her, he couldn’t know. 

“David?”

Her words snapped him out of his daydream. “Sorry. Just got lost in thought.”

“While staring directly at me?”

“You make it quite easy.”

Erin could only groan at his casual flirtation, sitting on the table while looking out over Vyris. “Should I send a message to The Hollow and have them move Orven?”

David smiled and gave her a rather childish thumbs up, something which very much didn’t fit the punishment they were about to inflict on the man.

“If he wants to sit around and act like he controls me, I think I need to teach him a lesson, even if it puts our mission in danger. Speaking of, I’m having your guard increased.” He leaned back in his chair and placed both of his hands behind his head. “Just because I’m mostly safe doesn’t mean you are. If they’re willing to go after Roland, there’s nothing stopping them from going after you too.”

“You really believe that?” She said, raising an eyebrow.

“I do. Roland was an easy target they knew they could go after. We’re about to set the entire court alight with this action, and I can’t have you in danger because of it. Without you, my plans would fall apart.” He sighed, swiveling the chair back around and away from the sunlight. “If we can survive this, I’m sure we can finish our plans before my head ends up on that chopping block.”

Before he could relax, he felt her place a hand on his shoulder. She swiveled his chair around to face her, and the two of them locked eyes before she leaned down and placed a soft kiss on his cheek. Pulling away, she gave him the most devilish grin he’d seen in a while from his assistant. 

“Oh David, don’t think like that. With what we’re about to do, there’s no doubt in my mind that the deaths the court has planned for us are far more brutal.”

            

    
        Chapter 68: The Small Things

    
    
    
    
                Holding my cheek, I snapped awake from the floor of Corith to find Silva staring down at me vindictively. Just like everyone else, Silva didn’t hold back with her slaps.

“Morning.” I groggily said. “Did you really have to hit me?”

“It’s not like it’s going to injure you, since you heal fast.” She flippantly responded before walking away.

You could have just shook me.

Judging from the position of the sun and the fact that Silva was more unhappy at me than usual, I’d been allowed to sleep in. I checked on my arm to find the majority of the injuries gone. The webbing between my thumb and index finger had returned, but the claw marks on my shoulder were still visible, albeit shrunken. Whether I liked or disliked the woman, she was right about my absurd ability to heal. 

“North, how are you feeling?” Wanderer’s rather sultry voice shifted my attention to the crew. He was sitting on a large tree root, one hand holding onto the sheath of his blade which he had planted into the dirt. 

“Better than I have any right to. Anything happen last night?”

Mell’s question about sleep had brought us back to our regular night shift system we had used back on the roads. First shift was Mell, Ruby, Wanderer and myself, while second shift was Silva, Alex and Sera. After the chaos Silva had caused, it was decided that our two shifts should remain separate so we didn’t have to interact as much. Since I was injured and had to take time to heal, I was given a full night to get back to a state where I wasn’t as much of a liability.

“Nothing apparently. Sera postulated the theory that the fire, as well as our numbers, may have deterred any large attacks.”

I rubbed my head, messing up my messy hair even more. “Yeah, sure. Is everyone ready to get moving?”

“Everyone except for you, sir!” gleefully informed Mell.

Ruby’s head peeked out from behind Mell’s massive body. “I’ve got our map and compass set up. Hopefully we don’t have another chase which throws us off track.” 

“Then let’s get moving.”

***

The worst part of moving through Corith wasn’t the silence. It was the lack of it. As we stepped over branches and around the plants that covered the forest floor, we heard constant sounds surroundings us. Cries of birds, rustling of leaves and the shaking of tree branches in what could either be animals or just the wind. 

The trees of Corith were notable for a few things, and one of them was their size. Their dark bark and thick branches loomed overhead, cutting off most of the light from the sky. They were tall and densely packed, sometimes creating such narrow spaces that we had to take detours around entire sections just to keep moving forward. How the cassobans and other creatures managed to navigate through the branches so easily was completely beyond me. The roots and branches around us were so imposing that it felt like they could start moving at any moment to try and trap us. The trees still held their dark green leaves, unaffected by the winter air.

There were smaller plants, but none of them were ever as imposing as the trees. We made large steps around them, never knowing what dangers they might hold. The entire forest was out to kill us, and that certainly included the plantlife. Sera had remembered a few edible plants which we had very carefully picked from.

One of those was the white thorn, a plant with a very unsubtle name. It was a small stock that was found near the bottom of the trees, entangling its own roots with that of the tree. On it grew the fruit that was covered in white tipped thorns, as the name of the plant suggested. Once removed, the fruit inside was extremely tasty. Sera emphasized that for any fruit that we take, we need to make sure to not kill the plant it was attached to and to plant some of the seeds from the red pulp inside in the dirt afterwards. While the removal of the thorns would take a while for a normal person, ruby’s attunement made it really easy to just blow off all of the thorns at once.

I was carrying a dozen of them with me in a bag as we made our way around and over the trees, heading south. Ruby was in the lead of the group with a compass tightly grasped in her left hand and an exploratory smile in the other. Her instincts as a cartographer seemed to overtake any fear that she had, and she was taking a lot of focus on our surroundings hoping to remember them so she could put them down on paper when we had paper. 

Next to me was Wanderer, one hand carrying the bag over his shoulder and the other on his sheathed blade. He had committed to his role as my guard and seemed more reluctant to leave my side than ever. Behind me was Mell and Sera who were side by side, and Silva and Alex were holding our rear. 

Conversation was hard now that we were on the movement, as talking too loudly could potentially alert predators lurking in the brush nearby. It was a completely different feeling than the relaxed and conversational experience that we had on the roads. 

It was only after the sun had reached the middle of the sky that Mell asked whether or not we should sit down to have lunch and finish up the leftover Cassoban we’d been carrying. After locating a comfortable location with enough seat-like roots, we sat down and encountered a very immediate problem. 

“We don’t have enough.” I said as I eyed the pile of bones that we’d created. The cassobans were extremely large birds, but there were seven of us.

“So… we need to go hunting?” said Alex.

Wanderer, being ever the stoic, nodded and tapped his blade. “It appears so. I don’t think the white thorns are enough to satiate us for long. Sera, do you perhaps know of any creatures that are safe enough to hunt?”

Sera sat down and crossed her legs, losing herself in thought as she reviewed as much of the information she’d retained as possible. After a minute, she raised up three fingers on one of her hands.

“There’s three of them I know of. Ketroch, fiavus, and maybe cocerna. Ketroch might be the easiest to hunt if we use the white thorns as bait, but they’re pretty small; we'd need to kill a few to feed all of us. Luckily, they tend to stick in groups. Fiavus are about the size of strigs, but I don’t think we can just bait them. Cocerna… I don’t know if anyone here is up for eating frogs, and from what I tried from when I visited the lake, they’re not really the best tasting.” 

“Ketrochs it is then.” I stated, hoping that my internal doubts would show through. After Silva’s stunt, indecision was probably the worst thing I could do right now. 

Alex started to nod, but paused. It was clear he was about to ask a question, since he began to scratch at his rust. 

“Would using the white thorns as bait count as wasting food?” He pondered aloud. It was a fair question all things considered.

The rules apply to living animals, so what is to say it doesn’t apply to plants?

“No.” Sera answered him flatly. “The rules I was taught never said anything about wasting food applying to plants. Even if we’re not eating it ourselves, we are giving it as food to another creature.”

“So we’re hoping we don’t get starved to death by the forest based on a technicality?” doubted Silva while crossing her arms.

“And you have any better ideas?” I responded, turning to glare at her.

It looked like she had something she wanted to say, but after taking a quick look at Alex, she resigned.

“Alright then. Let’s think of a plan.”

***

Sitting in the brush, staring directly at a pile of half opened white thorn fruit was way more tense than I had initially expected it to be. Corith was so dangerous that the prospect of standing still felt like we were just inviting another pack of Cassobans to take another swing at killing us, or some other creature that Sera had been listing off while we made our way forward. 

However, anything that would look at us would merely see what looked like an oddly dark area of the brush with nothing inside of it. What was inside that dark spot was myself, Alex, Silva and Ruby all closely huddled together with all our eyes glued to the same spot. 

Alex leaned in closer to whisper to me.

“Hey North, I-” 

“No. We need to let Ruby focus.” I whispered back, cutting him off. Ruby’s ability to sense movement was needed if we were going to catch the Ketrochs, and talking would limit her focus.

Well, that’s not the only reason.

It was an understatement that I was reluctant to talk to Alex after what had happened. The fire had been a distraction, but being on the move made the disconnect more apparent. He wasn’t a bad person, and that made his betrayal all the worse. The trust between us had been burned and it wasn’t going to come back until he proved that he was committed to my cause, not Silva’s. His positive mentality and willingness to follow me felt distant and detached. If Elina was here, she probably would have advised me to kill him for insubordination or something like that.

Corith was forcing us to work together and act as a unit whether we liked it or not, but that wasn’t going to make me just forget about what they had done. 

“Something’s coming.” Ruby opened her eyes, and her red tipped hair stopped swaying. We tensed in preparation just as a small rodent dropped out of a tree and onto the forest floor.

It looked like a slightly distorted version of one of the rats that we’d see crawling around the mining camps sometimes. Its beady eyes, tiny round ears, small paws were just like the rat, but the nose looked like it had been pushed farther back into the head. Its arms looked fatter than that of a rat, and it looked like it was chunkier as a whole. The legs looked dense, but way stronger than any rodent I’d seen in the past. The major part that stood out was the tail. Instead of a long, pink tail like that of the rat, it started out as bushy but ended off with something that looked hard. One could mistake it for a rock that had been attached to the tail. 

It locked eyes with the white thorn and quickly dashed over to the white thorns, not noticing the shallow puddle that surrounded the fruit. Just as it began to put its head into the fruit which had already been cut open for it, the water in the puddle began to move. It surrounded the creature’s legs and tail before solidifying into ice. Understanding that it had just fallen into a trap, the ketroch began to give out a wailing scream that sounded like a baby wailing. I dispelled the shroud of darkness, and the four of us walked out. 

Silva was the first to get close to it, and she crouched down to inspect it. The ketroch switched in between attempts at clawing at the ice and attempts to claw at her face, all while letting out a painful yell. If an animal could experience an emotion similar to contempt, it was definitely expressing that towards Silva.

“This feels like a stupid plan.” She remarked, standing up from her crouching position.

“Sera said that they would call for the others if they ever got trapped. Instead of having to hunt for them, they’re going to be coming for us.” I watched Ruby carefully as she once again scanned our surroundings until her eyes bolted open.

“North! On your right!” She yelled out. 

I swiveled to see the ketroch launch itself through the air, spinning as it pointed its tail towards me. It was hoping to use the rock hard end of its tail as a mace and smash it against my head. I twisted my body to the side and narrowly slid past its attack. Landing on the ground, it hissed at me and prepared itself for another leap. Before it could jump, a lightning bolt came from a tree. Every single muscle inside its body tensed up at once and caused it to straighten before it fell on the dirt. I looked up into the tree to see Sera, her right hand making the shape of a burner while her other hand braced her wrist. She smiled proudly, and I gave her a thumbs up in response.

“Silva, one’s coming for you straight ahead!” Ruby yelled out. Another one made its way out of the brush, doing the same aerial move as before. Ice in front of Silva formed into a shield, and the creature’s tail collided with it. As it recovered, Alex ran up and stomped his foot against its head, crushing it. 

Guess they do have the best synergy.

“Mell, cover me! It’s on my left!” Ruby yelled out again, and Mell darted out of his own brush next to her with his fists raised. As one of them made their way out of the brush with their tail aimed at Ruby’s head, it was snatched out of the air by Mell’s large fists. Although I couldn’t see it, I heard a disgusting crunching noise between his fingers. 

“How many more?” I asked, wondering how long we were going to be forced to keep this up.

“We’ve got at least six in the immediate area.” She grimaced. “Hey, at least this means we get more food?”

I groaned. I didn’t expect that rodent catching would be this dangerous, but it appeared the world was intent on making everything hard for me.

            

    
        Chapter 69: Night Terrors

    
    
    
    
                I looked at the night sky, past the trees and the leaves and wondered whether this was better or worse than the camps. It felt sickening to even make that comparison, to think that captivity was better than freedom. Yet here we were, constantly running in fear of whatever may come our way and not knowing whether breaking a tree branch could cause the forest to increase its ire. 

Is Elm in the same situation as us?

It was a thought I didn’t relish. He was a better mage than any of the people in this group, but he didn’t have the same information that we did. Elm and his group only had a chance of surviving on the roads. In a weird way, we might have been the lucky ones. Although it was hard to call being trapped in a murder forest lucky.

I felt another presence move to my side and lay down next to me. 

“Anything interesting in the sky?” Sera said with a soft voice, hoping not to wake anyone. 

“Couldn’t sleep. We’re going to need to hunt soon, and I can’t imagine that things are going to be as easy as ketroch hunting.” I lifted up my left hand, and saw the raw flesh on my middle finger. The hunting two days ago had gone well, but one of the ketrochs had gotten close enough to slam into my hand. Its mace-like tail nearly shattered the bone in my finger, and it was only thanks to Silva that it didn’t get in another hit or claw at my face. “Depends on what you call easy, I guess. Even the prey in the forest are dangerous.”

Sera lifted up her right hand and placed it next to mine. Her hand was slightly smaller than mine, but both were covered in calluses from the mines. 

“Did you notice, the trees didn’t lose their leaves?” She pointed to the closest tree branch, and I could still see its green leaves swaying in the winter wind. “I don’t remember it being like that back in Marlisle.”

I shook my head, my palm still facing skyward. 

“It was always like that. I never saw a brown leaf until we were captured.”

Sera let out a soft, but wistful laugh. “That’s got to be the first time you remembered something I didn’t.”

“Yeah… and it was about leaves.”

Off in the distance, I could hear Silva and Alex reminiscing. They too seemed to be trying to escape to the past to avoid the dread. 

“Is there anything I can do to make things better?” I said, giving her the question that had been keeping me up. “Because it feels like everything is worse than when I started out trying to rebel.”

Sera let out a long, patient sigh as she let her own hand rest back on the dirt. 

“Think of a plan on how we can raid the camp. Don’t die. Keep us alive.” Although I couldn’t see her in the dark, I could feel that she was smiling. “It’s pretty simple, honestly. You might need to work a bit more with the Nacilians.”

“Is that even possible at this point? Silva openly attempted to remove me from my role, and Alex stood by and assisted her in it. If it wasn’t for Mell, we could have been in real danger.”

“Silva isn’t your concern. It’s Alex’s. At the very least, I think he wants to make amends.”

I took a deep breath, feeling the icy air sting my lungs as another gust came through as I began to sit up.

“Maybe you’re righ-”

Eyes.

In the forest in front of me, two inhuman scarlet eyes stared at me. Just seeing them sent a shiver down my spine. I placed my hand forward and let out as much light as possible on that singular spot. In the forest, an outline of darkness formed and took shape. Although I’d never seen them in my life, the description of it screamed in my mind. 

It was a canine, with fur as dark as the night and eyes as red as blood. They were one of the few creatures who would hunt outside of the forest boundaries, and were the second reason that you weren’t supposed to leave home at night. Never alone, it would hide in the dark and watch until the perfect moment came for it and its pack to consume their prey. 

“Shade wolves.”

I quickly bolted up to my feet and kept my light focused on the wolf. Sera followed after me, and I could hear crackling coming from her hands as she prepared to fight. Silva and Alex had noticed my sudden shift and had already prepared themselves for a fight, hands filled with fire or ice. 

“Wake up the others and keep them safe.” I ordered them with a stern look. “Sera and I can hold our own.”

I put up my other hand and searched the other areas to find another wolf on my right staring me down. A low growl echoed from its throat as it bared its fangs, and it seemed to back up slightly further into the darkness.

Does it not like the light?

I focused a bit more on the wolf on my right, and its growl grew deeper and more guttural. Shade Wolves were night hunters, which meant that their eyes might be more sensitive to brighter lights. I didn’t have my burner, but I did have a tool which I knew would make it hard for them.

Sera moved to my side, lightning still dancing across her fingers while her eyes were trained on the other Shade Wolf. 

“I blind, and you shock.” I said with a false grin, hoping to hide my panic. Just like the cassoban, shade wolves were another creature we were taught to fear from childhood. Even though I couldn’t see her face, I could feel her nod. 

I watched the red eyes glare at me in the distance, and peered to my side to check on the other. Something about this felt wrong, even more wrong than it already did.

Why are they waiting? It’s not like we’re going to go anywhere. Unless…

Our blindspot. They’d been waiting to get into position.

I pivoted my legs and hands to face behind me and shined a light upon another wolf which had just burst from the tree line and was headed directly at me.

“Sera, behind!” I yelled, and her attention also turned. 

She turned as the wolf grew close and let out a blast. The wolf tensed at the lightning and collapsed mid run onto the dirt. That moment of hesitation was enough for the others to move in, and Sera couldn’t cover me as one bolted directly at me. I raised up my palm and shone the light into its eyes, hoping to disturb it. I dodged to my left as it ran forward, feeling its fur brush against my side. It quickly turned and prepared itself for another run. 

Shit. What can I even do?

I could hear the other wolf preparing to go after Sera, and knew that she couldn’t defend the both of us at the same time. It began to weave, dodging from side to side as it came closer to her. The wolf attacking me did the same, avoiding every attempt I made to blind it. As it made one final lunge at me, I shifted my upper body to the right and hoped it wouldn’t hit anything vital. A raised paw extended out and slashed at my left thigh as it made another pass, carving out the flesh. Although I only saw its face for a second, it almost looked like it was smiling. 

I’m so fucking useless without magore…

“North, I’m coming!” I heard Wanderer shout from a distance, his sword in hand. It was already red with blood, suggesting he’d already taken down some of the wolves. The one that was on the ground after Sera had shocked it squirmed as it regained control of its body, and extended out its legs to claw at Wanderer’s leg. He flinched and stumbled to the ground as the wolf made its way up. 

“Focus on yourself!” I shouted back at him. I didn’t know what I was stalling for with the wolf, only that I needed more time.

The wolf made another run at me. I wanted to blast it full on, but going all out would probably blind my comrades as well. I kept focusing the light on it even as it drew nearer. This time, it refused to flinch. I tried jumping back to dodge it, but it overwhelmed me and tackled me to the ground. It dove forward to bite at my neck, but I raised my hands to hold back its maw from tearing into my throat. I pushed against it with my life. I could hear Sera and Wanderer calling out my names as the beast growled in my face and clawed at my arms. Its neck was too thick to strangle even as I focused all of my might. 

I was defenseless, and all I could do was wait for one of them to save me.

No. I have power.

I could feel more and more of my flesh being torn away as its claws dug into my forearms, its hind legs digging into my ankles. It snarled, saliva dripping down my face. Even with all the pain, even with all of the damage I was taking, letting go meant death. 

It went again to try and push against my grip and tear more of my skin off, but I could see it slowing. It went from hunger, to rage, and then to fear. The movements slowed as it began to scream in pain, probably because it felt like its insides were melting. All I did was hold on and make sure I was channeling as much of my mana into its body. 

In a sense, I was doing exactly what magore did to the bodies of those without attunements. I was giving the wolf mana poisoning, and it very much didn’t like that. 

Instead of it overpowering me, I pushed back against its body and began to over turn it, twisting and thrusting it onto the ground as I flooded its systems with mana. As its movements slowed and its limbs stopped spasming, I saw Wanderer’s blade plunge from above and directly into the wolf’s head, killing it. 

My attention switched as I heard Sera screamed. I stopped channeling mana out of my palms and focused a light in her direction. 

Instead of screaming out of pain or fear, she’d been screaming out of rage. Not just her palms, but her entire body crackled with electricity. Even her hair, which was normally just a dark brown, appeared to have blackened tips. At her feet lay a wolf with its dark black fur now singed and smoking. 

“North, can you stand?” Wanderer said between gasps for air. He extended a hand down to me, which I took. I wobbled as I made my way to my feet. 

“Apparently. Thanks for the save…” My words trailed off as I looked back at the dead wolf laying near my feet. Something about it stirred my gut in a way that was familiar. Just for a second, it looked as though some blue light flickered between the fur. 

“You need to be bandaged. You might heal, but blood loss is blood loss.” He spoke in an oddly calm tone for the situation. 

“Are Mell and Ruby safe?” I was still searching around for more shade wolves, but it appeared that the others were focused on Alex and Silva. 

“They’re fine. You need to worry about yourself right now.”

I felt pretty alive at that moment thanks to the adrenaline running through my system. I took deep breath after deep breath, and could feel my system slowly return to normal and my heart beat return to a steady pace. 

I looked off in the distance and heard a disgusting crunching noise. I lifted up my palm to light in the direction and found Mell making his way towards me, his arms and chest covered in blood.

“The wolves have been dealt with, sir. Sorry I couldn’t come to your aid.” 

Even drenched in blood, he’s being polite.

Silva and Alex made their way after him, looking completely out of breath. Alex had a large gash on his left arm which he was covering with his hand, and Silva was limping. 

“Where’s Ruby?” I inquired, searching around with the light. 


“Sleeping.” Mell said, somewhat dejected. “She slept through the thing no matter how hard we tried to wake her. She’s unhurt though.”

Good. We can’t lose our cartographer.

“Well, glad we’re all alive. Gather up the bodies and take what we can, because we move at sunrise.” I took a step away from Wanderer and pointed in what I thought was probably south. “Onward, we go.”

I could only smile as I felt the blood loss and exhaustion catch up with me, and I plummeted directly onto the ground.

            

    
        Chapter 70: Left Behind

    
    
    
    
                When I next woke up, the sun was in the middle of the sky and I was resting with my head on a root. Once my consciousness returned, so did all of the pain from my injuries. The bleeding had stopped and the wounds were already starting to heal, but that didn’t exempt me from the pain. My groans seemed to catch everyone off guard except for Silva, who simply looked irritated.

“Enjoy your sleep, leader?” She put an extra amount of snark into that last word. 

“Not particularly. Hoping I wasn’t out for too long?” I rubbed the back of my neck as I sat up, and realized that there was an odd furry substance covering my arms. Placing them in front of me, I found that they had been wrapped up in the fur of the shade wolves. 

“Only till the afternoon, according to your timekeeper. We definitely lost some time, but it's nothing catastrophic.” Sera said while toying with the timekeeper in her hands. I noticed that the tips of her dark brown hair were still charred black. It reminded me of Ruby’s red tips, something which she herself had never explained.

“It would have lost us even more time, if I hadn’t restructured our route. While you were out, Mell and I got to some scouting. Instead of going in a straight line, which would have led us directly into a mountainous area, we’re going to take a western route around it to save time and energy. The lake south is large enough that a small detour shouldn't change our trajectory.” Her prideful grin shone brighter than the sun rays peeking through the treeline. “All of this without a map of the geography to guide us. You’re welcome.”

“Thanks. And what did we do with the wolves?”

“Wanderer skinned some of them and suggested we use them as cloth and, in your case, bandages. Apparently he’s familiar with their fur. I thought they were only in Corith, but apparently there’s some similar type of wolf in Irebor. Apparently the meat isn’t that good since it's a carnivore, and might have parasites in it.” spoke Sera, rubbing her chin thoughtfully. “Even then, we can’t really carry all of it. I don’t know if we’ll get punished for leaving some of their parts behind, but it’s not like we hunted them.”

“You mean we’re at risk of a penalty?” Alex said with a look of pure horror. He seemed the most scared of potentially incurring the forest’s wrath thanks to his attunement. I wanted to feel bad for him, but my lingering resentment was preventing that.

“It’s not like we can really avoid it. There’s a pretty clear difference between predator and prey, and we were the prey in this situation. I’d expect to be feeling some ire right now if we’d just broken another rule.” She sighed as she looked at the trees surrounding us. “In my opinion, it’s best not to risk it with the wolves and try hunting sometime soon. That’s up to North, of course.”

“And what exactly would we hunt? The ketrochs were fairly safe with our attunements, but the only person who can really do hunting is myself, you, and probably Mell with how strong is throwing arm is.” Silva crossed her arms and glared at me, probably trying to send a silent message about how useless I was. I simply grinned in response.

“Fiavus…” Sera bit her thumb. I could tell by her voice that she was reluctant to propose the idea.

“Didn’t you say we couldn’t bait those like ketrochs?” I asked, recalling the conversation we had a few days ago.

“Yes, but that was back when we were all in shape and could fight. Ketroch hunting would only make our situation worse.”

I feel like you’re doing more of the leadership stuff than I am at this point.

I shook the thought out of my head. Sera tended to be right more often than not, and that was enough for me to put my trust in her. I stood up, cringing as every single movement of muscle caused my body to ache. Taking a deep breath, I immediately laid out a plan.

“Sounds good to me. Mell and Ruby, you will be on surveillance duty while we’re walking. If you spot anything that’s the size of a strig, call back to us quietly. Silva, Mell, Ruby and I will act as the hunting party. Everyone else will stay behind and protect our gear. Once we’ve finished hunting, we can reconvene and prepare the animals for travel.” 

I had to take a deep breath after speaking, both for how long the orders were and how surprised I was that I had just improvised a plan so easily.

“If everyone is on board with that, let’s get moving.”

***

Alex’s head perked up when he felt a tap on his shoulder from Silva, and understood what it meant. Being the day after the hunting decision, it wasn’t even the afternoon when Ruby had apparently found something that was a Fiavus. They immediately stopped after finding a small clearing nearby and placed down any unnecessary weight before heading off. 

North took one last look at Alex before he left. It didn’t feel hateful, angry, or even sad. It was just a look of disappointment, of an emptiness that Alex knew he was the cause of. Alex wanted to put him at fault, to shift the blame onto the Corithian and say that his actions were in good faith. He didn’t know that anymore, and his doubts of both Silva and North had only grown thicker. 

As they faded into the distance, Alex found himself a comfy area on the ground and threw down one of the wolf pelts, using it as a cover. After planting himself down and crossing his legs, his eyes naturally moved forward, and found themselves resting upon Wanderer. The branded deserter stared at him from his position sitting on a root. His hand was rested on his sheathed blade, which had been placed into the ground and ready to be drawn at any moment.

He was not focused on protecting the supplies or even Sera. No, Wanderer looked at him and him alone. Instead of just leaving the moment to itself, he decided it was best to confront him.

“What’s with the look?” He said, holding his hands in his lap to prevent them from scratching at his rust.

Wanderer, to his surprise, merely shrugged while never moving his hand from his sword. “I’m just watching. You're still considered a risk, both by North and myself. It would tarnish my honor as a warrior for me to leave such things unattended.”

Alex briefly laughed at his retort, donning the smile he used to provide positivity at the camp. Now, this grin took on a mocking form. “Honor? I think you’d given up on Ireborian culture. Last I remembered, the only other Ireborian I know wanted you dead on sight. Maybe I’m not battle crazy enough, but I can’t think of any sane reason to care about honor at this point.” 

Alex could hear the swordsman’s grip tighten around the hilt of his blade, and his once plain face turned into a bitter scowl. “You shouldn’t be one to talk about honor, Nacilian. You betrayed the man who led you out of bondage. The only reason you two  are here is because of his mercy and our desperation.”

“Desperation that could have been avoided.”

Wanderer’s gaze narrowed, and he leaned forward from his seat. There was a good distance between the men, but it felt as though he had just closed that distance in an instant without moving.

“And what makes you think she could have done better, Nacilian?”

Alex’s mind flashed over many memories at once. Sitting with his mage battalion. Orders being shouted at him. Hiding in trenches while dodging burner fire. His first kill on the field, which was celebrated with a night of drinks. 

At the center of every memory on the battlefield was Silva, shining and leading the way through it all. Those in his battalion would lay down their lives for her at an instant, no matter what. She was a person who set an example and pushed forward no matter what. No man or woman was unimportant to her, and she was always able to use their attunements to the best of their abilities.

A true leader, through and through. If it weren’t for the falling of Nacilia, she surely would have climbed through the ranks like the rising star that he knew she was. The willpower to fight was there, and it had resurfaced once again.

Alex trusted North. He believed in Silva.

“She is a leader by trade. North is one by circumstance. One of those has much more experience than the other and is more likely to bring us to victory against our enemy.” His face became resolute as he stared down the Ireborian.

Off to the side, Sera finally took her moment to interject. 

“But not all of us are soldiers. Except for you two and Silva, we all grew up as normal civilians.” She seemed reluctant to look at either of them, instead focusing on the supplies. Alex couldn’t blame her with how heated the tensions had become.

“That’s also part of it. She had military experience, while North has nothing except for stupid grit and a hell of a lot of luck.”

Actually, with the hellhole that we’re stuck in, that luck part is debatable.

He shook off the extraneous thought. Wanderer simply kept scowling at him, although the right side of his lips seemed to curl into what must have been the tiniest of grins.

“But she’s not someone who could work with people like us. She’s used to leading Nacilians, and only Nacilians. That experience doesn’t just suddenly translate to a bunch of slaves.”

He bit his lip in frustration. 

“If you want to hate me for it, go ahead. I truly believe that we would be in a better situation if Silva was-”

Reality stopped. And then it hit.

Hate.

A sensation like a heartbeat permeated through Alex's body, filling up his veins and coursing through the entirety of his body. Pure, primal hatred that permeated through the air. It stirred in their hearts and stomachs in a torrent of bloodlust and rage. All of them were feeling it, even the unattuned Ireborian. 

The ire of the forest moved through the air. Although it held no tangible form, they could sense it flow in the same direction the hunting party had gone. No words were spoken, yet the three of them knew exactly what this sensation meant.

A rule had been broken, and the forest was going to punish them for their sins.

            

    
        Chapter 71: The Second Sin

    
    
    
    
                As we made our way through the forest, I could feel Silva’s gaze burning into my neck. The hunting plan had taken into account the abilities of everyone in our group, not as much the actual relationships we had with each other. A small part of me hoped that Silva understood this and didn’t think I was just torturing her through my company.

Ruby was in front of me, currently carried by Mell as she whispered quiet directions into his ear every time they spotted something. Watching them work in near perfect unison was a great distraction from the threatening aura of both Silva and the forest. We were extremely lucky that Sera’s guess about the wolves was correct, as none of us directly felt the forest’s ire after we left the bodies behind. While I didn’t discuss it, it did bring up some thoughts about how the mana worked as a whole. If Elm had been here, I’d probably be discussing it with him and watching him slowly die inside. 

I hope he’s ok.

It wasn’t something I could think about now. No, it was more accurate to say that it was something I was avoiding thinking about. Thinking about my mentor’s safety would only make the weight of how fucked we were heavier.

Instead, I simply kept my eyes on Mell’s back as he led us forward past trees and smaller shrubs. The bushes weren’t as common as the trees, but they tended to be extremely thorny and were hard to traverse around. Every time we ran into a large patch, we had to detour for a good bit. However, seeing Ruby consistently whisper in his ear told me that we were on the right track.

As we weaved through more trees, Mell’s movements slowed and he eventually turned back to us, giving me a very giddy thumbs up. As Ruby jumped off of his back, something in the air began to shift. The soft wind of the winter chill had stopped and the air around us had become stagnant. Ruby opened her eyes as a prideful grin came across her face.

“This should cut out most of the noise, but it’s probably best if we stay quiet. There’s three fiavus in the clearing just up ahead. I think they’re grazing. North, what are we thinking?”

“I’ll head up with Silva and give her some cover. After the last fight, I’ve been feeling slightly more confident with my light attunement. You two keep an eye out for anything.” I took a scan of everyone in the circle and saw that Silva’s scowl had only grown thicker. “According to Sera, we can only kill adults, so avoid any of the tiny ones. Got it, Silva?”

She gave me a reluctant nod, and I extended out my hand.

“I’m not carrying you.” She stated flatly.

Right, that.

“I just need your hand. As long as their viewpoint is only in a single direction, I can cover us pretty well.”

She appeared to be dying inside as she slowly grasped onto my palm, then strengthened her grip tightly. 

“Alright. Let’s get this done.”

We began to sneak, crouched down low as we made our way in the direction Ruby pointed us towards. After only a moment, we saw the three Fiavus.

They were similar in build to Strigs, but a slight bit smaller and more narrow. They weren’t the same red color, and were instead a mix of brown and yellow with some white fur on their underside. Their horns were forward facing and looked much sharper than any of the strigs I had seen before, and were clearly intended as weapons against predators. 

There was one large one and two of them which were noticeably smaller. Just from how they were interacting with each other, it seemed as though this was the mother and these were their children. The largest one also had an engorged stomach, which looked bizarre.

I tightened my grip on Silva’s palm and pointed to her in the direction of the largest Strig. She leaned in close to me and mouthed “Get us closer”.

I focused and extended my hands out forward, feeling the light that was in front of me. With a simple ask, I had it refract away the light from that direction and create a shield of visibility. All that the deer would see was the rest of the forest, not us. It might look weird, but it was better than nothing. As we inched closer to the fiavus eating some of the grass, I saw its ears twitch slightly and its head rise upwards. Both of us stopped in our tracks, barely breathing to hide our presence. Strigs weren’t known for their hearing, but they were known for how fast they could run. If the fiavus was the same or even faster, scaring it meant we were screwed. 

After what felt like an eternity standing still, the fiavus went back to eating. We both took a very quiet sigh of relief and got closer until Silva squeezed on my hand to stop me. We shuffled over to hide behind a dense tree and prepare to attack. Silva looked down at her hands, and water began to form beneath them. After a few seconds, I could see the water begin to take a more pointed shape and start to freeze over into a solid object. I’d seen other water mages create ice blades, including that one I killed, but Silva seemed especially efficient at it.

She peeked out from the tree with the ice blade left suspended in midair and began to slow her breath. I could feel each second pass by as she aimed up her shot, until it finally launched. The ice whistled as it flew directly into the underbelly of the fiavus, piercing the lungs and heart of the creature. As soon as the ice blade finished its flight, the creature collapsed onto the ground. The other fiavus quickly ran off into the woods as we got up from our position and made our way over to the deceased creature. A quick glance at Silva showed just how much satisfaction this brought her. 

“Still got it…” she silently muttered.

I hadn’t forgiven her yet, and didn’t know if I could forgive her, but seeing her be happy rubbed off.

“Thanks for this. If you protect the body, I’ll grab Mell and we can start carrying this back to…”

My words fell to the wind as I felt a sensation welling up in me. In everything. It was the same sensation I had felt not too long ago.

Primal hate. 


It was the sensation that was only felt when you broke a rule in Corith, and I could feel it zeroing in on our location. The trees began to shake and groan as the mana of the forest grew denser or more rage filled. 

“Shit!” Silva yelled, turning in circles to check for any point of attack. “What did we do? What rule did we break?”

I reviewed everything that Sera told us in my head, trying to figure out where we went wrong. We hadn’t destroyed any trees, or started any fires, nor had we wasted food. The fiavus we killed was an adult, so it couldn’t have been that we’d killed a child.

The stomach.

“It was pregnant. That’s why its stomach was so big.” My hands were shaking as the sensation of hate closed in faster and faster.  My hand stretched outwards and grabbed onto Silva’s, dragging her in the direction of our comrades. We needed to get to Mell and Ruby before the punishment was enacted.

I ran as fast as my legs could carry me, not caring what Silva thought. When I finally got to the two, I could see that both of their faces shared the same horror. The sensation had permeated through them as well, just as it had for what must be the entirety of the forest. 

“The fiavus was pregnant. We’ve probably got less than a minute before they start coming after us. Ruby, can you lead us back to the rest of the group?” 

Her head bobbed up and down in response as she lifted herself up to her feet. My heart slowed as the ire of the forest grew closer and closer, until it finally stopped. Part of me thought it had dissipated until I took one look at Silva’s face. It had contorted into a look of horror, as if all of the screams of anger had just entered her head at once. The trees stopped shaking, and the forest fell silent. The wind died down as everything came to a halt. Then, all at once, the ire of the forest returned and wrapped around Silva’s body, emanating in pulses like the beating of a heart.

The location of the sinners had been declared.

The forest once again came alive, and I could hear movement in the distance. Ruby closed her eyes, and I felt the wind change. When she opened them, there was a look of pure horror.

“There’s a lot of them. They’re large, but close to the ground. I think they’re lizards.”

Lizards, but large? I swear I heard something about those in Marlisle, but only briefly. I think they had an E name?

It wasn’t until one of them came bolting towards us from behind a tree that the name came back to my mind.

“Eidgarto.”

***

There were very few stories told about eidgarto, because very few people had encountered them and walked away to tell the tale. They didn’t live on the edge of the forest, but further inside. To encounter one, you’d already have to have broken a rule and survived the first punishment. All that was known is that they were faster than any creature that size should be capable of. 

Worst of all, it appeared that every story that I had been told about eidgarto as a child wasn’t an exaggeration, because the one that was making its way towards Silva was moving faster than a strig.

As the eidgarto got closer, its jaws began to open to reveal dozens of sharp teeth ready to rip into flesh. Before it could make contact, another blur entered my sight. Mell had bolted from Ruby’s side and had his foot raised above the creature’s body. With the entire force of his being, he slammed his foot into the middle of the eidgarto before it could even react to his presence. As he came down on its spine, I could hear a sickening crunch. His foot came down with such power that it looked as though he might tear the beast in two. When he raised up his foot, he turned back to Ruby who was already pointing in the direction to head.

Silva was still frozen in place. I grabbed tightly on her hand and pulled.

“We need to go!”

And so, we ran. As I followed behind Ruby and Mell, I could hear the eidgarto coming our way. Their footsteps shook the ground as dozens of them came in our direction. These creatures weren’t normally pack hunters, but they all had the unified mission of killing us. 

I knew I needed to do something to either slow them down. Making Silva invisible wouldn’t work. Something in my gut told me that the ire of the forest made it impossible to hide. I turned my hand backwards and focused a blast of light behind me, hoping that blinding them would slow them down. I could hear some of their footsteps stumble or become erratic, but many of them continued at their rapid pace. 

Do we keep running or try to hold them off?

We couldn’t run forever, and all we were doing was bobbing and weaving through trees with the vain hope that they wouldn’t catch up before we found a position to fight. As I ran and thought about how screwed we were, I felt Silva’s grip slip out of my hand. She moved over to my right to circle around a nearby tree. Soon after, the horde of eidgarto followed this change in path and shifted to the right. 

They only care about Silva. 

In that singular moment, she’d given me a clue on how we could survive the punishment. If she was their target, that meant that we could control them. Looking ahead of me, I realized that we had all the abilities we needed to stop the horde. 

“Mell! Take Silva and throw her up into a tree with a high branch that can hold her!”

“What?” Silva exclaimed.

“Can do sir!”

Mell slowed down his run slightly to grab onto Silva’s upper arm, almost seeming to drag her forward. Even with the extra weight of Silva he was pulling along, his speed remained unchanged. After searching the treeline for a bit, he found a tree that looked good enough and extended his grip around Silva’s body. Grabbing her below her hips, he steadied himself and launched her upwards. Silva barely managed to grab onto the tree as she reached her apex, and had to reorient herself to sit on the branch. 

“What was that for!”

“We don’t have time. Silva, can you freeze water after you’ve spread it out over a large distance?” I had to crane my neck upwards to look up at her while talking. Time was running out before they caught up to us.

“Yes, I can.” She looked slightly irritated that I might have doubted her abilities.

“Good. Get as much water as you can, then use it to cover as many of the eidgarto as possible. It doesn’t need to completely freeze them, only cover them in some of the ice. The three of us will hold them off until then.”

“You can’t seriously think you can fight that many of them. There’s got to be at least twenty of them on our trail!”

Hearing that, I couldn’t help but smile. “We don’t need to. Some of them might attack us, but you proved that they only really care about you. If you don't want to die, start working.”

The lizards weren’t just going to wait, and they finally descended upon us. Over a dozen of them ran directly at the tree Silva was on, clawing at the bark to attempt to climb upwards. Eventually, some of the horde stopped as they noticed our presence and began to attack. 

As one of them dove near me, I could finally get a good look at it. It’s verdant green scales were lined with black stripes that went along its body, tracing from its head to its thick tail. The black beady eyes showed no emotion, only pure primal instinct and the desire to tear me apart. Mid-jump, I could see it start to slow down. A strong wind was pushing it away, and allowed for Mell to close in and punch the creature. His fist landed directly next to its left eye, cracking the skull and immediately killing it. While he could actually kill them, I could probably deter them with mana. I saw one of them coming near me and quickly focused as much pure mana from my palms and out towards the eidgarto. I could see something in them shift as they came to face the same level of mana that one would get from standing next to magore, and it clearly made them uncomfortable. It was enough of an opening for a rock, picked up from the ground by Ruby, to be launched directly into them. It didn’t kill them, but the rock burrowed directly into the lizard’s eye. It backed off, moving away from me and seemed to focus more on trying to get at Silva.

“How are we doing?” I yelled upwards, seeing a large orb of water floating above my head.

“Almost there!”

I didn’t know how long we could hold for, as more of them appeared to be switching attention from Silva to us. One minor blessing of the situation was the fact that the eidgarto weren’t pack hunters. Even though they had been summoned as a group, they weren’t coordinated. As one came close to Ruby, Mell had gone in for another punch. As he moved his body forward, one of the eidgarto leaped forward and clamped itself onto his left arm. Although it seemed ready to completely tear through his flesh, it almost looked stuck as it got lifted in the air. Mell took his other hand and placed it around the creature’s head, crushing it inside of his palm before tossing the corpse away. The one that he had gone to attack continued to move closer, and I knew that I was the only one who could take real action. 

I dove forward with my hands outstretched. I was channeling as much mana through them as possible, trying to shape it outwards like a blade. Stretching out my consciousness with such a pure force of nature strained my mind. The more I strained, the more I could see the blue light begin to take shape. My hand eventually reached the eidgarto, which had begun to open its maw for me. 

With all of my mental strength, I extended the blade out further beyond my hand and watched as its movements began to falter. The open maw fell closed as the wave of mana overwhelmed its systems. My body hit the ground with a thud before quickly scampering back to my feet.

“Ready!” Silva yelled from up above.

“Got it! Everyone, huddle together. Ruby, I need you to shield us from the water!”

She nodded as we all gathered around Mell, and the wind soon shifted to cover us from above. Just as it did, the massive glob of water that had been building from above was finally released. It spread all around us, coating every single eidgarto that was around us. It appeared to shock them, but not stop them in their tracks. 

That was until the water began to freeze and solidify, turning into ice. If their eyes could bulge, it certainly would as they struggled to deal with this sudden lack of heat. 

Eidgarto were, like any lizard, cold blooded. The forest wasn’t too cold in the winter and rarely snowed, so their bodies weren’t used to ice. The freezing eidgarto looked lethargic as they struggled to make any movement. These horrors of the forest were rendered to easy kills. Some of them even appeared to be slinking away, hoping to find a safe location where they could recuperate from the cold. 

“You can come down now. I think the punishment should be over soon once we finish off the rest of them or the forest moves on.”

Silva looked rather doubtful from her spot in the tree. “Are you sure about that?”

“Nope. But I’ve got a good sense of it from what’s happened to us so far.” I said with a wide grin. She motioned to Mell, who caught her when she hopped down from the branch. 

“Thank you, North. You two as well.”

She’s thanking me?

“No problem.” I couldn’t name the emotion welling up in my chest, but it certainly wasn’t pride. “Let’s get to work. Who knows, maybe we can eat them?”

Mell raised up his hand, and I noticed it was the same one which had a bite mark on it. “Sir, shouldn’t we go back and grab the fiavus?”

Right, we didn’t want to get a penalty for wasting food. That was a rule that we especially didn’t want to break, as the forest would try to outright starve us to death. 

“Sure. After we finish off the rest of them and I heal your arm, we’ll grab it. Everyone else, carry back an eidgarto with you. With how large these things are and the fiavus is, we should be eating good for a while.”

I wiped some of the dirt that caked my body before stretching my limbs. All of the tension, both literal and figurative, had dissipated. All we had to do from this point was clean up our mess and get ourselves back to the rest of the group.

We’d broken not one, but two rules and survived. Although I could feel a layer of confidence building up in my chest, I knew that whatever followed would be far worse.

            

    
        Chapter 72: A Noble's Death

    
    
    
    
                David found the execution of a noble rather odd whenever he decided to truly think about the occasion. For one, himself and all the other nobles had to dress in their best attire possible. This was because an execution was treated with the same decorum as a funeral. One was supposed to be respectful of the dead, even though this event was for a person who was not yet deceased. David was very aware of the fact that Orven was basically a walking corpse, but he especially found the idea of giving him respect inane. 

It was another layer of tradition that stifled progress, but at least this one didn’t cause him as much back pain. 

The mantle he wore today was one of the most important ones. A long red cloak which covered down to his ankles. As it was winter attire, it had a fur trim to help keep him warm. Upon his back was the insignia of the empire, colored in red, black and brown. The colors of blood and earth- The two things Arlin had been founded upon.. Beneath he was wearing a white buttoned shirt with gold highlights on each button, and black trousers. On top of his head rested the crown, a piece rarely ever seen outside of the royal court. It was a simple golden circlet, lacking any adornments other than the royal seal placed at the front. To onlookers, it seemed as though a soft light like that of a distant candle permeated around his body at all times whenever he put on the full royal attire.

Next to him stood Erin, wearing a long dark red dress, the hem flowing down all the way to her ankles. On her back was the royal insignia, a symbol designating her as one of the emperor’s personal staff. Her bare arms shivered with every gust of winter air that passed them by. David knew that she hated this dress more than any other piece in her wardrobe, but as long as the two of them wanted to get rid of corruption, she was going to be forced to suffer in this attire. 

The two of them stood side by side, staring at the stairs that led up to the royal court and the room of Orven’s execution. The sunless sky, covered in dark clouds felt fitting for the occasion. 

“How bad do you think the retaliation is going to be?” Erin leaned forward to look at his stoic facade. In truth, he felt a range of emotions, the most prominent of which being rage.

“It doesn’t matter. We’ll beat them at every step.” He took a deep breath, and made his way up the stairs flanked by his retinue of guards. 

“You still plan on seeing him?” She asked him, making sure to emphasize each and every word. David understood her trepidation. Orven was, even now, a dangerous man. His death was getting rid of a problem, but that would likely lead to another cascade of issues. 

David nodded, still holding his mask of resolve. “I need to. I have a feeling the finality of the situation might give me a chance to learn something. I highly doubt their plans start and end with Roland.”

“Fine. Bring me with you.”

He’d heard this request a few times by now, albeit with different people. He’d turned her down, but this time felt different.

“Are you sure? He’s not the prettiest sight currently.” He briefly grimaced thinking about how disheveled the man looked after spending two days without sleep. The mind that he had cherished was dulled and easily molded. Orven would have confessed to those crimes whether they were true or not, just as long as they could allow him to sleep. 

“Yes. I won’t allow you to screw this one up.” She patted him on the back, right on top of the royal seal. 

David and his advisor finally reached the doors of the court and took a collective breath. They felt the cold winter air sting their lungs before entering the den of their closest enemies.

***

On a map of the capital, the court existed directly east of the royal palace where the Emperor lived and did most of his work. Its opulence was of similar scale to that of the palace, and it had grown more so over time. David saw the beauty of the palace as a necessary, albeit overemphasized, element to its function. The Empire needed to portray strength, skill, and sophistication, and the palace exuded that to any foreign visitor. On the other hand, the royal court’s opulence existed for purely selfish reasons. 

No foreign dignitary or normal citizen would ever enter the court. Any policy proposed by them would go either directly to David, one of the governors, or the court to be decided upon. It existed purely for the nobles and policy makers of the Empire, and no one else. Thus, having the opulence of a location such as the palace was not necessary to its function. 

A location made specifically for nobles would be expected to be pretty, but the court itself had thrown out the idea of pragmatism and gone with sheer and utter decadence. Gold was regularly used to highlight the marble walls, and the pillars that held up its high ceiling in the entrance were delicately engraved with what must have been years of craftwork for each individual pillar. Paintings and sculptures lined the walls, depicting members of the court alive and dead and several important moments in Arlinian history. 

The building’s design was split up into four parts- The entrance, the northern rotunda, and two wings to the east and west. The entrance had almost as high of a ceiling as that of the throne room, and showed off much of the empire’s wealth in grand displays. Before normal court sessions, members would often converse with each other in the grand hall as they waited for all the necessary parties to arrive.

The wings each had a different purpose. The western one was made up of a wide selection of various meeting rooms where court members could discuss policy or make agreements in an enclosed location without the prying eyes of the entire court. Minor deals or compromises that were made between different lords or nobles happened there. David rarely entered that side, as very few of them saw it fit to invite the emperor to such a private setting rather than force him to deal with the entirety of the court.

The east was a massive lounge, made for court members to relax and interact casually. Chefs, servants, and any role necessary to please the nobles was filled and ready. After a session, most of the court would go there to relax, eat, drink, and converse with the others in a setting that removed much of the tension. 

The rotunda was the actual court and was where sessions took place. Once entered, one would find themselves encircled by rows upon rows of seats on all sides surrounding the center stage. The ceiling was a mix of glass and murals depicting the final battle of the first campaign. At the end of it, across from the entrance way, sat the emperor. It had a small empty area around it where a few personal guards and any advisor would stand. The emperor was the sole person allowed to have personal guard inside of the court, with all of the other guards being hired and specifically managed under Vyris jurisdiction. Outside of the personal retinue for the Emperor, being a guard in the royal court was one of the most vetted positions in the Empire. David had to make sure that these guards were almost as incorruptible as his own, for fear that the court members may abuse them as leverage against another in the making of a decision. 

All of these areas were heavily adorned with presentations of wealth, often donated by members of the court. The eastern wing held a trove of rare and expensive items that were displayed throughout to build the atmosphere. The only object he actually appreciated there was the oldest written form of poetry to be preserved to the modern day, written in the predecessor language for Morathin. He wished to one day take it and place it in a modern gallery for the people of Arlin to see, but the avarice of the court prevented such charity. 

However, there existed one hidden location in the royal court. Through a passageway in the east wing, one could enter an area beneath the central rotunda. It was the only part of the building that lacked the same overwhelming opulence as the rest, for the nobles had little reason to do such a thing there. Rather, very few of them were even able to spend much time there. Without the permission of an emperor, no one was able to freely enter it. Those who guarded and maintained it were specifically chosen by Erin herself, and were some of the most well trained individuals in the entire empire. 

Inside lay two features. The first, and most prominent, was the library of every single recorded session in the court. The scribes were rather scrupulous and made sure not a single detail was missed. If any of this information got out, it could hold heavy sway over events in the nation. Not only were regular policy decisions made in the court, but decisions about relevant wars. 

The second, and the one that David was currently heading to, was a holding chamber for those who were about to be executed by the hands of the court.

***

David and his advisor stood side by side in front of a heavy iron door, followed closely by only a small handful of guards. Inside, he could hear Orven softly humming to himself. Whatever tune he was humming, he was terribly off key. After the door was unlocked, they stepped inside and closed the door behind him. 

The room was made of stone cobble bricks, cracked and degraded by age. It was about the size of David’s bathroom. On the far end leaning up against the wall was Orven, dressed in his finest attire. He looked gaunt and completely ungroomed, his eyes sunken far back in his skull. His proud gut which once jutted outwards had shrunken from starvation. He truly looked like the last dying embers of what used to be a proud man.

“Come to mock me in my final hours, young emperor?” His dry voice echoed in the small chamber.

“Quite the contrary, Minister Orven. I’ve come here to help you complete some of your unfinished business.” David replied, forcing himself to maintain eye contact with the disheveled man.

Orven clicked his tongue in rebuttal, sending a small shiver down Erin’s spine.

“You’re desperate.”

If it weren’t for the fact the man was about to die, David would have punched him in the jaw. 

“Young emperor, I see the path you are headed on. It is not one I relish for the empire.” He shifted his eyes over to Erin. “Although I doubt that you haven’t considered many of the issues I imagine arising from such a thing. Your advisor is quite good at her job, after all.”

“Don’t bring her into this. This is about you and me.”

Orven, rather infuriatingly, clicked his dry tongue once again. “Oh, we all know that’s not true. I’d say that this beautiful lady is very much part of the picture.”

In the way that you and your cohorts would love to kill her?

“Let’s not dance around the most important subject, no? You want information on anyone I might have been working with in relation to the death of Minister Roland, correct?” He said, crossing his arms. “I don’t have anyone to tell you about. After all, I admitted to these crimes under duress. Speaking of, I never understood why criminals were so loose lipped after spending time in that room until I experienced it myself. Lack of sleep does things to the mind that I wouldn’t dare wish upon others. You, on the other hand, seem willing to throw that punishment around without a care.”

Orven was, even in the worst situation possible, smug. It was an attitude that infuriated David to no end. As he prepared to make a more aggressive rebuttal, he felt Erin grab his hand. When he looked at her face, he could tell that she was worried. She turned back to Orven and cleared her throat.

“Our research into you proved that you were the only one with enough connections to potentially pull off a hit on Roland with as many degrees of separation that it required, and your faction would align with the motivations for such an action. Our claims are not baseless as you suggest. However, I believe I speak for Emperor Arlin when I say that we don’t want to incriminate innocents. Your actions here could either be the start of a better future for the rest of the court, or the beginning of easily preventable violence. For all of your crimes, you have the chance to do something good.”

Orven paused for a moment. The two thought he might be considering his options. Finally, he began to laugh. On and on, he laughed in their faces. Even though it looked like it hurt just from the simple action, he kept laughing anyway. When he finally stopped, he tried wiping non-existent tears from his eyes.

“You two are adorable. Still holding onto the stories of valor and progress you were told as children, never once thinking that the reason things are the way they are is because of efficiency and not out of willful stagnation. You run and fight against honored tradition like it is a poison in our veins, rather than something which holds the constitution of this empire together.”

“The policies set up during the third’s reign are setting us up for economic and political disaster. I’m trying to avert that.” He stepped forward to impose over the shriveled man. Despite this, it seemed to do nothing to Orven’s confidence.

“You act like we’re not aware of this? Young emperor, Arlin will survive through any hardship that buffoon’s actions might bring upon us. You do remember that I was one of the original supporters of your rise to the throne, correct?”

He nodded and felt the crown move slightly on his head. “I do. Which is why I think you should share any information that might be pertinent to the Empire’s survival.”

Orven sighed, his hand reaching to his pocket. David was about to raise his fists until he realized all he was pulling out was a timekeeper.

How the hell did he get his hands on that here?

“My, how time flies. Shouldn’t be long before the event, it seems.”

“All the more reason to start talking.” By now, it felt like he was yelling at a wall to do the same thing.

Orven put away the timekeeper and gave the pair a disturbing grin. “Fine. I’ll humor you.”

“You’ll tell us who you worked with?” Erin asked, pulling out her notebook.

“No.” He stated matter of factly. “I’m giving you something better. Consider it advice from a dying man, or perhaps a warning of sorts.”

Orven moved away from the wall and walked forwards towards the two of them, standing directly in front of the emperor with his hands directly behind his back.

“I’d suggest you both be very careful from here on out. Miss Erin, I trust you already understand the dangers you place yourself in. Straying too far from your liege will put you at quite a risk. And to you, young Arlin.” His eyes narrowed, and the atmosphere in the room shifted. “The crown provides many protections, some of which you have grown very accustomed to. Take this as a warning when I say that you are far from untouchable. There are some dangers that not even the blood of the first can save you from, now more than ever.”

There was a deep chill to these words, and David felt for the first time in their entire conversation that Orven was speaking in complete truth. 

“That is all. I do hope you will give me the honors of a good execution. I promise that my final words will be brief, and that I won’t deviate from the script. I’d hate to damage your reputation than you already have done so yourself. Please, take care.” He straightened himself out and patted down his body, trying to remove any stains or such that would damage his image. Even on the chopping block, he believed in being presentable. 

“I’ll take those words to heart.” David said as he opened the metal door and started to walk out with Erin. 

“I pray you do, David.”

***

The court was separated in a few different ways, most notably by factions. Closest to David’s seat was the Imperialos Faction, which were supporters of him and his decisions almost unanimously. They were his closest allies in the court and were those he tended to rely on the most when it came to court politics. Most of them were younger members who followed his progressive policy measures, although rarely to the same degree. On the far end sat the Eternos faction, the most radical group who emphasized putting more power into the courts and removing swathes of power from the emperor, along with giving more independence to local governments. There were even a few odd nobles in the faction which supported a system where the governors of different territories would be voted into power by the overall populace, rather than decided upon by the court and emperor. They were obviously laughed off as fools, but the Eternos faction humored them in exchange for their votes.

The rest of the court had a variety of major focuses in policy. The Lagios faction to his left pushed for more power to be allocated to the governors, but maintained that the current power structure in Arlin was fine. Their views were moderately progressive and were mostly on the side of David when it came to martial acts. Farther on the left side sat the Cordaos faction, which was also in support over more gubernatorial power, but were relatively moderate and focused more on economic policy than any sort of social reform. David had been able to wrangle them in the past, but they could easily end up siding with the more conservative factions if they saw an opportunity.

The factions on the right tended to be the most antagonistic. The Morathos faction to his right was, as the name suggested, mostly made up of Morathinian nobles and had policies based around that nation. They supported power being centered around the court and the emperor, but were advocating for policy that either took inspiration from old Morathin practices. Finally, there was the faction that Orven was tied to, and it was the largest faction in the court- The Arlios faction. They were conservatives who pushed against much of his progressive policy and preferred giving control to the court in much of their matters. Fiscally conservative felt like an understatement in many regards when it came to describing Arlios. The Eternos faction had, by this point, been made subservient to their whims whenever it came to pushing against the emperor. Out of all of the people in the court who he would love to get rid of, they were at the top of his list. 

There existed some sub-factions in between these major groups, but these six factions held the majority of the power. In total, three hundred and forty eight ministers made up the court, with twenty eight of them being personal staff of David. The number had been diminished to three hundred and forty seven very recently, and it would temporarily drop down to three hundred and forty six this afternoon. 

There was fervent discussion in the rotunda as the members of the court filed in and took their seats, with many of them giving small glances at the unwavering Emperor. No distinct emotion was on his face, and they were left only to guess what was going on inside his head.

Currently, David was stuck ruminating on Orven’s words and seething with frustration. Not only had he not gotten any info out of him, he’d been given an ominous warning that suggested there were others in his court who had malicious plans for him. A naive part of him hoped Orven was simply toying with him. 

The murmur eventually died down to a whisper as everyone took their seats. The doors to the room closed, which were the sign that the meeting had finally begun. David stood up from his seat and cleared his throat for the speech Erin had prepared for him.

“Members of the court. Today I bring you news that is both good and bad. Not too long ago, we lost Minister Roland after a terrorist shot and killed him while upon the Iron Snake. I was there when he died, and on that day I swore to bring those who caused it to justice. As of today, I can proclaim that this resolve has come to fruition. After an extensive investigation, we found the culprit who called the hit on my friend’s life.” David took a pause for dramatic effect, as well as to take a breath. “Some of you may notice that there is currently a missing member of our court. That is because the individual who is responsible for the death of Transport Minister Roland is Orven Laurian.”

There was a collective murmur as the crowd reacted to the information. All of them had known that this was coming, but hearing it from the Emperor’s mouth held power. 

“This action is not one that I relish. I am aware of Minister Orven’s importance to the Arlios faction, and I understand the effect this will have on his family. However, a crime such as this cannot go unpunished. An empire that allows for a criminal such as him to sit in the halls of its highest institution is one not deserving of respect. Today, we are here to see him face justice while giving him the chance to speak some final words to the members of the court. Please, open the doors.”

The two doors made of Corithian wood opened and Orven stepped inside. He held his head high and made sure to maintain composure with each and every step. On his sides were two men dressed in hooded black robes, one holding a basket and the other holding a chopping block. Behind him was the executioner, a man in red robes carrying a large sword at his hip. Under his hood, the executioner wore a mask which obscured his face. The executioner’s identity was hidden to protect him from retaliation by vengeful parties. 

As he made his way to the center of the rotunda, Orven looked in every direction other than David. 

Guess he’s done caring about me. This is his time to say goodbyes to the court, after all.

The chopping block was placed down in front of him along with the basket. Orven took another look around and cleared his throat before giving his final words.

“My fellow members of the court. I apologize for meeting you in such a sorry state, and that I must say goodbye. I do hope my passing will not put too much of a burden on others, especially my family.” He took a brief pause. David noticed something different in his voice in how much clearer it was, which suggested someone must have given him some water. “My actions are regrettable. Detestable, even. But in these tumultuous times, I would like to emphasize unity and stability over anything else.”

His eyes finally turned to David, and he could almost see a smile come across the decrepit man’s lips. 

“I am sorry for your loss, and know how you must feel towards me. I hope that those feelings don't hurt your reign as Emperor in the future. May Arlin’s future be bright, and may all of us prosper.”

With those final words he leaned down and placed his head on the block, giving David a direct look at his balding head. David turned to the executioner who was awaiting his command and gave him a nod.

Now unsheathed, the executioner’s blade shone in the light of the sun as it was raised up high. There was little sound, as it seemed everyone was holding their breath.

The blade descended and landed directly onto Orven’s neck, slicing through it like butter. After only a second, the decapitated head of Orven Laurian toppled into the basket. One of the executioner’s assistants rushed to cover up the wound with a cloth to stop the bleeding, while another began to clean up the blood that had dripped onto the floor.

“May he rest in peace.” He said solemnly as more individuals came in to clean up the corpse and remove it from the stage.

May his torment be unending.

David was far from a spiritual man, yet this desire for the man’s afterlife to be eternal suffering lingered in his mind. 

“That is all for today. Food will be served in the east wing if you wish to stay and mingle with your fellow court members. The next session will occur two weeks from now. Thank you for your time, and you are all dismissed.”

As the members of the court shuffled out of their seats, they continued to discuss the day’s events and other topics on their minds. Much of the melancholy dissipated along with Orven’s corpse, which was now in a casket and would be buried in the following days. 

“You stuck to the script.” Erin said, leaning over to whisper to him.

“As did he, for the most part. I truly expected him to pull out one final slight.” He let out a small groan as he sat up from his seat, brushing off his mantle. “Now that he’s gone, I’m sure the others will begin to rear their heads.”

Erin looked deep into his eyes and, like usual, could tell something was wrong.

“You’re still thinking about what he said.” She sighed as she pulled out her notebook, upon which she had transcribed his words. “He was being vague. Probably just trying to scare you or something.”

David shook his head and once again felt the crown shift, causing him to correct it. “A man like Orven doesn’t do things like that. He’ll lie to my face but he’s also not one to mince words. I’d be a fool not to take his warning at face value.”

‘Some dangers that not even the blood of the first can protect me from’ can’t be a scare tactic. It’s too specific.

“Fine. We can ruminate on that later once we’ve headed back to the palace. Plus, I’ve got some good news about that slave revolt you’ve been losing sleep over.” She flipped over a few pages in her notebook and smiled, and David felt some of the tension melt away. 

As the two of them began walking out of the rotunda and towards their carriage, David asked the question he’d asked himself so many times before.

“Where would I be without you?”

Erin looked at him with a devilish grin.

“Dead.”

***

Somewhere in the underbelly of Duskarna, Nadia was alone in a cage. It was narrow, and the most she could do was sit on her knees and listen to muffled conversations in the near distance. Her back itched. The scars always itched. Her bound hands and small cell didn’t allow her to scratch it. 

He called it a tree. She didn’t think it looked like a tree, or anything at all. It wasn’t something that should be given any form or meaning other than years upon years of suffering. A simple brush against that web of scars brought back memories of each and every single lashing, all of them layered upon each other at the same time. 

She was in a place she’d been in once before. An auction house. She’d never expected to end up here once again. He’d told her that she’d end up as part of the family’s retinue of personal attendants, even after his passing. He said that his kids loved her. They did not. Now she was being sold again, and she had no idea who it would be. Maybe they would be worse than that man. Maybe they would be better. She didn’t know what better would mean, but she hoped they would be better.

She didn’t know how long she waited, but eventually a man came in. He was big and had the same skin color as her, but he didn’t have her eyes. He spoke only one word to her as he unlocked the cage.

“Come.” His voice was gravelly and tired. A look at his neck told her that he was a lot like her. His mark looked a little different though, and a lot more faded.

She followed him onto the stage, where she had to readjust her eyes. It was a lot brighter than the room she was kept in. When she looked at the crowd, she saw them giving a wide variety of reactions to her. She was clothed this time in a few rags, which was better than the last auction. That didn’t matter. She stood side by side with the auctioneer, who looked very happy as he pulled out a sheet of paper. 

“This is Nadine.”

It looked like they decided to use the name that the other auctioneer had given her again. She didn’t believe it sounded any better than her real name, but she didn’t have much of a choice. 

“She is eighteen, and comes from the land of Uril.”

She was not eighteen. She was sixteen. Last time she’d been sold they were accurate about her age, but it appeared they wanted her to be older this time.

“And, most notably, she was previously owned by Minister Orven Laurian, a member of the Royal Court.”

A wave of surprise and intrigue swept through the crowd. Nadia didn’t like that her previous owner was one of the major selling points. The man went on to list a few other selling points, then had her turn around to show her entire body. She wasn’t listening, and she didn’t like looking at the crowd. Whenever possible, she stared at her feet. 

Then the bidding happened. A lot of numbers flew by in various amounts of lin. She didn’t listen to the numbers, but she had the feeling they were bigger than last time. After only a minute, the yelling of numbers stopped and the man declared the winner. The large man came back and led her down to the crowd to meet the new person who would have her as property. The person, who was a woman, was wearing a veil. She was the same height as Nadia, who was considered small. The only detail she could make out was the woman’s dark blue hair, which fell past her shoulders and close to the middle of her back. After being handed the key, she unlocked the cuffs around Nadia’s hands.

“Come along now dear.” the lady said in a sickly sweet voice. She followed her until they made their way to the desk, where the woman put a number of pieces of paper in front of the clerk and then continued walking. When they made it outside, it was raining out. The woman grabbed onto Nadia’s hand and quickened her pace, running to a nearby carriage and hopping inside. 

As they did, the lady took a big sigh of relief and removed her veil. She had a very young face fitting of her size, and was probably only a few years older than Nadia. Her porcelain white skin and softer features looked like that of a doll’s.

She was smiling, her green eyes wide with joy as she studied Nadia.

“What’s your name?” She asked, once again a sickly sweet voice. It made more sense now seeing how she looked.

“Nadine.”

The lady shook her head. “No, your real name.”

After a brief pause, she answered.

“Nadia.”

The young woman looked aghast. “Nadia? That’s a much better name than Nadine. From here on out, I demand you use your real name. Ok?”

She nodded, then meekly asked “What’s your name?” to the lady. A wide bubbly smile came across her face.

“My name is Ashley Garcia Pluma Allena, second heir of the Allena oligarchs. Pleasure to make your acquaintance.”

            

    
        Chapter 73: Break At The Brook

    
    
    
    
                “I don’t think I can eat any more eidgarto for the rest of my life.” admitted Ruby, rubbing her stomach. “How much more do we have left?”

I stared back into the bag made out of fiavus pelt and let out a groan. We’d been eating eidgarto meat for the past four days along with the fiavus and white thorns. My early theory that the deadlier creatures were the better tasting ones, while not applicable to shade wolves, definitely applied to eidgarto. 

“About two meal’s worth.” I looked up at the sky through the treeline and could see the sun had started its descent. “Didn’t you say you were rethinking our schedule?”

Ruby nodded and grinned. Talking about maps and cartography certainly brightened her mood.

“We’ve been here for eight days, but I think we can safely get out in only four more days if we continue our detour to the west. The map doesn’t show any of the geography inside the deeper forest, but it looks like doing that should allow us to hit the lake sooner than later. It’ll probably take a day to get to the camp once we hit the lake, but at least we’ll be out.”

“We get to spend less time in the forest,” said Silva dejectedly “and get to take a good swim in the lake after that.”

She paused momentarily, then surveyed the entire group. “Wait, who else here can swim?”

Alex, Sera and Wanderer all raised their hands. Mell seemed ashamed of the fact he couldn’t swim as his shoulders slumped until Ruby came along to give him a caring pat on the back.

“That seems about right. Who knows, maybe we can teach you to swim after we liberate the camp.” 

Learning to swim? That wouldn’t hurt.

“I’ll think about that offer. Let’s get moving. Ruby, lead the way.” I stumbled my way to my feet and stretched. 

“Gladly.”

***

We’d only been walking for what might have been a few hours before Ruby suddenly stopped in place, causing me to bump into her back. 

“Enemies?” I whispered into her ear.

She shook her head, causing some of her red tipped hair to slap me in the face. 

“No. Creek.”

Creek?

Ruby trudged forward with a grin on her face before breaking into a sprint. Confused, I began to run after her through the twisting woods until I finally came upon a clearing. It was a little patch of land that the trees seemed to avoid, leaving it open to small shrubbery and high grass. In the center, sitting in a miniature valley of rocks, was the thing Ruby had come running for.

“Oh. A creek.” I stated before laughing. I couldn’t name how long it had been since I’d seen naturally flowing water. The water flow was heading from east to west, cutting directly across our path. Soon, the rest of the group caught up with us, many out of breath.

“Seriously? You made us run for this? I thought we were in danger.” complained Silva in between breaths. I didn’t care about her objections as I noticed Ruby was taking off her shoes and rolling up her already torn up pant legs.

“Ruby, are you actually…” Sera’s protest trailed off as Ruby stepped one foot after another into water. The water only went up to her ankles as it rushed down its soft incline.

“We all smell like shit, and I think all of us need a break. Using Silva’s water isn’t the same as the natural stuff.” She leaned down to splash some of the water onto her face. “We’ve only got a few hours before sunset, so let’s just set up camp here?”

I rubbed my chin thoughtfully. The chance to wash off and relax was tempting, and the fact that my cartographer was suggesting it gave some credibility to the idea.

“Why not? We could all use the break.” I started taking off my shoes and threw them to the side, taking careful steps as I made my way into the water.

Sera still seemed doubtful. “We have no idea if there are any dangers in the water. Haven’t we gotten the lesson at this point that everything here is trying to kill us?”

Ruby gave a casual shrug of indifference before pointing her finger at me. “We’ll be fine if we get hurt. That’s what North is here for.”

“That feels a tad reductive.” I replied as I crouched down to get my face closer to the water.

“I mean, you appear to only find me useful as a cushion.”

“It was one time!”

Ruby’s grin grew wider, and we both began to laugh. Just being in the water seemed to melt the tension away. After splashing my face with water, I once again checked the group to find both Alex and Mell had begun to take off their shoes and walk towards the creek. I stared at the three outliers who looked unwilling to get into the water.

“You coming in or what?”

Sera shook her head and sat on the dirt, placing her pack to the side. “I think I’ll wait to come in. Same for you two?”

“Someone needs to stand guard.” Wanderer said stoically, placing a hand on the hilt of his blade.

I gave in and let them do what they wanted, and began to relax as I messed around in the water, stepping from stone to stone and feeling it race past my feet. It was a wave of nostalgia that almost hurt to experience as I listened to the sounds of the rushing creek and the others moving about in it. I could hear both Ruby and Mell giggling as the two splashed each other with water. Alex was silent, yet one look at his face told me that this experience was liberating. 

Ruby paused abruptly in the middle of messing around with Mell to turn to Sera and asked “So, are we going to talk about her hair?”

Everyone paused to look at Sera who seemed entirely caught off guard. Her long brown hair’s blackened tips had appeared earlier and hadn’t gone away. 

“It’s not like we have to care much about it. I think it looks fine.”

Everyone’s attention immediately turned right back to Ruby and her red tipped hair. It was an odd feature that stood out from her relatively normal brown hair, and it seemed to look the same no matter how long her hair got.

“Ruby, I know we never asked, but why is your hair like that?” I said tepidly, hoping that I wasn’t going to offend.

Ruby grabbed at her locks and ran her fingers through them until she held one of the red tips in front of her face. “Oh this? It’s just an old curse that runs in the family.”

Everyone went silent as we tried to process the several contradictions that had just been shoved in our face and directly down our throats.

“It’s nothing to worry about.”

“Sure…” The word dribbled out of my mouth, as it was the only possible response I could think of.

We continued cleaning our bodies with the creek water until I heard more steps enter the water and saw that Sera had finally given in. A nostalgic smile came across her lips as what must have been dozens of memories dashed through her head.

“Took you long enough.” I said as I stood up from my crouching position. “What made you come in?”

“Peer pressure. Ruby’s suggestion helped a bit as well.” She took careful steps from rock to rock, avoiding the occasional sharp edges which jutted out. “The ire feels a bit weaker here.”

Out of curiosity, I closed my eyes and attempted to attune to the mana in the air. Just as Sera had said, the ire the forest had been constantly emanating at us felt dampened. When I opened them, Sera appeared extremely contemplative.

“You can share your thoughts if you want to. Because you’ve been like this whenever we’ve started talking about the forest and how weird it is.” I stated as I gave my hair one more slick over with the creek water. Ever since Silva had broken a rule, she’d seemed more reserved about discussing it. Any time I had asked her, she said she was trying to figure it out. 

“I know. I’m sorry. At dinner, I can share my thoughts, but they’re not complete.” She rubbed at her chin with her dry hand. “It’s not something we’ve really been focused on, but we need to start planning for the camp raid.”

Ah yeah. The thing we were here for in the first place. 

“It’s been kind of hard to think about. We had to hide from a pack of cassobans yesterday. Still surprised they didn’t see us in our weird group huddle.” I shuddered thinking about the people sandwich that was made as we tried to hide from another cassoban pack. Being crushed by six people while trying to cover them all from sight had given me a headache that lasted until nightfall. “Still wish we could have at least hunted one of them. It would have solved our current food situation.”

“Food…” Sera stared down at the creek as an idea visibly flashed across her face. “Cocerna!”

Cocerna? 

“Didn’t you say those tasted bad?”

“Yeah, but they’re easy to kill and they live near water! I saw so many of them at the lake, so there has to be some near the creek.”

It wasn’t purely sound logic, but I could trust that Sera would be smarter than me in most situations.

“Come on North. I don’t think we can act picky in our current situation.” She admitted with a frown. She was right, like usual.

“Fine. Hopefully Wanderer’s cooking skills are able to make them edible.” I turned my attention away from Sera to the rest of the group. “Who’s up for some frog hunting?”

***

“Yup. They taste like crap.” I stated, the taste of mud hanging in the back of my throat. 

Better than starving, I guess.

The hunting was surprisingly easy, which should have been our first warning. Kocerna were medium sized frogs, about the size of my fist. They were fast, but lightning moved faster. One quick zap from Sera was enough for them to stop moving and for one of us to rush in and grab it. After grabbing ten of the things, we walked back to our camp and left Wanderer with the job of cooking.

“It’s probably a defense mechanism of sorts,” Ruby said as she rubbed at her chin thoughtfully. “If I were a predator, I’d never want to eat this.”

“Is it wrong that I’m wishing for a cassoban to show up so we can cook that instead?” I said after taking another reluctant bite. Both Alex and Silva responded to me with a quick “no”.

Oh yeah, the thing we were supposed to talk about.

“Sera, could you share that theory you were holding out on?”

The group paused as all eyes turned to Sera, flustered by the sudden attention. She ran her hands through her hair to calm herself down and took a deep breath.

“I think I’ve figured out a few things about Corith, and maybe how we can use it to our advantage,” She shifted her seating to look directly at Silva. “Silva proved something about the forest for me. From what you described, the ire of the forest is directed at individuals rather than everyone in the vicinity. The eidgarto did attack the other members of the hunting party, but only after they realized that Silva was out of reach. That means that whoever breaks the rule, in some way, can control it.”

The experience had been horrifying, but Silva’s brush with death had its uses.

“I think the other thing that I’ve figured out was the way that the ire works. It’s only a theory, but I think all of it is dependent on the trees. North noted that the ire felt a lot weaker around here. The areas outside of the forest also don’t experience ire, since they’re in open land without the trees. That’s why the lake is safe, and presumably why the camp is safe. There’s only one exception though.” Her voice trailed off, and I immediately knew what was on her mind.

“Burning down the forest. The greatest sin.” I said, feeling a lump forming in the back of my throat. If the punishments for breaking rules were this bad already, one could only imagine the terrors that starting a fire would cause. 

Silva shook her head furiously, her face stone cold. “That’s suicide. I know that you’ve all faced the ire of the forest, but breaking a rule is different. It feels like the entire world is crashing down on you, trying to turn your essence into paste.”

“But what if we get one of the guards to do it?” I mused aloud. 

“What?” the group said in unison.

“I helped Silva with the kill on the fiavus, right? Yet I wasn’t targeted. If that theory is right, that means that only the person who commits the sin is targeted, not those who helped. All we need is for one guard to set in motion a forest fire, and none of us will end up as central targets. With my attunement, I could probably run in and steal some lamp oil. Coat some trees with it and create a trail. Doesn’t matter how, but as long as one of them lights that match, they’ll be the target and have the entire forest descend upon them,” I took a deep breath, and the faces of all of my deceased comrades flashed through my mind. “We don’t have the numbers to win a head on fight. If we want to defeat them, we need to take risks.”

Alex scoffed. “Like we haven’t been doing that already.”

“You know what I mean.”

Silva put her hand on Alex’s shoulder, and immediately stopped his open mouth from ejecting any more words. 

“There’s only one problem with that. What’s the way we protect the slaves?”

I smirked, knowing just how insane I was about to sound. “We won’t need to, because the fire is going to start while they’re inside the mine.”

            

    
        Chapter 74: The Forest's Edge

    
    
    
    
                The forest heaved and shook as we walked, branches shuffling in unison like the entire thing was taking in calculated breaths. The energy it gave off almost made one want to join in with it, to match their breathing pattern with it. I felt the temptation rise and fall whenever I came to focus on my own breathing.

It had started three days ago, in tandem with a wind pushing at our backs in the direction Ruby had charted. Combined, these two sensations gave everyone in the group the feeling that the forest was trying to expel us as quickly as possible. The chattering of animals haunted our nights still, but much of it had seemed to have subsided. As we got closer and closer to the forest’s edge the attacks diminished and our food sources along with them. 

Despite this, the gut feeling the forest emanated of rage and hate remained. The ire of the forest pounded in my head like a beating drum whenever I sat down to rest, screaming threats of death and suffering that I knew it could back up. 

We’d moved faster than we ever had before. We needed to, because Corith never gives sinners any leniency.




“What did you say?” I breathlessly asked Ruby as I leaned up against a tree. A beam of sunlight occasionally peaked through the branches and went directly into my eyes, something I found to be a comfort. We were resting in a small inlet of land encircled by trees. The others around us were either mingling or eating another whitethorn. 

“Our timetable has moved up. Whatever’s been happening the last few days has meant we’ve been moving faster than expected. I think we’ll be out before nightfall and at the lake.” She responded while twirling around the pencil she held in her fingers. 

“That’s if your map is correct.” Silva interjected. Ruby responded to the indignation with a death glare I’d been careful to avoid. 

Her calculations had been correct so far, so it confused me to why Silva would even say anything of doubt. 

I guess I might have inspired a sense of pessimism in her. Or maybe that’s Corith’s fault.

“We wouldn’t be getting pushed like this unless the forest didn’t want us out,” Sera said as she stood up from her rest and moved to the center of the circle. “Ruby’s predictions don’t matter. We just need to keep pushing forward.”

Silva visibly cringed.

“‘Keep pushing forward?’ North, your platitudes are spreading.”

I had to take a few moments to try and think about the word platitude and what it meant, and simply assumed that it meant something like catchphrases.

“Not my fault. Maybe they’re that good.” I smugly tried to retort despite not knowing exactly what she was making a dig at. Silva looked unconvinced, as did everyone else.

“It’s not like it’s something only North can say, Silva. I just thought that’s something we should do. It’s not like Corith is interested in keeping us here, if the wind is any sign.” Sera responded, toying with her hair. The gust had placed it at an unnatural slant, and it seemed to only be getting more slanted the longer we sat. “If we’re done taking a break, I think we should take that advice and get moving.”

I nodded, moving away from the tree and towards the middle of the clearing to grab my pack. All of the group followed suit, and soon we were ready to get moving. 

Run.

The thought didn’t feel like my own, as though it was blown directly in between my ears by the wind. It was unlike the other times the forest had placed punishments or whenever the ire of the forest placed itself in our direction. It felt like the forest had finally wormed its way deep enough into my mind that it could finally exert its will over me.

And it wanted me to leave.

A quick look at the rest of the group showed that everyone else had gotten the same sensation. 

“Move. Now.” I ordered, although I couldn’t tell whether it was something I’d actually wanted to say.

Our pace was unnaturally quick as the wind kept pushing at our backs while we darted over the roots and under the branches in a single file line. The order that had been forced upon us overtook any other thinking. 

All we could do was run.

Until the cassobans came back.




The sun was halfway through its descent by the time we heard the screeching come from above. The noise was enough to snap my consciousness out of the murkiness, to finally focus on myself as an individual.

“Don’t stop moving! Sera and Silva on offense! Ruby and Mell, defend those two! Alex and Wanderer, with me!”

The group split into three, Sera backing up Ruby and Mell using his massive frame to cover for Silva. A quick turn behind me sent my heart into my stomach. There were far more of them than the first time we’d been punished with them.

That means we’ve got to be close to the edge!

I twisted my arm above my head and quickly began to push a large amount of mana to my palm

“Lights!” I shouted, and everyone quickly turned to look away from me. A large blast of blinding light white emanated from my palm and lit up the whole treeline surrounding us. A cacophony of confused shrieks and the sound of a couple of loud thunks against the dense Corith wood was enough confirmation that I’d bought more time for our offense. 

Crackles of lightning and shatters of ice filled the air as the cassobans recouped and descended once more. The wind behind us must have helped us be more elusive, as I could feel the narrow misses of cassobans around my head. Wanderer took a brief moment to pull out his blade and slash at the air, landing it in the underside of the cassoban and disemboweling it. Blood splattered onto my pack and my neck. 

“Sir, on your right!” Mell shouted, drawing my attention to one of the cassobans who was rapidly descending with a clear aim for my neck. Before it could get any closer, Alex had already raised his right hand into the air above my head. I opened my mouth to tell him to stop, but watched as only a brief explosion of fire exited and returned to his palm. The cassoban flinched mid flight, losing control and allowing itself to fall directly into the path of Wanderer’s blade.

“North, I see it!” shouted Ruby. Clear enough, the blue of water could just barely be made out in the distance through the gradually opening tree line. We were there. 

Wanderer’s shoulder bumped into mine to grab my attention. 

“We’ve got one comi-” His words were cut short as his voice wavered. His foot had run into a branch, causing him to fall. 

I tried to move back to grab him, but the wind and my momentum kept me running until finally, I broke the treeline and was standing directly in front of the lake. Soon, everyone was there. Everyone except Wanderer.

“I need to go back.”

I turned away from everyone who was already moving farther from the lake. I could hear some of them start to try and stop me, but I didn’t care. 

I took a single step into the forest and was faced with the blistering winds trying to expel me once again. I kept walking, forcing each step towards Wanderer who was yelling something at me. Probably telling me to run and save myself. The wind was too loud for me to hear any of it. Above him, I could see a Cassoban begin to descend. 

No. I need to save him.

I put more pressure in each and every step, trying to keep myself from falling backwards. I was only a few paces from Wanderer when the cassoban landed on his right arm, piercing its talons near his elbow. As he was starting to get lifted up from his side, I grabbed onto his other arm to hold him down and pull it off of him. I didn’t have the offensive magic or brute force of any of my comrades, so all I could do was pull.

Instead of grabbing onto me or onto his other arm, another cassoban grabbed onto his right arm and began to pull, lifting him off the ground. The sound of flesh tearing was audible even over the wind. 

The cassobans had given up on me as prey, and just went for what was easy. All I could do was pull, seeing the tendons on his arm become visible, then bone. Their screams grew louder in the air as they watched from above. 

“NORTH, RUN!”

I didn’t respond. I did nothing except keep holding on, all the way until it snapped. The torn flesh of his arm finally gave way in this disgusting game of tug of war, and everything past his elbow was wrenched off his body from the cassobans. We both collapsed onto the ground, completely out of breath. 

The cries from above were louder. They didn’t want to give up on their prey. I didn’t have the energy to run and neither did Wanderer. As the birds prepared to descend on us, I raised up right my palm just as before, hoping that blinding them would save us in some idiotic fashion. Righteous anger and exhaustion had overtaken any strategic thoughts. 

There was no light that came out of my palm. I took the desire to scream and put all of it into focusing the flow of mana, trying to transform it. With one final screech, the cassobans all started to dive. Light refused to come forth as they grew closer and closer, even as I channeled more mana into my palm than I had when acting as a primer. 

My skin felt like it was about to burst, the mana leaving a roiling pain inside of my right arm. I was staring death in the face like never before. 

I looked at Corith, at the cassobans, and put all of my emotion into three words.

“LEAVE US ALONE!”

All of the mana I’d been gathering in my palm released in one giant burst of sickly blue light. My arm crumpled under the pressure as it was blasted backwards and dislodged from its socket. The force slammed Wanderer and I into the forest floor. The entire forest shook in response as though it was taken by surprise. 

There was a following moment of silence, broken by the thud of a cassoban landing next to my head. One after another toppled downwards lifeless and empty. Those outside of the blast were fleeing back into the forest out of fear. 

It was unintentional, but it saved my life. I painfully twisted my neck to check on Wanderer. His gaze, still turned upwards, was bloodshot. His ragged breath was accompanied by the occasional twitching of a limb. His head slowly turned towards mine, giving the best fake smile of reassurance. 

“North, I…” His words began to wander into an unintelligible mush of sounds. He tried to mouth out the words ‘thank you’, which was replaced by a deluge of puke.

Oh fuck. I gave him mana poisoning.




The lake’s surface was oddly serene. It was untouched by wind, completely smooth and serene like the perfect mirror. The stars of the night sky were reflected on the pool, all of the night sky directly in front of me. Sitting down next to such a thing of beauty should have been calming, but all I could really feel was dread.

Behind me I could hear the sounds of Wanderer continuing to throw up. His arm was cauterized by Alex. When I’d asked to heal it, I was stopped almost immediately. Putting any more mana into him at this point could kill him.

My plan to save someone almost killed them in the process from my actions.

Some leader I am.

I could feel someone’s hand land on my shoulder. Sadly, it was the shoulder I had just dislocated and then relocated less than an hour ago.

“Ow!”

“Oh. Sorry North.” Sera apologized in what felt like a half hearted manner. She quickly moved to my other side and plopped herself down, staring out at the lake. 

“Is Wanderer doing any better?”

There was an eerie silence which told me a lot more than words ever could. Sera simply gave me a pat on my other shoulder.

“Guess I did a great job saving him.” I said with the sarcasm of a dead fish. 

“North, you did save him. It’s just…”

“That I also probably killed him through the same method I saved him?”

Sera furiously shook her head in denial, swishing her massive amount of hair around in a chaotic fashion. It was a comforting visual, although it didn’t much help the tone of the discussion.

“Silva said he’ll probably end up fine, but what you did, that’s the thing. First the wolves, now this.”

I shrugged and painfully raised my hand up to look at it. The palm looked singed, speckled with unnaturally black and red flesh with a thin coating of Corith dirt. After becoming aware of my own body’s healing, it didn’t bother me much. My injuries would fade, unlike Wanderer. I shook my hand to try and get rid of the dirt and noticed how I could see what looked like small blue embers flutter to the ground. 

“I don’t think I can do that again. Not for a while. The forest had dense enough mana for me to pull from, and even if I could, I’m pretty sure I’d end up destroying my arm.” I explained, still showing the occasional wince from the burning sensation that occasionally crept up through my veins, “Mana certainly does a lot of listening to me, but that doesn’t change whether or not my body can keep up with the flow. I got lucky this time.”

I wondered what Elm would have said to me doing that. Whether he would have admonished me or gone into full researcher mode. 

“We’ve gotten lucky several times.”

There was a moment of silence, where all I could hear was the crackling fire above which was roasting one of the several cassobans I’d killed. Sera let out a massive exhale as her vision turned upwards towards the real stars.

“It’s so odd, walking around without the ire always weighing down on us. I’d gotten accustomed that I didn’t realize how much of a mental drain it actually was.” Sera noted to me.

“I guess. This just doesn’t feel entirely real. I thought that when we finally escaped the forest I’d feel this massive sense of elation, but it’s just not there. Now that I can sit, it just feels so hollow.” 

I didn’t think it was because of Wanderer. Something in the back of my mind believed this feeling was more of an eventuality.

“North…” Sera sighed, slowly stepping up from her sitting position to stretch, “We did something no one else has ever done. We survived for weeks in the forest and made it out the other side. I don’t blame you for feeling a bit empty in the aftermath.”

“It’s not that. We wouldn’t have had to do that if I didn’t fuck up and get caught off guard by Arlin. I guess I was hoping that making it all the way out to the other side would give me some sense that it was all worth it, but it didn’t. And now, not only have I lost almost all of our forces, but I poisoned the man who had declared he would use his entire life to protect me.”

I was hoping for a response from Sera, but she said nothing. The pitying look on her face said more than enough. She simply started walking towards the fire just as Alex had finished roasting the first cassoban and was starting to tear off pieces. 

We had made it out of the forest and into freedom to continue our fight. Yet as the sound of Wanderer’s violent coughs echoed through the quiet night, it was hard to feel like any of this was a victory.

            

    
        Chapter 75: Scouting Mission

    
    
    
    
                I was shaken awake by Sera, torn from a dreamless sleep that I had gotten far easier than I would have liked. I groaned as I staggered to my feet and immediately locked eyes with Wanderer. His face was pale, but he still gave me an attempt at a reassuring smile.

“Hey.” Wanderer said groggily. 

I sheepishly scratched at the back of my neck as a wave of guilt punched me in the gut.

“You feeling any better?”

“Yeah. Still feel like I got a brick of magore shoved down my throat, but I’ll be fine. It’s not like I’m unused to mana radiation.”

Ouch. That hurts even more when he’s the one who says it to me.

“Please don’t worry about me. You’ve got other battles, if you’re still planning on scouting out the camp.”

I nodded and looked to my left to see another Cassoban roasting over a new flame before an already dressed wing was tossed in my face. It smacked into me and greasily fell down into my hands.

“Just because you’re unhappy with yourself doesn’t mean you can slow down.” Silva bitterly remarked. 

“I know. Ruby, what’s our position from the camp?”

The group slowly gathered around Ruby who was resting near the flame, drawing imaginary lines on the map with her finger and mumbling incoherent thoughts. I had to tap her on the shoulder to get her to snap back to the present. 


“Oh! Uh, well I’m pretty sure we ended up here at…” Ruby’s head popped up and pivoted to Sera, “What’s the name of this lake?”

“Haven Lake. At least, that’s what my father called it.”

“Got it. So we ended up at Haven Lake, and we needed to get to this red spot to the east, which is the camp. Since we’re following the edge, I think we could get there in less than a day.” 

I paused and held my chin, attempting and failing to map out the distance. It was another great reminder why I should be extremely thankful to have Ruby as a comrade. 

“We should go a bit over halfway.” Silva reached over Ruby’s shoulder to point at the map, “We need to be able to move quickly towards the camp, but with the exception of North, we’d be putting ourselves at risk if we got too close. Until he does his little scouting mission, we have no idea how big of a problem we’re dealing with. If this mining camp is built on a town, it’s going to be far larger than either of our mining camps, and probably even more defended now that we’ve alerted Arlin. Sound good to you, leader?”

“Sure. Let’s get packed and moving. Ruby, I’m sure you’ll find a spot based on Silva’s suggestions?”

Ruby let off a beaming smile and quickly went to work studying her map and mumbling things that only made sense to her. I sauntered my way over to Wanderer, who was resting on the ground. 

“You think you can walk? If not, I’m sure Mell would be fine carrying you.”

“I would!” Mell merrily shouted out in the distance.

“I…” Wanderer paused as he shifted all of limbs around like he was testing to make sure they still functioned, “will try. Mana poisoning fades, and I’m sure that I’ll be fine by tonight.”

My eyes naturally drifted over to the stump of flesh where his right arm would be. I didn’t know whether or not to call it my fault, but it certainly felt like it. Wanderer seemed to notice and sighed.

“North, please. My pride as an Ireborian warrior, however tainted it may be, remains. I will fight as long as I have breath.”

I gave a nod and extended out my hand, helping to lift him off the ground. He wobbled slightly as he landed on his feet, struggling with his asymmetrical body. Grabbing the bag resting nearby, I made my way to the front of the group and began walking east next to the lake’s edge. Without words, the rest lined up behind me and trudged forward in near silence. 

It didn’t take long for me to notice a pattern in the landscape. The forest seemed to intentionally space itself out from the lake, with the gap between the two filled with only small grass and shrubbery. The animals that I saw were either fish or bugs, likely pushed to the edge of the forest due to the predators kept within. As I walked, I could feel a beetle land and begin to trudge along the top of my head like a jolly explorer. Nostalgic memories of toying with the bugs in my village reignited, to which I couldn’t help but smile. 

Corith was a land of unfamiliarities and unknowns, and it certainly kept those unknowns to itself. With the context of our time in the forest and the ability to somewhat relax, I could see just how much the little town of Marlisle had sheltered me. Even now, I was being sheltered by the lake.

Yet, as a very friendly beetle treated my head as a place to rest its wings, I was trudging right back into danger. At the very least, I’d assumed it was going to be slightly more familiar. 




By the time I saw the lights of the camp, it was already getting dark. I was alone and had been for some time, as the rest were setting up camp and awaiting for my scouting mission to be over. 

I slowed my pace, darting in and out of the forest’s edge to remain hidden. Each time, I could feel the faint echoes of the forest’s ire brush up against my mind, reminding me that I was no longer welcome inside.

As I got closer, the first thing to greet me was a large wooden barricade with equally spaced guard towers along it. Letting out a quiet sigh, I walked further back into the forest and traced the barricade until I came upon an entry gate. The way to the entrance was too open for me to continue using cover, and I couldn’t risk getting spotted early. Taking a deep breath, I made my request and felt myself surrounded with a veil of obscuring light. 

My time in the forest had pushed my attunement to its limits, strengthening my connection to it. Although I lacked the timekeeper, my best guess was that I could keep up the veil continuously for twenty minutes. I’d made the assumption at the outset that twenty minutes was more than enough. 

Quietly stepping onto the entry road and through the open gates, I was able to see the whole mining camp in all of its horrific glory. 

This is nothing like our camp.

Only a few paces away from the entrance, a metallic building without windows loomed over me. It was a refinery, identical to the one we’d liberated Wanderer from. Worst of all, I could make out the chimney of another refinery not much farther in the distance.

The refineries were part of the mining camps in Corith. Being built off the corpses of these villages gave them more than enough room to do so, and didn’t require them to clear the landscape. Taking a closer look, some of the buildings that seemed to be relegated to the guards looked like repurposed houses from the previous residents.

I hugged the walls as I delved further inwards, avoiding getting near the guard as much as possible. 

There were two things I had to confirm and locate. The first of which was the mine itself, since that was where we were planning to have all of the slaves be once the forest fire started. That had changed now that we had refineries at the same location. The second was the supply depot, as we needed oil for the fire.

My focus was solely put on my attunement and my surroundings, meaning I couldn’t eavesdrop. The vague conversation I could make out was the same as the one that I’d hear all the time in Boralis or the other mining locations, but I could make out bits and pieces referencing our caravan. 

As I moved forward carefully following a tent that looked like a mess hall, I was nearly brushed up against by a wandering guard. In the light of the lamp he was carrying I could see that the cold air left my breath visible. Holding it, I watched as he made his way towards the entry flap to presumably go eat. Once that had passed, I did another scan of my surroundings to see what areas looked the most populated with guards.

My best guess was that I was close to the town center. If this camp was done with some of the same principles, the slave bunks would be closer to the mine. Seeing some more shabby buildings in the distance which seemed to have a higher presence of guard, I made my way closer. Four of them were lined up next to each other, surrounded with two guards at each door. 

Farther down the same road of the bunks, there were guards lined up to what looked like a large protrusion out of the ground with a metal platform directly beside it. Our mine was carved out of a hill, yet this one looked like it had to be opened manually. Turning around, I headed back towards the center of the outpost and tried to look for any hints to where they might keep supplies. 

Oh.

Near the center, sitting directly next to what seemed to be a repurposed tavern, a small sign jutted out of the ground labeled “Supply Depot” with an arrow pointing north of where used to be the town square. After only a short few paces, I saw a building that was painfully familiar. A long structure, with a protruding metal box on the side. What it was connected to was far larger than the armory at our camp, almost the size of the mess hall, yet the metal room that I knew all too well was the home of the magore technician. 

I couldn’t help but wonder at the sight of it whether the technician here was dealing with the same amount of strig shit from the guard. Knowing that we needed oil for the trick to work, I carefully made my way up to the door and inside. 

It was a large, cluttered space with shelves and cases dotted around, each with specific labels to make sure everything was sorted. It was surprisingly organized for how large this place was and how many people it had to manage.

“Hello?” A quivering voice from the back of the room shouted out. I quickly ducked over to the side and placed myself in the gap between two free standing shelves. 

Under the light of a carried lamp, a modest looking man came forward. He wasn’t wearing any piece of the guard uniform, but I could see the insignia still placed onto his clothing. His well cut beard, combed hair and unblemished face was enough for me to guess that this wasn’t a part of the Arlinian military, but something more administrative. He did another scan of the room, worryingly pausing on the gap I was in before letting out a frustrated groan. Wrenching the door open, he took a look outside before making his way back inside. Seeing an opportunity, I used the moment to leave as the door closed behind me. 

A burning sensation ran through my veins as I realized I was hitting my time limit. I’d given up on quiet and begun briskly walking through the side paths between buildings, hugging walls and avoiding sight. I could sense some of the veil start to flicker until I regained focus on it and maintained it. It felt as though I was pulling on a hundred individual threads, trying to keep them from slipping. 

I looked at the occasional guard as I neared the exit, seeing one of them almost lock eyes with me before repeatedly blinking. My veil had likely flickered, which he had luckily guessed to just be a trick of the mind. I passed the wooden gates without too much trouble, but I could feel my veil fade as I took my first few steps into the forest edge.

Knowing that I could be seen now, I ran as far away as I could before taking a moment to breathe. There was a lot to think about, and very little of it was positive. 

There were no fires. 

That was something I’d only really been able to notice in hindsight. The only light source and thing they were using the see and warm themselves were oil or gas lamps, all of which looked like they were being treated with care. Arlin had a habit of looking down on other cultures and their practices, yet they seemed to readily understand the rules of the forest and how important they were. 

It had been a while since I had underestimated Arlin, and the last time I did, I got nearly everyone following me killed. I wouldn’t make that mistake again, not with the literal fire we were about to toy with. 

Whatever happened, the next two days were going to feel extremely long.

            

    
        Chapter 76: Kindling

    
    
    
    
                I stared down at the map that had been laid out by Ruby and rubbed my chin. Since we didn’t have access to paper, it had been done using a stick and a clear patch of dirt.

“Really would have been helpful if we had a more complete map…” Silva remarked, side-eying me. 

“I was a bit focused on not getting caught and on finding the supply depot and the mine. And with what I’ve given her, Ruby has already done a fine job.” I shot back. Ruby looked up from the ground with a proud smile.

“Yes, but with what you’ve given us, it feels like your original plan isn’t going to work.”

“Yeah…” I said sheepishly.

The camp had good policy around fire, and seemed to be rather careful with their lamps. They didn’t do wood fires and only used lamps, and kept track of all of their supplies. Getting one to accidentally light a fire was going to be a pain. It didn’t help that they’d bolstered security.

“And that one Arlinian in the supply depot…”

“What about him?” Alex asked.

“Something about him doesn’t feel right. Arlin doesn’t let their guard walk around looking like that, and even if he was a normal guard, I doubt his out of uniform clothes would have the insignia. Did any of your camps have inspectors visit it?”

The trio of Alex, Silva and Ruby took a moment to scan their memories. Taking a bit of introspection myself, I never remembered anything similar to what I imagine a formal inspector would look like. Supply and shipment transports visited, and that was the only time I could remember outsiders taking a look around our camp.

“What if he’s a researcher like Elm was?” Sera proposed from a distance, sitting around a fire next to the lake which was cooking up a handful of fish. Mell, Wanderer and her had decided to focus on cooking and preparing for the day while the rest of us thought of our plans. 

“He could be… I’d be interested in keeping him alive if we get the chance.” 

Stares of judgment came from both Silva and Alex, which I’d expected.

“It’s just an if. I’m not invested in keeping any more Arlinians alive than necessary.” I defended myself, “We still need to figure out how we’re going to get one of them to incur the ire and control it so we can do as much damage as possible to the camp without killing slaves.”

“Which is going to be hard, because from what you said, they’re being careful about breaking any rules of the forest.” Alex needlessly pointed out.

“Yeah, that. I don’t know if we can trick a guard into starting the fire now, with the amount of set up and how careful they are. We’d somehow need to force them to start the fire.”

Ruby tapped on my leg to draw my attention.

“And we need to keep them inside the camp. With what I am getting from your descriptions, this location is big. If we want this to work, we need to keep them alive for as long as possible and make sure they draw the ire to specific locations. If they are using the same design principles as our camp, the soundline will be located wherever the guard captain’s office is.”

“Ruby is right.” Silva concurred, “If your plan is to force them to start the fire, you’d also have to force them to run to very specific locations with the express intent of killing all of their comrades. Even if we just go with the first idea and somehow trick them into starting a fire, there’s no doubt in my mind that the person will feel it. The Arlinians could simply figure out who drew the ire and throw them outside, letting them die but limiting damage to the camp.”

I held my head in my hands, racking my brain for any way to deal with all of these conflicting elements. It made me feel like an idiot, trying to hedge my bets on controlling something that was known for never being able to be tamed. 

“The only real way we could control the ire is if one of us committed the sin.” Sera solemnly noted.

A collective silence fell over us as we all contemplated the exact same thing. The words that broke the quiet were the ones I’d feared hearing the most.

“I’ll do it.” 

Every gaze turned to Wanderer who had stood up from his spot around the fire, his eyes locked onto me emanating an unerring confidence. 

“No. I refuse.” I answered bluntly. 

“North, you-” Sera attempted to step in, but I cut her off.

“No. I refuse to let any more people sacrifice themselves. We need numbers now more than ever.” I spoke as a pang of guilt ran itself through my chest. The dozens of lives that I’d thrown away due to my own cockiness already weighed heavy on my mind, and the resolute look on Wanderer’s face only reminded me of the sacrifices. 

Wanderer’s response came in the form of a painful, wet cough that he covered up with his mutilated arm. When he finished, he turned it to me to show the splatters of blood that covered it.

“I was going to have to deal with the effects of magore poisoning some time in the future. I do not blame you, but I believe it won’t be long before I become a burden.” He confessed with a grin of false security. 

My heart sank as the painful guilt I felt over the injuring and poisoning of Wanderer deepened. I had known it was bad, but it was only now that I realized that he was on the verge of dying.

Because of me. 

“North, if you respect me as a soldier, then you should respect my choice to do what I can for your cause.”

“I…” The words were caught in my throat. Everyone else looked at me, having resigned their judgment for my final word. 

He deserves it.

“Okay. If that is your desire, we’ll do it.” I answered through gritted teeth.

Exhales surrounded me as people finally felt able to breathe, although I was left out of that sensation of relief.

“He’ll need support summoning the ire.”Alex interjected into the collective melancholy, “If the rules of the forest work the same as they did with Silva, I’ll probably need to be with Wanderer to help start the fire, but I can’t be the one who does the direct action. I can create a torch for you, but I need to keep my intent as detached from you as possible.” 

“I wouldn’t overthink it.” Sera assuaged, causing everyone to turn their focus onto her. “The forest works on simple rules and tries to be precise in its judgment. When you went hunting with Silva, it only targeted her despite North using his attunement to hide her from sight. As long as no one else actively participates in starting the fire, it should only target Wanderer.”

I nodded along, mentally stumbling from one step of the plan to the next. Wanderer’s proposition, however much I had disliked it, solved one problem and opened up another.

“Once he does that, he needs to get inside. Which should be fine as long as he can carry me.” I said.

“North, you are not heavy. I will be able to carry you.” Wanderer responded flatly. It wasn’t intended, but it felt like a bit of an insult. Beyond whether or not I could be carried, another worry languished in the back of my mind. It was a factor that had never been on our side, especially now.

“If this is our plan, we’ll need time. The forest has to locate the sinner in order to give the punishment, which takes time. We need as much of that as possible so that Wanderer can get in and I can go to the mines and meet up with the slaves inside. The mines should be safe from the forest, and I’ll have numbers to back me up… but we’ll need time.”

The fire would take time to start, but I would only be safe if I was already in the mines by the time the forest had located him. My brain mulled over every detail and experience we had, trying to piece together as many parts of the forest as possible until my brain landed on a factor I hadn’t considered before. 

“What if we distract it with another sin?” I proposed aloud, the idea still forming mid-sentence. 

“Distract… the forest?” Silva iterated as though to make sure I wasn’t making a joke. 

“The forest is massive, but it always tries to be impartial. It attempts to figure out who broke the specific rule and make sure that it only focuses on those individuals. Right?”

Everyone gave a collective nod of agreement. I raised up a hand and pointed a finger at Silva.

“When you broke a rule, the eidgarto almost entirely focused you to the point where they barely cared about our presence until we started to protect you. It also didn’t send any punishment towards Sera and Wanderer nearby who were still committing the consistent sin of remaining inside the forest.”

“North, we know all this. Where are you going?” Silva pushed much to my irritation as I tried to maintain a consistent line of thought.

“It’s just an idea, but I think the forest struggles to focus on separate rule breakers at the same time unless the sin was collective, like all of us entering the forest around the same time.” I rattled off the rapidly baking idea, pausing to take a deep breath. “Maybe, if someone were to go to the other end of the lake, enter the forest and summon the ire, it might make it harder for the forest to target Wanderer, giving us more time.”

Sera, who had now started to chomp down on a fish, nodded her head along with the proposal.

“It’s not a concept I heard about from my father, but it tracks with all of the other information we’ve gained.” 

I smiled hearing her confirmation, although my real focus was Silva. Her approval stood for both herself and Alex. Sera’s words of support had turned Silva’s passive frown into something that wasn’t quite a smile, but was approaching it. 

“If there’s anyone who should act as the sinner, it should be me. I’ve broken the most rules, meaning the forest will put extra focus on me. It’s past being borderline suicidal, but I’m sure I can manage.” She said. I opened my mouth to speak and thank her just before she continued.

“However, if I’m heading to the other side of the lake, there’s an inherent communication issue. We'll need precise timing to make sure the distraction works.”

I quickly sauntered over to my nearby bag, rummaging inside until my hands landed upon something metallic. The timekeeper Galen had given me, however much I despised the sentiments it carried, had uses. I extended it over to Silva, which she took and flipped around in her palm.

“We’ll do it an hour past noon, since noon is when they do water break in their mines. When I was making my way to the camp, I could feel the ire every time I got close to the threshold, which is where Wanderer is going to be starting the fire. Once we feel it focusing in on your location, that’s our sign to start.” I explained with confidence despite coming up with the idea on a complete whim.

Silva seemed to notice that fact and called my bluff.

“Everyone who felt the ire target me was close when it happened. How are you sure that you’ll be able to sense it when you’re on the opposite side of a rather large lake?”

Sera walked forward from where she was resting and placed herself right in the middle of myself and Silva. 

“We can test it. After all, it’s right there.” She said, pointing towards the trees which were only ten paces away from where we were standing, “North, when you got deeper and closer to the threshold, did the ire get stronger?”

I nodded. I didn’t enjoy thinking about the sensation, but I had noticed the clear difference between being on the edge and going anywhere deeper inside. 

“If one of us is able to sense that growing ire, even at a distance, we should be able to feel when you break a rule. North, when I ask, can you walk into the forest but not past the threshold?”

“Yes.” I said reluctantly, I made my way to the forest’s edge, Sera standing by my side. She took one step forward just past the treeline and shuddered as the weaker version of the strong sensation we’d felt over the past two weeks ran through her. 

“North, if you would.”

I took three paces into the forest beyond where Sera was and felt the forest’s hatred wash over me. Turning back to Sera, I could see her neutral uncomfort turn into a satisfied grin. 

“Good. I could feel that. Now we just need to test that with a greater distance.” 

Both of us gratefully made our way out of the forest and deeply exhaled as the pressure of the forest had lifted.

“Mell, do you mind helping out?” asked Sera politely. 

“Of course, Sera.” Mell answered with his usual amount of Asarnian friendliness. 

“Thank you. Silva, hand him the timekeeper. To keep things simple, I want you to run for five minutes as far as you can, and place yourself just near the threshold for around one minute. North, since you’re the most mana cognisant, I want you to stand on the edge and see if you can sense Mell’s presence.” 

Not knowing what it meant, I mouthed “Cognisant?” to Sera, hoping for her to explain it. She didn’t seem to notice and kept moving forward. With the timekeeper in hand and a dutiful smile on his face, Wanderer began running. I had seen him run before, but it still startled me the amount of speed his large frame could hit.

“With how much distance Mell can cover in five minutes, that should be enough to get a good feeling of whether or not it can be felt. North, can you step inside?” Sera requested, fully knowing just how uncomfortable it was.

She’s just using me because she doesn’t want to feel it.

I took a moment to step inside, trying to remember the exact spot where Sera had placed herself.

“And now we wait.” I said through gritted teeth, feeling the forest’s ire tracing down my back as though it were trying to find which spot was best to stab me.

What was worse is that I had to force myself to focus on that sensation, to grab it with my own mind. After what felt like an eternity, a foreign sensation of ire rippled through me. It was weak, but there was a noticeable tug on its focus in the direction of Mell.

“It works.” I looked back, still feeling the echoes of Mell’s presence, “It’s small, but I felt it. Which means something as big as committing a full sin should be just as noticeable.”

“Good job North. You’re free to leave.” Sera praised.

I walked out, the sensation of the ire washing off almost immediately as I made my way next to the shore and back into the middle of the group. 

“How much does that leave us with in the plan? We want as few gaps as possible.” I asked the collective group while we waited for Mell to return. Alex, who had been scratching at his rust, finally landed on a question.

“The refinery workers are the only group we haven’t really accounted for. We’re just going off of North’s assumption that the creatures will avoid sources of mana radiation?”

“I’ll try my best to steer clear of any refinery buildings, since the ire should follow me the closest. The refineries are well guarded against easy escapes from the inside. ” Wanderer answered, looking confident in his own abilities.

It was an answer I felt obliged to accept, since it was only going to be myself and Wanderer infiltrating the camp. The thought was painful, but I had to remind myself that I was considered a higher priority than the lives of others.

After a brief discussion over his pathing with Ruby, Mell finally arrived, wiping the sweat off of his brow. We were together, which meant we could officially set out the plan.

Alex, Ruby, Wanderer and I would head out in the afternoon to set up a base closer to the camp. I was planning on doing a very quick run into the camp to see if I could grab some oil in order to make sure the fire spreads as easily as possible. That had the secondary goal of scouting out more of the camp if possible so Ruby could better help us plan our route once we started the fire.

Silva, Sera and Mell would be heading out in the opposite direction, getting to a far end of the lake to prepare to commit the distraction sin. They’d be taking the timekeeper, since we were using the sensation of the ire as our signal.

Mell and Ruby’s collective job was to help protect Silva as she exited the forest, and Sera and Alex were to stay behind and away from the forest, only coming in once the punishment had ended to give me back up. 

Once the fire was started, Ruby and Alex would back away from the location and get to the lake to avoid as much of the damage as possible. Wanderer and I, being the central duo of the attack, would position him in a location where he could survive the longest and focus as much of the damage on the guard as possible while he ran around, utilizing the chaos. I would split from him and enter the mines, taking out the guards inside and unlocking the cuffs of the slaves inside.

Afterwards, everyone would group up at the camp, hopefully having defeated Arlin’s forces and liberated the people there.

It required fairly accurate timing, strong coordination, and for me to throw myself in the line of fire between the forces of Arlin and the wrath of the forest. 

I feel like we wouldn’t have been able to pull this off if we hadn’t spent that time in the forest.

I didn’t exactly relish thinking of my time in there as having any positive benefits, but something had shifted in me and the rest of the group. I couldn’t point in any specific direction, but it felt like growth.

A part of me wanted to say something like ‘Once we do this, there’s no going back’, but the phrase felt empty at this point. We’d done so many things along our journey where there was no coming back. That was the point of it all, to make it so things couldn’t return to the way they once were. 

Maybe that was the major change. I didn’t feel like I needed to give big motivational speeches to win.




The sounds of the night were peaceful, like a calm before the storm. The calm wasn’t there when I had done my second scouting mission. I had already figured out the location of where the supplies were, which meant I could work with more haste, but I also had to keep an eye out.

The lamp oil I stole was a small amount, necessarily so as I didn’t want to alert any suspicion. It was only enough to fill up my canteen, which I’d emptied beforehand. When I got back, the stress and exhaustion of another scouting mission helped sleep come quickly. 

When I was awoken in the morning, it was by Ruby. She placed a fish, which we’d cooked before splitting as a grip directly into my hand and then proceeded to drag me right over to the map she’d drawn out in the mud. Wanderer was already seated with his own fish, happily awaiting me as though nothing was wrong. 

“You didn’t give me much, but I think I know the best point where Wanderer can do the most damage, and that’s in the kitchen.” Ruby said, placing her arms on her hips with pride.

“It’s a place with minimal guard presence, since they tend to avoid the penal laborers, and will place me directly next to the largest amount. The ire makes you naturally want to run, correct? That’s how everyone felt when Silva broke a rule. That panic should give me more time, and should lead more of the guard directly out into the open where the animals of the forest can attack them.” Wanderer explained, using his sword to point at the spot on the map.

The laborers were another group I’d like to save, but being overly optimistic was dangerous. Still, it sounded like that might give an opening. 

“Can we get the laborers to side with us? They seemed to hear a ton when they worked at our camp, so it’d make sense they’d at least hear about our group.” I posed the idea. 

“I may as well try.”

I smiled at Wanderer, shoving the thought out of my mind that he was committing strategic suicide within a few hours. The sun was still rising, but it would be midday soon.

“Alright. Once we’re ready, we can set out and get in position.” 

We all got to work, ate, and got moving to position until we were close to the camp, but not close enough to be seen. Small bits of the wooden barricades could be seen in the distance, but that only once you stepped close to the threshold. 

Alex looked over the area, and found a spot he saw was satisfactory with enough trees bundled together next to the threshold, placing around leaves and sticks at the bottom in preparation as basic kindling. Once it was getting close to midday, he started to prepare the actual fire starting material.

He’d already brought a big stick with him. With a bit of cloth tied around it he poured on some of the oil, creating a makeshift torch. He gave that to Wanderer, before pouring bits of lamp oil near the bases of all the trees he was planning for Wanderer to ignite. 

All that was left to do was wait, while the ire of the forest passively pressed on us to leave. Speaking felt wrong, understanding what was about to happen.

We were already standing on the edge of the forest, simply waiting for the signal to throw us off. 

When it finally did, it was clear. Like an untuned string of an instrument being plucked to play as loudly as possible, running through our skin. Wanderer nodded to Alex, who put a small flame above his thumb and connected it to the torch, setting it ablaze. He quickly made his rounds to each of the spots, lighting up the fires. I couldn’t help but watch as they spread, growing higher and higher into the dense branches that lay above. 

He threw the torch to the ground next to one of the trees and beckoned me to come to him quickly. I ran over and hopped onto his back. I didn't look, but I could hear Alex and Silva begin running in the opposite direction to get to safety.

As I tightened myself onto Wanderer, I could hear him begin to quietly speak.

“Now that I am to die a warrior’s death, I’d like you to know my name.” Wanderer said, and I could see an apprehensive smile form on his lips. “My name was Weiss. Please remember me by it.”

“I promise.”

Hidden from sight, we began to run.

            

    
        Chapter 77: The Forest Alight

    
    
    
    
                Silva’s first steps into the forest made her want to throw up. She’d hated being inside there every single day they spent, and the ire certainly seemed to hate her. It was in the name, so it made sense. 

The timekeeper was the only thing she could use as a distraction, flipping it around in her palm and studying its metallic texture. It had a cold steel exterior, well built together. On its backside was the insignia of Arlin. North had apparently gotten this from the guard captain at their camp, a disgusting man named Galen. It was probably a mass produced watch, The glass was smudged and dirty from all of its time wriggling around in North’s pocket, but one could look inside and see its hand happily ticking along. With all of the action he’d experienced, it was a wonder how it had held together.

Her opinions hadn’t softened on him. She still doubted him, and sought best to express that when he came forth with his maddening ideas. However, it came from a place of improvement rather than sheer disapproval. North wasn’t there yet, and Silva still believed she was better suited for leadership. Since she couldn’t do that, she thought the next best thing was to try and mold him into something more competent.

This was what she tried to think about to ignore the sense of dread creeping up on her as she took step after step into the forest. A soft breeze emanated from inside, pushing her towards the lake. It wasn’t as strong as the gusts before, but it got the same message across.

Sorry, but I apparently need to make you angry.

Another step after another, and she felt the ire shift more and more toxic, from frustration to anger. It wasn’t there yet. She looked behind her, seeing Sera and Mell watching and prepared to run in at any time and save her. 

She placed her hand on a tree and stepped forward, the sunlight fading as the branches grew denser and more numerous.

Thump.

Like the slam of a beat drum, the forest’s ire pounded through her. It wasn’t focused just yet, but it was working on locating her. The thumping sensation hit her again and again, reminding her of the forest’s hatred and how much it despised her in particular. 

The image of Fiavus's corpse flashed through her mind, but she couldn’t tell whether it was herself or the forest that wanted her to think of that. It grew louder and louder, until finally, with one massive beat of its drum of war, it located her. 

The forest went quiet, and Silva took the opportunity to run. She had no idea what was coming but she needed to get out and to the lake as quickly as possible. Mell and Sera seemed to have noticed and were already taking a step forward, preparing themselves. Mell had raised up his fists, and bits of lightning crackled within Sera’s hands. She heard the pounding steps of a beast behind her, growing louder and louder as she darted between the trees, trying to avoid any trip hazards. Eventually, she passed by her friend’s side who accompanied on her way out. 

Their feet skid as they reached out and made their way to the lake’s edge, looking back to their pursuer.

It broke the treeline. She only had the time to make out its fur color, a dark brown with spots of black. It was going right towards her, with a gaping maw full of too many teeth. Before it could reach her, Mell stepped in and grabbed onto its mouth, holding it open with his bare hands. 

It was a struggle, as Mell’s feet pushed further into the dirt as the beast continued to gaze at Silva, its blackened eyes piercing deep. With a blindingly fast motion, it raised its neck higher to catch Mell off balance. His feet slipped, and the beast took the time to shake him off and toss him directly into the lake. 

The beast was large, nearly at her hips while on full fours. Its triangular mouth was wider than an eidgarto’s and split in an unnatural manner. The legs it had were dense with muscle, ready to blitz her down at any moment. Behind it, a dense tail flitted around, slashing at the air like a whip as those blackened eyes looked at her unflinchingly. It was a beast of near perfect design, ready to punish sinners. 

Silva had been forming ice the entire time, and launched an entire volley into the beast’s hide and head. Those aimed at its skull lacerated the flesh, but could not dig deeper. Whatever this thing was made out of, it was tough. She scrambled to her feet, pulling water from the lake to defend herself.

When it began to move again, Sera’s lightning shot from her hands and into its hide, electrocuting it. It didn’t seem to mind as it rushed forward chasing while tanking more of Silva’s ice, until one finally pierced into its blackened eye. She dodged to the side as it stumbled, but only for a moment. The beast didn’t seem to care about pain. Mell had climbed out and was ready once again, the palms of his fists dripping with his own blood.

Seeing Mell’s wet body gave her an idea that she could only imagine North proposing. 

“MELL GRAB THE TAIL! WE NEED TO GET THIS THING INTO THE WATER!”

“On it!”

He darted forward to the creature as it began to make a move on Silva, just barely grasping onto the tail. It pulled hard, dragging him along as it grew closer to Silva. She’d spent her time gathering water from the lake. 

She pressed it forward and surrounded the beast with it, imagining it like an extension of her own hand. With a nod towards Mell, she pulled with all of her attunement’s might towards the lake, barely lifting the creature along with Mell to throw it into the water. It flew through the air, still wriggling with its eyes locked onto Silva.

As it landed into the water, it immediately began paddling its way back to the shore.

“Sera! Put everything you have into it!” Silva commanded.

Sera followed through, pushing every bit of her attunement towards the creature. It felt like she was watching actual lightning come from the Corithian’s hands, focused on a singular location. A disgusting shriek came from the creature, the first sign of pain as its movements in the water grew more erratic. 

Silva couldn’t let it get back on land, so she tried to push the water in front of her back against the creature, creating waves to shove it farther into the lake. 

It gave her one final look of pure hatred until its eyes finally seemed to lose their focus, and all of its muscles locked in place as it sunk below the surface. Paralyzed, with its muscles too overtaxed to thrash, it could only squirm and try to fight itself from drowning, the bubbles leaving its mouth slowed until finally, it ceased all movement. 

The trio collapsed onto the dirt, gasping for air as Silva felt the ire begin to dissipate off of her, the forest losing its ability to focus on her. Surely by this point, the others had already started the fire.

“Sera… what was that?” Silva asked between ragged breaths.

Sera, after a brief moment of quiet, gave the response that Silva wanted to hear the least.

“I have no clue.”

“Great…”

They sat there, catching their breath until they stood up in unison. Mell wiped the blood off of his hands, opening and closing them to make sure they worked and finding them satisfactory. 

“Guess we’re done. We should probably start walking towards the camp?” Sera proposed.

Silva nodded in agreement.

“Sure, I’d love to get out-”

FIRE

The singular word came to their mind, spoken in a foreign voice that none of them had heard before.

It was not a singular foreign voice. It was hundreds of voices layered over each other all saying the same word at the same time, a primal chant announcing the crime which carried the heaviest punishment of them all.

The drum beat that Silva felt committing her crime was multiplied by a thousandfold, beating down on their minds as it searched for the sinner. It was a true, and utter declaration of war against a singular individual. A cry that it would do anything and everything to make sure they were dead.



Weiss felt the word FIRE slam in his head with each attempt the forest made to locate him, and it grew louder each and every time. By the time he’d first heard the word, he was already past the gate to the camp and was making his way towards the kitchen, North tightly gripping to his back. 

Surely the fact that he had made it this far was due to Silva’s efforts, to which he was grateful. 

The rest of the guard around him seemed to be feeling a similar sensation. The word fire passed between their mouths as they panicked, feeling the rage grow ever closer and not understanding why. They had all heard it, and they searched around in a fervor for what may be causing it. 

The group’s guess was on the mark. They were searching for the unlucky soul to rid themselves of him. This panic was good, as it meant less people would pay attention to the odd invisible movements of the duo. 

Weiss made his way to the door to the kitchen, opening it without much regard as he saw the entire guard in a panic. He was in the far back, as distanced from their view as possible. 

“Now.” he whispered to North, who popped himself off his back and ran off. The invisibility faded, leaving Weiss out in the open. 

It took a few seconds for the penal laborers to notice him, but once they did, one of them screamed. Of course, they were already screaming due to the forest’s ire, which the guards were yelling at them to stop. Before anyone could make a motion at him or say anything more, he raised up his hands. 

“Please listen! I’m part of the rebel group hoping to liberate camps. I am like you, in that I was poisoned by magore and have little time. If you are like me, and are desperate to give meaning to the time you have left, I ask that you help me survive. I need your help, because the forest is coming and it is in all of our best interests that I stay alive for as long as possible.”

The kitchen went silent, which the guards seemed to appreciate. Most of them had already left their seats and were either heading outside or arming themselves for the forest, not even noticing Weiss.

“Will we die?” One of the taller, more imposing women asked him while brandishing a soup ladle in her hand. 

“Most likely, but I dare not say you had that much time to begin with. However, the longer I live, the more of these people who have assaulted and used you will die.”

The lady scratched at her chin, a smile growing wider and wider.

“An interesting offer. What do we say, ladies?” She asked the group, who gave a round of nods and shrugs. Weiss would have smiled if not for the ire closing in on him. 

“Thank you. Do you know what locations I could go to that would be the most fortified?”

The discussion was interrupted as one of the guards who was preparing himself called out, finally having noticed Weiss. He quickly hid his mutilated arm behind his back and his sword beneath one of the tables.

“Hey! What the fuck is a refinery person doing here?” He yelled out.

“Hiding and trying to find a place that is safe. Everyone felt it, and I decided the best location for me was one of the kitchens.”

The guard’s hand reached itself to pull on his burner, but he stopped midway and loosened it. He stepped through the door to the kitchen, taking survey of everyone there.

“I’d ask how you made your way out, but I doubt one of you fuckers would tell me. You’ll be getting flogged once this is over, I’ll make sure of it.” He looked at Weiss with doubt, stepping closer and closer.

A pot came crashing down upon his skull, heavy enough to make a cracking noise as one of the penal laborers in the kitchen. Another made a mad dash for his burner, picking it up and preparing it in her hands. The only other guard who was staying inside perked up at the noise to be met with a bolt of mana through his face.

“I’d say that might bring their attention, if not for the fact that the forest is about to kill us all.” The penal laborer joked. “I’m Bertra, for the time being. Are you serious about being part of that rebel group? Heard they got massacred.”

“Most of us were lost, but I’d say it’s best not to focus on that right now. Bertra, once it actually starts, I need you to get me to the strongest buildings that I can hold down.”

Bertra once again scratched at her chin, likely drawing up an image of the camp in her mind. 

“Well, the armory is probably the best, but that’s also where guards will be holing up. Second best might be their recreational room which is closer. Although, the refineries are pretty damn strong and should have some Arlinian bastards in them, and one of those is close to the rec center. You say your job is to just stay alive?” She said, seemingly having prepared for a moment like this for a long while.

“Yes. The forest will continue to attack the camp until I die.”

Bertra tried to think about his words, but was stopped by another slam of the forest’s ire against her head. Weiss was feeling it much worse than her, but only winced so as to hold up appearance.

“You gonna explain how you popped in here?”  Bertra inquired

“I don’t believe we have the time.”

The final wave of the forest’s ire focused in on Weiss’s location, beating against him. Every single force in the world beared down on him for a second as a new, much more rage filled thought filled his mind. 

FOUND YOU.

The waves of ire stopped, changing from a drum beat into a singular off-key note of rage. The ground beneath them shook as the forest came alive. The trees bent to allow for the full force of Corith to come down upon Weiss and all who stood in their way.



As Weiss and the penal laborers ran towards the recreational center, chaos was descending upon the camp. 

The mind was an impressive thing and could comprehend many things, up to a limit. Just as one could never truly conceptualize infinity. In a similar way, the mind cannot truly comprehend something that is uncountable. 

To Weiss, what he was seeing right now was as close as a human mind could get to comprehending what the phrase “uncountable” means, because there wasn’t a reasonable number one could put to the monsters descending upon the camp.

Waves of dark colors, black and brown and white flooded the area, all coalesced together. The minds of these creatures had been overridden, hijacked by the forest’s will to become its puppets. And Weiss could feel so many of them put their focus on him.

“THERE!” Bertra shouted directly into his ear, pointing at a wooden building with a metal roof. He ran alongside them, bursting through the door and finding several guards huddled together inside. 

They were too confused and were already huddled at the entrances, firing off shots and seemingly ignoring their presence. The sensation of the forest’s ire grew dense on his back. As he looked at the guard, he saw one of them peeking through a window, grabbed by what looked like a wet appendage, then pulled outside flailing and screaming. He got as close to the center as possible, ignoring the occasional protests of the guard. It seemed that, despite not knowing he was the cause, they’d decided to ignore fighting the slaves to simply fight to survive. 

He couldn’t imagine how infuriated they might feel to learn the one they were protecting for the moment was the reason they were being massacred. 

The rumbling of the creatures continued, shaking the ground. He looked outside of the window for just a brief moment to see that the wooden barricades had already been topped, the guard positioned atop them screaming as they fell down into the mass of monsters below. 

North’s plan, while admittedly half-baked, had made an intelligent bet about the forest’s insight. The camp was designed to protect what was inside, and because the forest took a simple interpretation of actions, it saw the rest of the individuals of the camp as participating in the protection of the sinner. Therefore, they also needed to be punished. 

Beasts began to slam against the walls, battering the metal with their bodies, caving in the building. The ladies held weapons, the ones who carried new burners firing at the beasts. They were so dense in number that no matter where they fired, they were sure to hit one.

They were moving too fast on the building, and he needed more time. This place would not hold for long. 

The refinery is the only building that is safe, but I have to get through an open street.

He took a small glance out one of the cracks in the metal and saw there was a door just across from them. It was a distance, a gap that would take only a few seconds to cross, but a few seconds out in the open. 

I’m sorry North.

“We need to get to the refinery! Shield me!” Weiss cried out, and the ladies coalesced around him, still fighting off the beasts that were starting to break in through the gaps. 

There was a door on the side leading to the refinery, which had been barricaded with a metal table. 

“I need all of you to surround me, while we use the table to cover our heads? Can we do that?”

Berta looked at all the women with a big smile.

“Alright ladies, who’s ready to be human shields!”

An awkward, but triumphant cheer came from the penal laborers. They quickly moved to the door with Weiss at the center, Their hands reached at the table’s legs. 

“And go!” Weiss commanded, and the group placed all of their might forward, breaking through the door and into the giant horde. The sound of the creatures was deafening, as flesh and claw gnashed together in an endless horde. Huddled inside of them, Weiss could feel them be pulled away or torn to shreds, falling as they braced forward and towards the door. He could feel sharp fur bristle against his arm just as they burst into the refinery with the table, one of the ladies turning back to slam it closed but being grabbed and torn outside. 

Bertra was nowhere to be seen, suggesting she’d died in the run. Creatures ran inside following Weiss, but seemed to slow as the mana radiated through their skin. The heavy metal machinery was familiar to Weiss, knowing the metal folds and bends which he could grapple onto. With a tinge of regret, he threw his blade to the ground.

A sickness ran through him which the adrenaline helped him ignore. He climbed up on one of the heavy, blocky beasts that helped to refine the magore, struggling thanks to the lack of a hand. He could hear the creature clambering after him, chasing at his heels. He didn’t dare turn back, but he knew it must have been over a dozen which had entered. He could hear screams nearby, which he forced himself to ignore as he went higher and higher. 

Weiss needed to survive, and his run across the refinery was important to that. Every second mattered. He was getting close to the roof, hopping from one of the machines to another as he felt a piercing sting in his thigh. He knew that he’d been hit, but not by what. The sounds of the beasts were growing louder as more of them flooded into the refinery. 

Of course, he’d placed himself on top of the refinery for a reason. He could hear the metal around him start to break apart, and that meant that the magore which was inside of the machinery would be exposed. 

The sickening sensation grew worse as the unrefined magore radiated throughout the building. For the first time, he turned. Eidgartos, shade wolves and other beasts he didn’t recognize were starting to falter, some of their corpses hitting the ground to be trampled on. Those climbing the machinery to chase him were hit the hardest, as he could even hear the sounds of retching. 

He was going to die here, sure. But he was going to make the forest have to work for it. He was at the top of one of the machines, looking down at his feet as he was surrounded on all sides, creatures all clambering to kill him. 

Outside, there was sure to be far more chaos. The forest would extract its penance, possibly even after he perished.

His lover flashed through his mind as he watched, reminding him of the reason he’d lost his name in the first place. She would never see him. Maybe his god would reward him for this by allowing her to meet him, perhaps in a new form. He was here to pay a penance, to both the nations of Corith and Irebor. 

This death was worthy of having a name, even though he was going to sacrifice some of those North wanted to protect. No, both himself and Alex knew that the refineries were probably mostly beyond saving. 

North would leave the mines to find desolation and ruin, which was what Arlin deserved. All Weiss could do is hope that the young Corithian would find better allies than himself. Ones who could face the world and didn’t feel the need to die a martyr’s death like himself. Elina, if she were here right now, would probably have considered this a coward’s way to an honorable death, a contradiction that no normal Irebor warrior would embrace. 

Weiss knew they would be fine without him, and that they would continue to push on. As long as North was committed and given the correct advisory, he had the ambition to topple nations. 

If this was not the warrior’s death he deserved, he would be given the chance to achieve it in another life. Perhaps that would be for the best, as it might allow him to see the world to come next.

A shade wolf grabbed into his ankle, pulling him down from his high ground and into the horde below. He didn’t feel terror, or rage at the forest.

As the horrors of Corith began to rip into his flesh and tear off his limbs, Weiss, banished son of Irebor, felt hope.



The death knell of Weiss would eventually ripple throughout Corith as the corpse was ripped apart and consumed, leaving nothing behind except for a bloodstain. 

The ire of the forest accepted that penance had been achieved for the sinner and all who stood in the path to achieve the penance. It would, as it normally desires, return to the status quo. In near perfect unison, the creatures began their slow march back into the woods where the forest would eventually relinquish control over their minds.

The fire which Weiss had started would dissipate within the day, and the places burned would eventually regrow. 

The forest had decided that everyone who protected the camp were accomplices in protecting Weiss, meaning they were also killed in the onslaught. Penal laborers and refinery workers were caught up in the damage, trampled if they remained neutral or torn to shreds if they protected themselves.

The camp was silent, and there was only a single Arlinian left alive. 

And he was very much not a soldier. 

            

    
        Chapter 78: Inside the Mine

    
    
    
    
                Matthias believed that if there was such a thing as a central theme in one’s life, his theme would be disappointment. He was the shortest of his family, even shorter than his own mother and far smaller than his towering brother and father. He was reminded of this whenever they went to visit him in Vyris. He was noticeably pasty and lacking in muscle. His white hair with only the slightest bluish tint ran in the family, but while his family often kept long manes of hair, his own was kept short to not interfere with any of his work, which they also hated. 

All his life, Matthias had been criticized for being disappointing, which didn’t stop even when he had qualified for the Imperial College and spent his years there working up to be a magore researcher. He’d been born with an attunement which he never studied to use and didn’t care about except for the fact that it let him interact with magore more easily. His brother had gone into the military, so he decided he should one up them by becoming part of the group of people who create the technology the military relies on. 


Was it petty? Absolutely. Did it make Matthias feel the slightest bit better about himself? Also absolutely. 

He studied, and got fine enough grade to catch the eyes of the research departments at the capital studying new ways of using the substance and improving its refinement. Under the tutelage of an older researcher, one who still remembered and fantasized about the glory days of the empire and the researchers of years long past, Matthias was stuck as a note taker.

He carried around a notepad and simply jotted things down from other people’s experiments. He got to do none of his own research. He merely jotted down the ideas of people who were, or believed they were, smarter than him. 

He was but a tool to other people, just like he had always been in his life. The job carried prestige, but not within the important circles. Not within the circles that would let him eventually start to do his own research. He wasn’t even jotting down such things for himself. Over the years, he’d trained himself to have a near perfect memory. 

That meant he remembered not only every detail of research, but every single jab and slight thrown at him by those who believed they were better.

Matthias especially remembered the day when the esteemed Emperor Arlin visited the lab to check up on their research. He’d seemingly memorized all of the names of the people working on the project, even those who were but junior researchers. And when the Emperor finally greeted him, he called him Mark.

Out of every single Arlinian, the Emperor who was well known for remembering the names of his citizens, called him Mark.

And for the next six months, every single other person he worked with called him Mark. By month four, Matthias started to weigh the costs and benefits of regicide. 

That was, at least, until he got the order that he was sent out to study the magore in Corith, something he’d been interested in for a while. Field research inside of mining operations was uncommon, although he had only heard half of the reason. 

His old mentor’s rather rambling response explained that the process of attaining and refining magore was not for the faint of heart, so to speak. Apparently it had shattered the minds of several bright researchers with valuable futures.

He’d naturally heard stories and knew about Arlin’s usage of slave labor. His family, while not extremely wealthy, did take ownership of a house servant a family friend had apparently lost use for. They eventually sold the woman to pay for a part of Matthias’s tuition at the college, something which they often reminded him of whenever he talked about his time there.

The mining slaves were, of course, far different. He’d known to expect that, and had braced both his mind and stomach for such imagery. He took a long trip to eventually land at Corith’s capital city, Freiweld where the largest was located. It was barely qualified to be called a capital, being a ramshackle mix of outdated Corithian housing and the creep of far better Arlinian infrastructure.

The mining operation took up a portion of the capital, with another portion being taken up by a large refinery complex. There was a local research team there as well who he met up with, and turned out to be surprisingly polite. They were glad to indulge his interests and shared in much of his fascination about how raw magore forms and how it can be detected in the future. 

Matthias himself had a theory that there was actually far more magore underground than previously imagined, and believed that Corith held the answer to proving that theory.

He saw the camp there, and understood rather well why it might break the minds and stomachs of some researchers. It was unjustifiably brutal and inefficient, but he had no reason to get himself into that. After all of the abuse in his life, Matthias was rather good at dissociating from such things.

The issue was, the mine had a tad too much going on for him to do successful research. He was sent off to another location within Corith to do research there, a camp in the purest terms. And he hated it. He’d heard of the so-called “rules of the forest” back at Freiweld from the research team, who treated them with a bizarre level of gravitas. He didn’t trust them at first, until he got slapped when he tried to brush them off by the same person he was happily conversing with.

After hearing the stories, and learning the rather fascinating tales from the locals, he decided it was best to follow the rules of the forest. Half of them sounded like basic survival advice, so it wasn’t that much of a stretch.

And then, when Matthias finally got to the camp, he started to become disillusioned with Corith. The guard was rude, treating him as a greenhorn. Constant teasing would apply. Then, after a month had passed, he was now hearing about some rebel group going around liberating camps. 

He assumed they would be struck down by Arlin’s might, and when the reserve troops arrived back at the camp he felt affirmed in that belief. 

Matthias just wanted to continue his work and study the mines, but every time he took inside he was watched like a bumbling toddler by the guard. 

As he was doing one of his research endeavors into the mine’s structure, he felt it reverberate through him.

FIRE

He’d heard that the forest could sometimes speak, but he surely didn’t think it was so loud. Least of all, he didn’t think it could infiltrate one’s own thoughts. His researcher mind, much to his chagrin, went alight with fascination at how such a thing could occur. The guard near him panicked, running around trying to search for something he didn’t know. The guards in their protective suits bumbled about, struggling due to how clunky the outfit was. 

They told him to stay put, as he was safe thanks to his attunement. A few other guards remained to watch over the slaves, shouting that they should continue work despite the fact that the forest had just wrenched its way into their minds. He scanned the room, worried about his own safety. 

His eyes landed on a guard, whose face and body was obscured by the protective suit. He looked somewhat off, his body starting to shake in an unnatural manner before collapsing to the ground. 

A few seconds later, the guard’s burner was grabbed by a slowly forming hand. Matthias thought it might be a trick of the mind, but as more of the body formed, he realized that he was looking upon another real, tangible person. 

Under scraggly unkempt brown hair, two oak colored eyes glared daggers at Matthias. Before he could react or say something, the individual had already pulled back on the rod and shot a beam right through another guard off to Matthias’s left. He wanted to run, but his body remained frozen in place as the individual, seeing another guard, raised up his left hand and blasted out a blinding white light. Matthias’s eyes hadn’t recovered by the time he heard another burner shot be fired, but once they did, the individual was near him. 

Wearing nothing but heavily torn clothes, which only had the slightest resemblance to a guard outfit, they looked down on Matthias despite the two being near the same height.

He couldn’t react as a fist launched into his stomach, knocking the wind out of him and leaving him on the floor, struggling to breathe. His notepad clattered to the ground next to his head.

“Stay down,” said an emotionless, but oddly young voice, “And pray the rest of these people don’t kill you.”




I smiled as I looked down upon the man, who I could now say with a bit of confidence was a researcher. He wasn’t an apparent threat, although he had an attunement. The fact that he was about the same size as myself was something I hadn’t noticed at first, and was actively trying to ignore.

I surveyed the area around me and saw the slaves watching me with curiosity in fear, hearing and feeling the same amount of ire that I had. My sneaking into the mine was helped by the fact that all of the guards were in a panic, trying to find where the sinner was and a position to hold. I’d only heard the rumblings of the forest by the time I’d stepped inside, and was thankful for that.

Even as I stood still, looking at all of the slaves, I could feel the ground quake under the wrath of the forest and its denizens. My bet on whether or not the magore radiation would protect us was about to be tested

“People! I’m with the rebel group freeing camps. If you’re trained with your attunement, come to me to have your cuff unlocked, but please stay inside the mine. This is currently the safest place in the camp.” I loudly announced, trying to handle the amount of confusion.

Slowly, tepidly, a few came forward from their spots, pickaxes clattering to the ground and their eyes transfixed on the key I held in my hands. One of them, who looked like a slightly taller version of Sera, came up first and allowed me to lean down to the cuff. Her skin color and eyes were the same as mine, although her hair had some soft red tints flowing inside of the brown. As the cuff toppled to the ground, she stretched her arms and legs, apparently feeling more liberated.

Is she like Mell?

I took a quick glance down at the currently debilitated Arlinian, who appeared to be more frustrated than angry. In a moment of quick thinking, I took the cuff I’d just removed and, after pulling up the pant leg of the man, placed it on him.

He might have wanted to say something, but with the wind knocked out of him and a sensible fear of death, I doubted much would happen.

“You a Corithian, little rebel?” The Sera-like woman asked as I went to unlock more cuffs. Behind the already existing line, more of the slaves had dropped their tools and joined in. I gritted my teeth at the words ‘little rebel’, but didn’t feel it was worthy of a retort.

“Yes. I’m North, son of Marlisle. And you?” I answered, still unlocking cuffs in the meanwhile.

“Deborah, daughter of Freiweld. So, you just come here to recruit? Because the guards were bragging a week ago about how they massacred your entire entourage.” 

I shrugged, trying not to act irritated despite the fact that I was very much getting irritated. The event had been horrific, and I refused to joke about it.

“I would like to continue our liberation efforts, so more numbers would be appreciated.” I said, only taking brief looks at the actual people whose cuffs I was unlocking. 

Outside, the rumbling was growing louder and louder as the forest’s rage descended upon the camp. I forcefully shoved the thought of Weiss out of my mind, knowing that he would probably not want me to get bogged down by remorse.

“And I’m assuming the situation outside is your fault?” Deborah inquired. I gave a quick nod, looking up to see that nearly everyone had stopped working. A younger slave had gone up to the collapsed researcher and poked him with the handle of their pickaxe, causing him to wince. 

I wanted to feel bad for the guy, but his uniform stifled any of that desire.

Deciding to ignore Deborah, I turned up my focus to the rest of the slaves who had now gathered around. Although I’d requested only those who had fighting ability for the moment, it seemed that everyone had just wanted their cuff removed. It was a perfectly fine way to use up the time, as I ordered a few of the earlier ones who had gotten theirs unlocked to watch the mine entrance to see if anything came in. I offered it to Deborah, both because she seemed competent and I wasn’t in the mood to be belittled.

The rumbling had grown louder, and I could make out the occasional screams coming from outside. I’d had enough of Corith to know not to look and only go out once it was over. 

“Thank you Weiss.” I said quietly. 

I continued unlocking cuffs, passively listening to conversations and greeting those who came up to me or gave thanks. It was a chaotic moment in all of their lives, so I understood their confusion.

That was one of the ramifications of being a slave to Arlin I’d come to realize and occasionally think about from time to time. The routine of it all. It felt off and bizarre whenever one broke it. They were probably experiencing that same sort of whiplash now that the entire system of order their life had been forced into was broken, literally being ripped to shreds up above ground.

It took a few more minutes to have all the cuffs unlocked, and once I did, I could see the man on the ground had regained his ability to breathe and was giving me a look of sheer terror. 

“Just a suggestion, but you should probably decide sooner than later what you put more value in; your Arlinian pride or your life.”

“Life.” The researcher croaked.

“Smart choice” I grinned, walking off to the group coalescing near the entrance to the mine.

“Anyone who thinks they can competently fight, I’d like you to stick with me.” I declared, having to raise my voice to be heard above the rumbling outside, “We’re going to be looking out for stragglers. If you see anyone you don’t recognize wearing a heavily worn guard uniform, that’s probably one of my friends.”

I got a couple nods, and was surrounded by several grizzled men and women who were obvious prisoners of war shoved into the mines. Deborah was among them, although she didn’t act any more familiar with me than the rest. 

I conversed with a few others, learning about the recent events at the camp after our group collapsed. The force that had supposedly killed all of us had been sent by the governor to protect the road to the camps. They’d gone back to the camp to rest and planned to eventually leave and go back to Freiweld.

The devastation outside continued, hidden from view as we stayed away from the exit to the mine. Thoughts of Weiss fighting filled my mind, knowing the horrors that he was facing just to make sure I lived another day. 

Eventually, the sounds began to slow. The chaos above turned into ordered uniform steps that got quieter and quieter, until no sound could be heard.

It was dead silent as I pushed open the entrance to the mine and looked at where a mining camp once was. 

There was no barrier or building left standing. All of the tents had collapsed, and every wooden or metal building had been torn to shreds. The camp was built upon the desecrated corpse of a village, and now it too was a husk. 

“Weiss…” 

The refinery workers. The penal laborers. 

“Check for survivors!”

I bolted forward through the camp, my eyes scanning each and every bit of rubble for movement. There were dozens of dead animals mixed in with the rubble, murdered in a variety of ways by those trying to survive above ground. The forest’s rage should have only been doled out to others in consequence to them protecting Weiss. At least, that was what I thought. 

The only people who I thought would die were those who actively attacked the forest in self defense, not just those inside. We’d been spared because we’d separated ourselves from the conflict and been protected by the magore, so I had assumed it would apply to those inside the refineries.

Except, the refineries had been torn apart just like the rest. They still stood upright, but were punched with holes and missing doors. There was no way the ire of Corith didn’t go inside and slaughter them too. 

Standing in the remnants of town square, my fist was clenched so hard I could feel my own nails digging into my skin. The miners had survived, but that appeared to be at the cost of everyone and everything else.

I looked out at the forest, stupidly expecting an answer from something which has refused to be understood since the beginning. If I hadn’t carried the naive hope that some of the innocents might be spared from the wrath of the forest, there was a chance I wouldn’t have gone along with the plan to begin with.

The slaves off in the distance were taking a breath of fresh air for the first time in years, finally getting to stretch and not have to think about work just for the briefest moment. They had a life, after living without one for so long.

I felt suffocated as the weight of my actions bared down on me. I knew that the rest of my group would tell me that this is natural, that there are bound to be losses in warfare. Innocents will die on the path to victory, and that I shouldn’t let this stop me. 

It wouldn’t stop me, but I’d be damned if it didn’t churn my guts. 

As it became clear that the camp was empty and the miners were now entirely free, I could see them moving towards me in a group, a mix of smiles and tears. I held back the thoughts as best as I could and greeted them, listening to them talk while taking occasional glances out to see if the rest of my crew had arrived. After a few minutes, I saw Alex and Ruby pop out and scan the surroundings. 

Alex seemed to have accepted the situation, but as my gaze met with Ruby, she looked similarly shocked at the destruction. Maybe it reminded her of Bir and the horrors that occurred there. 

“It’s over?”

“Yeah, Alex. The camp is free.” I dejectedly responded, still unsure of what to feel at the moment. His hand landed on my shoulder, and we stood together simply looking out at what was left of our spoils.

“His name was Weiss.”

“What?” Alex asked.

“Wanderer. His real name was Weiss. He wanted us to remember him by that.”

“Oh.”

It was a heavy name that carried such an apparently grievous sin it was considered best left forgotten. Alex stood there in solemn silence as the two of us tried to meld the man and the name together in our minds. I hoped the others would do the same. It was what Weiss deserved.

“We won, North. “ Alex tried to console me.

“I know. I just wish we could have won more.”

Alex sighed, pulling on my shoulder to force me to look at all of the freed slaves. 

“It’s why wars happen. Everyone just wants to win more. Anyone who believes they can have it all will always end up with nothing. But if you want to be a good leader, you need to know what is and isn’t possible to win. If you can’t do that, all you will be doing is proving Silva right about you.”

With my jaw starting to unhinge, I twisted my gaze to him and found the comfortable and familiar smile he wore back at the camps whenever he tried to reassure people that the future was going to be alright. Optimism radiated off of him like mana from a piece of magore. 

“You’re siding with me over Silva?”

“No, I’m putting my belief in you. Belief that you can prove my doubts wrong and become a better leader than I originally thought you could. I know you can. Prove it to me. To them. You already know the first step.”

A glint made itself out in the rubble, a metal sheen that I was familiar with. Weiss’s blade, lifted out of the dirt by a curious miner who had no idea they were carrying the tool of a great warrior. 

I would have felt frustration or sadness at the sight of such an item before now. With Alex’s words in mind, I just felt a sense of overwhelming respect. The part of me that thought I had made a mistake by allowing Weiss to decide his own death finally became quiet.

“I need to focus on things that I can save, and not the things that I can’t.” I answered with resolve. 

“There you go. Manage that, and Arlin doesn’t stand a chance.” Alex’s optimism was starting to break through the cracks as my mind turned towards the future.

“So, what’s next?” Ruby interjected after watching our banter.

I thought for a moment, scratching on my cheek in a knowing imitation of Alex, which caused him to chuckle.

With nothing left stopping us and a noteworthy opening of time before we had to start moving, I could only think of one answer to that question.

“Let’s go swimming.”

            

    
        Chapter 79: Lake Episode

    
    
    
    
                Haven Lake was one of the few parts of Corith I felt confident in calling beautiful. The sun had started to descend as we gathered around and celebrated. 

We’d taken time to mourn those who had been lost, although there weren’t many bodies to collect. Strewn limbs and body parts were hard to identify to one individual. We still planned to give a proper Corithian funeral to those we could find.

The air smelled nice as the breeze wafted down the scent of cooking meat from the camp and right down to the lake. Some of the freed slaves came forward offering their apparent cooking skills, and it appeared they were being put to good use.

General sounds of merriment came from the water as people either relaxed in the shallow parts or went to enjoy a swim farther in. With my pant legs rolled up and my shoes resting back on the shore, I was part of the former group. The water wasn’t as cold as I’d expected it to be for the middle of winter, although I just counted that as another example of Haven Lake living up to its name.

A large portion of those who were going for a swim were also nude as to ensure their clothing didn’t get wet. Being enslaved had stunted my growth in several things, including my “sexual maturity”. That was the phrase Sera had used for it when she tried to explain it to me back when we were still in the mining camp, but most of it went over my head.

My cheeks were burning bright red as I watched the nude swimmers off in the distance, unable to look away. I didn’t know what I was feeling and was terrified that it wasn’t the type of thing I could ask about in good faith. 

This feels like one of those things that would ruin people’s image of me if it ever got out.

Sera’s voice saved me from my internal dilemma, calling my attention away from the lake and back to the shore.

“North, I know that you’re trying to be relaxed, but are you sure it's a good idea to just have him here?” Sera inquired, looking at me judgingly from the shore.

Sera pointed over to Matthias who was sitting on the grass looking absolutely terrified. I’d barely given him any attention, letting him do his own thing. Most of the others were ignoring him as they either talked around or in the lake. Sera’s finger must have felt like a burner being pointed at his forehead.

“He’s not a danger to anyone. Last I checked, he was smart enough to figure out that he’s got no choice other than to stick with us. Isn’t that right Matthias?” I craned back my neck to stare at him with a predatory smile, reveling in his cowardice.

“Y-Yes sir!” He stammered. 

“And if he does do anything, we’ll just throw him into the forest. As long as he helps out and shares what he knows, it seems kind of pointless to get violent.” I shrugged, watching Matthias be consumed by confused gratitude.

“But he’s an Arlinian.” Sera emphasized.

“So was Elm… and I guess Nicole. He’s basically a civilian.”

“You’re classifying a researcher as a civilian? Isn’t that basically another part of Arlin’s military?”

“Actually,” Matthias warily piped up, “we’re a separate branch of the government. The leader of our military is the grea- er, the well known Emperor Arlin. Our branch is led by the Head Researcher Solomon. Our work is often used by the military, as magore is considered central to Arlin’s expansion, but we do other things as well. After all, not all research is dedicated towards magore in Arlin. We have an extensive department dedicated to agriculture which has a beautiful facility located in Freiweld, for example.”

I couldn’t stop myself from chuckling at his odd explanation.“See? Completely harmless and full of information.”

Sera stopped mid-nod and locked eyes with the lower half of my body, narrowing her gaze.

“Uhh….”

I followed her gaze and felt my heart sink. The pants I’d been wearing were loose, but they’d gotten noticeably tighter. Listening to my naive instincts, I gave up on keeping my pants dry and ran further into the water to hide it.

Sera watched this and laughed uproariously at my shame.

“North, by the flow, you can’t be serious.”

“Shut up!” I yelled back in futility. My red cheeks were lighting up so much I was worried I’d been accidentally using my attunement.

“Please, it isn’t that bad.” Sera said half-heartedly, a mocking grin still plastered on her face.

“Then why are you laughing at me!”

A shadow loomed over me, and I turned to see the duo of Ruby and Mell, with Ruby riding atop his shoulders.

OH FOR FUCKS SAKE!

“What’s going on? I heard you two yelling.” Ruby innocently asked.

“Nothing!” I fruitlessly denied.

“North is just panicking about gett-”

“SERA!” I interrupted, horrified by the thought of this getting any worse than it already was.

She cackled as she fell back onto the grass right next to the terrified Matthias. I groaned in mental pain while Ruby and Mell searched for some sort of sense.

“Are you okay?” Ruby puzzled.

“No, Ruby. I am very much not.” I slowly waded through the water away from them, making my way back onto shore. The pants were soaked, but I’d returned to normal.

“Wonder if Alex could…” I pondered aloud, thinking about how my family would dry clothes sometimes by placing them near our fireplace.

“North, are you about to risk getting your pants set on fire just so you can have them dried off?”

I shrugged. “Maybe?”

My response was met with a towel being thrown directly into my face by Sera.

Did this camp keep towels somewhere? We definitely weren’t carrying any.

“There. Now you can go and dry your pants the normal way, not using someone’s attunement, and not go walking around nude. It’s not like we’re going to find many pairs of pants your size.”

Sera paused, and the two of us slowly shifted over our gaze to Matthias. He froze in place like a cornered animal.

“Arlinian, do you-”


“Yes. Um, they should be in the guard tent along with any other clothing or items you may need from me.” Matthias announced, the fear of death permeating every word.

“Could you lead me to where that is?” I probed

“Yes, of course. Anything to help!”

With a small nudge, Mell walked Ruby near the shore to loom over the terrified Arlinian.

“Did you keep paper with you?”

Matthias pondered the question before giving what seemed to be a reluctant nod. Ruby nearly flew off of Mell’s shoulders to land directly in front of Matthias. 

“Get moving. And if you’re lying, I’m taking one of your fingers.”

Matthias gulped and scrambled to his feet. I joined up next to them, still rubbing the towel against my soaked pants.

“Of course.” Matthias began slowly walking, taking occasional horrified looks back at Ruby. He was probably wondering how and why he was very likely to be down a finger within the next few hours if he didn’t fulfill this absurd request.

I made my way up to his side and patted him on the back.

“Good luck.”

“Why are you doing this to me…” whimpered Matthias, the realization that this was going to be the way of things for the foreseeable future fully setting in.

“You’re still an Arlinian, and you did watch all of their suffering without a second thought.” I replied casually.

“But I didn’t do anything.” He asserted.

I shook my head, hoping this wasn’t going to be the normal response I’d get from people like him.

“That’s kind of the problem. Maybe you could only do something small, but you still had the chance to do something to be better than the rest of the guard here. As far as everyone else sees it, you’re just as bad as the people who did hurt them.” I explained, thinking back on all of the terrible guards we’d met throughout our journey. 

“Then why are you keeping me around?”

“Because I’m an idiot. I’ve met Arlinians that were good people, but they weren’t like that at first. So I guess I’m just hoping that you can be good too.” I said. I was being far more honest than I’d initially intended to be with him.

“That’s rather…”

“Naive?”

“Noble. Not too different from what I’ve heard Emperor Arlin espouse, although he’s far more eloquent.” Matthias accidentally insulted me, “When I met him in person, he gave off this feeling that he was specifically looking for people who could become better servants to the Empire’s cause. Makes a lot more sense now why he basically ignored me.”

Elm had called the Emperor ambitious, but also willing to do anything to achieve his goals. While they were different descriptions of the man, with Matthias’s containing far more respect, I could see some of the overlap.

“Do you like the Emperor?” I inquired.

“Of course. He is the great Fourth Emperor. His short tenure has done much for our nation and…” His words droned off as he realized who he was talking to.

“Keep going.” I goaded him on.

“I get the feeling that it would be in my best interests not to?”

I shrugged and continued walking, watching as the other freed slaves were cooking meals or cleaning through the rubble to get supplies. It was a bit of peace after the chaos, where the people could finally breathe and hear their own thoughts. 

The smell was intoxicating, and I could scarcely wait for the feast to finally begin. 

New pants would need to come first.



Whatever the meat that the freed slaves had cooked up, it was tasting absolutely delicious. I couldn’t tell what creature it was, whether it was some of the meat that was stocked up as food or if it was one of the dead animals they found strewn about the place. 

Corith might have screwed up how I view food.

Ignoring the intrusive thought, I started to make my way back over to the group of Sera, Ruby and Mell while chomping down on what I believed to be a leg. Ruby was happily counting the sheets of paper she’d liberated. In the middle of the walk I felt a heavy arm land onto my shoulder, forceful holding me in place.

“Are you North?”

I turned to see a man staring down at me. The first thing that stood out to me was his darker skin tone, darker than even Ireborian. That meant he was probably from Uril. His eyes were colorless, the pupils looking like miniature moons. He was around the same height as Marcus was and was similarly skinny, but it looked more like muscle than malnutrition.

“Yes, that’s me.” I answered, wary of his sudden intrusion.

“Good. Come with me for a second.”

I was dragged through the crowd by this stranger until we arrived farther down on the lake. He let go and leaned himself against one of the trees with his arms crossed.

“How’d you get into the mines?”

“Light attunement.” I said flatly. I lifted up my right hand and allowed for the light mana surrounding it to erase it from sight. 

The man’s moon-like eyes dilated as he slowly stepped forward and put a finger against the empty space and landed against my palm.

“Heavenly Father… and you can do this to your entire body?” The man gasped. I’d met a few Urilan slaves in the past, and I’d heard them say Heavenly Father or Heavenly Mother as a sort of exclamation, like Corithians and the Flow. Religion was Sera’s strong suit, so I never found any reason to ask.

“It took me a month to get it down, but I can hold full invisibility for around fifteen minutes if I’m focused.” I humbly bragged.

“I see. Yet you still needed to use the flash of light in the mines?”

He must have seen the flash, but not the first guard going down. Maybe he assumed I had a fire attunement before this.

“I did. Sorry if it hurt your eyes.” I preemptively apologized. I hadn’t really held back on the flash, since I knew the guards were wearing the magore protection suits. 

“No need. But it feels like a waste.”

“Huh?”

The man pointed at my still invisible hand, which was now resting by my side.

“Blinding places you at far more of a risk. If you are blinding the enemy, they will know your general location. You’re far more dangerous if they have no idea where you are at all.”

“Using invisibility while fighting is something I’ve not been able to do. It splits too much of my focus.” I pushed back. I could feel a slight headache coming on, and when I looked back I could see the stranger eerily smiling.

“It’s a teachable skill. I’ve been using my attunement for the entire conversation.”

I looked around, checking the lake, the dirt, and whether there was a fire anywhere. That was until I noticed that outside of the stranger’s voice, I couldn’t hear anything. The sounds of the celebration nearby were completely muted.

He’s like Ruby!

“Your skills give you the makings of a great assassin.” He opened the bubble and allowed all of the sounds of the forest to finally reach my ears. The headache I was feeling dissipated nearly instantly. 

“Who are you?” I finally asked.

“Cedric. I was a member of Uril’s National Unity Security. Although Arlin would likely call me a ‘State-Sponsored Assassin’ or some other derogatory term.”

“Is this some sort of offer to train me?” 

I couldn’t help but think about Elm. His mentorship had been forced on me. I wasn’t exactly looking for another person to do the same.

“I was supposed to start training the next young generation of Security agents, but Arlin conquered us before I got the chance. They would have been around your age.” He explained.

“I’m nineteen.”

“Sure.” He remarked, doubting me, “But you’d still be best off learning sooner than later.”

I turned back to the celebrations and could see Sera curiously watching me. I was supposed to formally introduce our group around this time.

“Could we talk about this later? I’ve got to give a speech.”

“Of course. Still, think of my offer.”

I nodded and ran off back around the lake and to Sera, letting her lead me to a makeshift podium that they’d set up. It was just a few wooden boxes, but it would do the job. Sera, Silva, Alex, and all of the people who’d come with me through Corith gathered at the sides of the box. 

Conversation slowed as they seemed to realize that I was about to begin talking, with only a few hushed whispers left in the background.

“Freed slaves of Arlin. I am North, a son of Corith. I lived in this land for the first fourteen years of my life. When my town was destroyed, I spent five years being used as a tool for Arlin’s mines. That was until I and the others who stood before you removed our shackles and fought back against the Empire.” I exclaimed to the crowd, before lowering my tone, “We lost many on the way to get here. You surely have heard the stories. We had to spend weeks in the forest of Corith to arrive here, braving deadly creatures one after another. In the end, to destroy Arlin’s forces, my dear comrade Weiss had to sacrifice himself. Many sacrifices were made, and not all by choice. But to honor those sacrifices, we must look to the future and continue forward.”

I took a deep breath, trying to survey reactions. Most looked like they just wanted to get back to their food, which I couldn’t blame them for.

“Arlin is never going to let us go unless we take the fight to them. They deserve freedom, and only with your help can we give it to them. Our work will begin tomorrow. But for tonight, we shall celebrate!” I raised up my fist and was met with a cacophony of expected cheers. Many of the lifted mugs and glasses were filled with wine we’d pillaged from the collapsed supply depot.

“Not bad.” Sera remarked, patting me on the back as I stepped down from the box.

“Could have been better.” I admitted.

“You’ve got time to work on it. What was that Urilan guy asking you about?”

“Wanted to help me with using my attunement for stealth. Train me to be a better assassin. I think he said he was part of the ‘Natural Unity Security’?”

“National Unity Security.” Silva corrected.

“You know about them?”

“A bit. Uril wasn’t like any other countries when it got conquered. I think someone said that everything they did was communal?”

“Correct.” Cedric affirmed.

All of us twisted backwards in shock, completely unaware that he had snuck up behind us.

“Did anyone tell you that it’s rude to eavesdrop?” Silva chided him.

“It didn’t appear like you were trying to have a private conversation out in the open. And yes, we were a communal nation before Arlin. Private land ownership was abolished and everything was given by the state. We were a nation of equals. My job was to maintain that equality and insure the nation remained unified.”

“By killing them?” Sera piped up.

“That's what I did. It wasn’t the whole purpose of Unity Security.”

“Sure.” Silva scoffed.

“As long as you’re willing to help us in our next fight, I don’t have any problems with what you or your nation did.” I cut in through the tension. Cedric had already shown skills that I knew we could use.

“Does that mean you’re going to take my offer for tutelage?”

“We can work on it when we’re on the road. It’s going to take a few weeks to get to Freiweld.”

All heads turned to me expectedly. 

“Freiweld? The original plan was to head south to meet up with Elm.” Ruby moved to stand right in front of me.

“That was a plan we made when we had our original numbers. And strigs. We were expecting to have a strong enough force to make a march on the central camp. Time’s not on our side… and Elm’s group might be dead.”

I gritted my teeth saying those last words. I’d ignored the thought as best as possible the entire time because I knew that it would only slow me down. Now that we were here and out of the forest, I could address it. 

Unless Arlin’s forces only went after us, that meant that Elm’s forces were at risk. He was a good leader, and that made me believe in his survival, but I couldn’t bet on it. I could only pray, and praying could only take you so far. Seeing the grim looks of everyone around me confirmed they were harboring much of the same thoughts.

“I say tomorrow, we gather as many of the most militarily minded people together and figure out our next steps. That includes you, Cedric.”

He nodded, seeming somewhat intrigued. 

“We can’t make the same mistakes as last time. Arlin’s not going to keep underestimating us forever. By the time they learn about this camp’s destruction, I don’t think we’re just going to be another nuisance to them. They can’t ignore us any longer.”

            

    
        Chapter 80: Young Blood

    
    
    
    
                David was desperately in need of one thing at the moment, and it was good news. Ever since Orven had died, it’d been nothing but problems. Orven had been right about his death in several regards and David hated the fact that he was starting to rethink his actions. An emperor needed to be resolute, and he was struggling in that department.

He sat in his comfortable office chair, tapping his finger on the table awaiting for Erin to burst through the door with her reports and information. It was barely past dawn, and David had scarfed down breakfast so fast he was worried he might get a stomachache. He never did get those ailments. He rarely got ill at all, and even when he did he got over it rather quickly. 

The only one he had right now as a headache, although that one was probably more mental than it was physiological. 

Erin burst through the door with a stack of papers and the first smile he’d seen on her face in a long time. The pile landed onto his desk with a loud, triumphant thud.

“Good morning?” David asked, puzzled.

“Yes it is. Because I’ve got the one thing you’ve been desperate for.”

“The answer to whatever Orven was going on about?” David’s eyes lit up like a match had been struck behind them.

“Well, maybe. That’s what the stack of papers is for. No, I’ve got a positive update on one of your endeavors. The AM project has had a breakthrough. I’ve only got only a couple details, but they were intent on showing you in person.”

The AM Project is actually pulling their weight? Wonder if I’m going to have to edit the budget proposal. Pretty sure they’re on the actual one, not the strigshit I share with the court. 

David leaned back in his chair, exhaling a well of stress that had been coalescing inside of him. This was another step of progress that the Empire needed to survive in the coming future. Erin was also rather invested in the project, being the one who managed to create something tangible out of David’s rather insane proposal.

“How long until we depart? If the stack of papers is what you say they are, I’d prefer to delve into them sooner than later.”

“We leave in ten. I’ve already prepared our transport, and have the list of names placed inside. I can go over the core information on the way there. The rest can come later, once you’ve gotten something to raise your spirits.” Erin said with a delightful grin that David could lose himself in for hours.

He stood up from his chair, walked over to Erin and looked down at her. His regal smile beamed in the softly lit room. Placing a hand under her chin, he lifted up her adorable face for him to appreciate. The brief moment of intimacy reddened Erin’s cheeks just before she brushed the hand aside.

“Not right now. You can ogle me after we’ve figured out what’s trying to kill us.”

“Fine.” David pouted before returning to his normal regal demeanor. He made a short detour to grab his imperial mantle and stepped outside of the palace, flanked by guard on all sides as he entered the carriage along with Erin. 

After a brief moment of silence, Erin reached into a satchel and handed David four pieces of paper, all of them filled to the brim with writing. 

“These are the four major theories I’ve come up with to explain what Orven meant. There’s more details contained in the others which show potential proof for each of these, along with factors that might disprove each theory.” Erin explained while David flipped across each sheet, skimming through to get the general gist of each one. 

“These are just the ones covering specific areas of attack that Orven’s co-conspirators may be coming from?” David inquired, noticing the lack of specific details.

“The specifics are what the rest of the papers are for, but mostly yes.”

The blood of the first won’t protect me was a specific threat.

“Some of these seem a bit less grounded than others,” David raised up one of the pages, “Orven’s party is a bit too nationalistic to try and help another nation overthrow us.”

“I thought that as well until I looked into his finances. Again, we can go over this later. We’re supposed to be enjoying a victory, right?”

“Right…” David’s voice trailed off as he looked out his window. This was supposed to be something worth celebrating. Other people might have celebrated it too, if they knew about it in the first place.



The AM project was, in David’s mind, on the same level of importance as cracking the method to make slave cuffs. It could even invalidate that research if it got far enough.

AM stood for Artificial Magore, which to some would sound downright insane. Magore was a natural element of the world, and an unruly one at that. Arlin had barely managed to wrestle control over it in their history. Fabricating it was a nonsensical ideal. 

At least, that was what one might think until one actually understands magore. It is pure condensed mana given physical form. The main utilization of that is to power technology and weaponry with the mana contained inside of it. However, if one could theoretically take mana and condense it into solid structures, they could create magore without needing for it to spend centuries coalescing deep beneath the ground. 

Humans already had some control over mana, if they were attuned. The entire purpose of magore technology was to give a normal human power that can rival that of an attuned, giving them some equality on the battlefield. The fact that the Empire had to use slaves to mine magore limited their progress, and the AM Project was their way to finally remove the need for that from the system.

Another notable fact about the project was the fact that outside of those who worked on it, only a scant few knew of its existence. AM existed in the empty space between the lines of government paperwork, hidden so deeply that calling it a secret felt like an understatement. The AM Project was designed to function as though it never existed in the first place.

The budget for the project had been nestled inside other public projects which the court actually knew about, acting as a way to trim the fat of these other endeavors in a logical and productive manner. The same went for those who worked on it. While the researchers may have been assigned to other projects, that was only to cover for their true work. 

The members of the court would have viewed the project as a bureaucratic parasite. David viewed it as a measure of making sure the lins his government spent went to a good cause that wasn’t lining the pockets of the true parasites of the empire. 

AM was hidden because of the potential chaos it could cause if it was ever leaked. Arlin’s growth was intentionally paced to be fast enough to overwhelm his enemies, but slow enough as to not inspire a unified front in opposition. The creation of artificial magore would without a doubt insure Arlin’s victory over the continent and potentially even shrink Erin’s twenty year time frame. If word got out, the rest of Sol would have no choice but to form a unified front in order to defeat Arlin before they could achieve this goal.

It was Arlin’s hidden win condition, and David wanted to keep it that way. If he could find a way to bend the laws of reality to his whim, perhaps the protection of the first’s blood wouldn’t matter as much.



The Emperor stepped out of the carriage and into the street, guard watching his every step as Erin meekly followed behind him. They’d ramped up his personal security nearly threefold since Orven’s death, and it was making Erin feel claustrophobic. 

Murmurs were heavy as he made his way inside, as the researchers either bowed or greeted him in the way he was painfully used to. He was going towards the back stairwell, ignoring any possible distraction that could appear. Midway through his walk, one of his guards handed him a lantern. Once he got there, the guards made a human wall as he made his way inside to block any other entrance to the stairwell.

The research building was constructed of multiple floors, with a basement that most assumed was either for miscellaneous maintenance technology. The faint hum of magore filled the air as he stared at the dark stairwell, and he could tell it was making her sick. 

“Erin, if you really want to come, get a suit.” He chided her. 

“Is there one my size?”

“Actually, I had one sized just for you. It’s in a closet on the second floor with your name on it.” David grinned like a child who’d just gotten away with stealing from their parents. 

“I’m going to melt to death.”

“Would you prefer puking your breakfast out over these fine patriot’s work?” He asked rhetorically.

Erin let out a frustrated groan and ran upstairs. He could hear the researchers happily greeting and directing her. After a few minutes, she clumsily trudged downstairs in the awkward suit. A mix of fabric and metal covered every inch of her skin, with her only viewpoint to the outside world being a pair of carefully crafted goggles. 

“I’m going to make you pay for this.”

“Sure you will.” David teased, patting her on the shoulder.

“It’s a struggle to even breathe in this thing, let alone walk. How do the researchers get any work done in these death traps?” Erin bemoaned, pinching at the fabric on her arm. There was a singular entryway for air in the suit, being a metal mesh at the back.

“Would you like me to carry you?” 

Erin’s response was a simple punch in the shoulder. The two chuckled as they made their way downstairs and towards the research project. 

Inside the basement, machinery hissed and hummed, whirring with technology only a scant few in the empire could understand. Erin held close, hugging right next to his side the entire time as he surveyed around, looking for the one door located deep inside. It was a heavy iron door, bolted shut with a number of locks.

As he made his way up to it, he knocked on it a few times and declared his presence.

“I’m here to see your work.”

Within a few moments the door burst open to several researchers hiding their terror behind a welcoming smile.

“Emperor, I’m so glad you could make it.” Researcher General Solomon said, bowing low enough to show his growing bald spot.

 

Researcher General was the highest position anyone who did research for the empire could hold. They controlled which experiments occurred and were intended to be at the top of everything in the realm of Arlin’s technological advancement. 

Solomon, despite his age, had only gained the position midway through David’s reign. His wrinkled face and wispy gray hair were things he took pride in, as he was around during Arlin’s beginnings. He remembered the first uses of magore and was even alive during the creation of what would be the modern burner and igniter. 

He was retired before David recruited him and brought him back into the world of research, which he greatly appreciated. His memory was long enough to both remember the great achievements of the First Emperor and could compare it to the horrid performance of the Third.

David reminded him of the First in many ways, which made him easy to persuade to do just about anything. A tool that was both smart and loyal was invaluable to his plans, and he intended to keep Solomon kicking for as long as possible. 

“The pleasure is mine, old friend. I’ve been waiting with bated breath after hearing of your progress, especially since you seem inclined to share it in person.” David replied, hoping to speed things up so Erin didn’t pass out.

“Your kind words are appreciated. Please, come with me.” 

The two began walking into the dense laboratory, watching them write down notes as they walked towards an imposing machine. The main body of it was circular, with what appeared to be an input and output hole on each side surrounded by jutting metal on all sides. Solomon stopped the pair, grabbing a clipboard from a nearby desk and clearing his throat.

“This is the model we believe we can use to create AM. It’s not functional yet, but we’re using it as a basis for a greater test. As of right now, we believe we have discovered the necessary piece we’ve been missing in the process of creating AM.” Solomon explained, handing the clipboard over to David. 

It was mostly the same shape, but as he flipped through the pages he saw an internal view of the machine, where his eyes were caught on a very bizarre detail.

“Solomon, could you please explain why there’s a human inside the diagram? Is that to show scale?” David warily inquired, passing the clipboard over to Erin for her to review it. 

There was a bizarre silence that filled the rest of the room as though some unspoken rule had been broken. Solomon paused, taking a deep breath before answering.

“No. That is part of the design.”

David felt a sense of unease crawling up his spine, as he questioned whether this visit was the good news he’d been searching for.

“Could you elaborate?”

Solomon walked over to the machine, placing his hand on the cylinder. David wondered if he was trying to avoid looking him in the face.

“Controlling mana is a delicate process. It surrounds us, there’s no industrial method to condense it into a form that is similar to magore. Even naturally, magore deposits take centuries to form underground. The only way we know of to control mana is through attunements. If we can take control of the process that occurs within attuned that allows them to control mana within their own bodies, we could theoretically use that to force their flow to condense the mana rather than to transform it,” Solomon exposited, still hiding from the emperor’s gaze. “The next step would be a larger version of this model, where we could test this to its fullest. However, since what we are working with is relatively small, we would need a smaller attuned to confirm our theories.”

David sat on the words for a moment, running through them several times. Something had felt off, and now he completely understood why.

“Are you asking me to supply you with children to use as test subjects?”

Solomon took a deep breath and finally turned away from the machine, locking eyes with David. He looked desperate, as though he was clinging onto any shreds of companionship he had formed for dear life.

“That would be the logical next step. It has taken us nearly a year to get just this one prototype. It would require far more funding and time to create a model that could use larger attuned. We’re on the verge of a massive breakthrough that could lead to mass AM production within the decade. If we’re forced to slow down now, that would put all of our progress to a halt.”

“What range of ages are you specifically planning on using?” David asked with gritted teeth. Looking down, he could see that Erin’s gloved hand had grabbed onto his wrist. He could feel how uncomfortable she was even without seeing her face.

“Sir, I would like to empha-”

“What ages?” David reiterated with a far louder and more aggressive tone. Solomon’s resolve seemed to be faltering more with every second.

“With the current size of the machine, we believe the best ages would be three to five.” Solomon regretfully responded.

He wants toddlers?

“No.” Erin blurted out through her suit.

“Erin?”

“This is not something we can agree to do.” Erin asserted.

Solomon’s desperation shifted into frustration at his advisor, looking as though he’d somehow been slighted.

“Young lady, this is the Emperor’s decision, not your own.” Solomon chided her, trying to weaponize his seniority. 

David stepped forward, towering over Solomon radiating with power and authority. He’d acted above his station, and that wasn’t something he could abide by.

“She is far above your authority as Researcher General. I should punish you for treating her in such a way.”

“I apologize, Emperor. My ambition got the best of me.” Solomon apologized as he bowed once more.

“Indeed it has. I am impressed with your work Solomon, but I don’t believe I can make such a decision at the moment. I will inform you in the coming days on whether or not I will supply your project with what you requested.” David proclaimed before turning and making his way back towards the exit with the diagrams. Erin had remained attached to his wrist the entire time and was reluctant to let go.

This is far more than anything that can be blamed on senility. 

“I’m sorry.” Erin murmured softly.

“Don’t be. Your voice of reason is what I cherish the most about you. Now let’s get you out of this suit and back to the palace before you throw up.”

He couldn’t see it, but he assumed that Erin was smiling beneath the suit. It was a comforting thought, and it was one he needed. 

She changed rather quickly into her normal outfit and made her way outside where the carriage was already waiting. The two sat in silence, staring at each other as they both ruminated on Solomon’s request.

David took a brief look outside and saw two young children stop in the middle of their play to marvel at the Emperor’s carriage. They were young, although David guessed they were likely above the age that Solomon was asking for. The fact he was thinking about that at all sickened him.

This may just be another sacrifice I must take.

“Erin, I know what you mean when you said no. But I think we should consider our options.”

“You want us to use children as fuel for his experiments? We have no idea if it will even result in anything.” Erin snapped back, digging into David’s conscience.

“We can’t act like we have any moral high ground. We already put children into our mining camps.” He pushed back to maintain moral stability.

“But they’re never that young. We don’t kill attuned or put them in the mines if they’re below the age of seven. We have a code, and I know that because you were the one who created it.” 

She was, as usual, correct. When they conquered territory, if they discovered attuned children that were below the age of seven, they would instead send them to be converted into assets for Arlin, often by being inserted into the adoption system. David did it as a way to bolster Arlin’s amount of attuned in its military in the long run. The children were young, which meant they could be molded. Their culture and identity could be replaced with that of Arlin’s, allowing them to become helpful assets to the empire. They held similar status to those outside True Arlin, but could gain complete citizenship if they joined the military. 

It was a twisted form of humanitarianism that appealed both to Arlinian sensibilities and the Court’s avarice. And it was what had been lingering in David’s mind from the moment they left Solomon’s lab. 

“David, I want to achieve your dream just as much as you. I truly believe we can do it. But not like this. There are some lines we shouldn’t cross unless we’re desperate, which we are not right now. Until Solomon changes the design, AM can wait.” Erin pleaded. 

“I…” David faltered with his words. Just looking at Erin’s face was enough to make his heart sink.

I can’t betray her.

“I promise that I’ll hold off any requests Solomon makes. Desperate times call for desperate measures, and we are not in those desperate times. At least, not yet.”

Erin let out a heavy sigh, leaning up against the window of the carriage. 

“I’m afraid how far that line truly is.” 

“Me too.”



Back in his office, far away from Solomon, David disliked the fact he wasn’t feeling any better. The documents in front of him weren’t very good for his mentality, as they all signaled the many ways his enemies might be coming for him. They had been ranked one to four in terms of most to least likely

The first theory was the most plausible. There was an intended coup building within the court. A senior member of some kind would gather support and replace David. With Orven’s party and the rhetoric surrounding them, he’d been keeping tabs on a few individuals who had possible claims of legitimacy they could use in such a situation.

The second theory was the one he’d noted on the ride to the laboratory. An attack from an opposing nation, who wanted to take down the Empire by destroying its head. The immediate instability would lead to a feeding frenzy for the governors and court members as they all grasped for power, likely on a local level rather than immediately reforming Arlin. 

The third theory suggested that there might be another heir to the throne. The third had no children, but he did have a couple lovers. David had kept an eye on each of them, and found that none of them had children that could be related to the Third. The theory posited that there might be a hidden heir that is simply waiting to be placed on the throne which David hadn’t discovered yet.

The fourth theory suggested a people’s revolution which was supported by Orven. This was the most unlikely, since he could never imagine a man as greedy supporting a revolution done by the common man.

“Four theories, all of them with individual evidence… we can throw out number four, right?” David asked, holding up the sheet in his hand.

“It’s worth keeping in mind. We still have no idea how many people are supporting this. Orven didn’t work alone, and with our current debacle in Corith…”

David groaned as the slave rebellion in Corith came to his mind again. He’d heard that the majority of their forces had been destroyed, but when they checked, Grayson wasn’t among them. That meant that it wasn’t over, and that he’d have to keep an eye on the territory.

He’d given Lieutenant Keagan authority over how the military should respond as he trusted the man’s instincts. He’d heard of Theodore’s passing, which he found regrettable, but he also saw the benefits it could bring. Motivation could bring out the best within a person, and there was no greater motivation than revenge for a loved one. 

“I wanted to cover all angles of attack we have, and see where you might want to start searching.” Erin grabbed the page out of his hand and placed it back on the pile.

David placed his elbows on the table and held his head, thinking over every detail in front of him. There were some things he had expected, but Erin had gone above and beyond with collecting information. She had cataloged the transaction behaviors of Orven and other members of his faction. She’d even listed which nations might have been able to make ties with Orven.

She did all of this while also being the cutest woman in Vyris.

Her petite face along with her dirty blonde hair that was tied into a bun tugged at his heart strings. Her secretary outfit was hitting all of his desires for a visual, her black skirt showing her ankles in a way that would have caused a social panic a few decades ago.

She is the perfect woman.

“David…” Erin groaned, snapping him out of his daydream.

“It’s not my fault. You make it quite easy to get distracted.”

Erin slowly made her way to his side of the desk and placed her hand in his hair, ruffling it.

“What about the threat of death is making you such a romantic?” She teased.

“Maybe I’m just worried we might not get to experience certain things. I can handle another scandal or two, don’t you think?” David grinned as he stood up from his chair.

“You’re serious about this?” Erin insisted, locking eyes with her childhood friend. Her cheeks were already an adorable shade of red.

“Very. But only with your consent.” David emphasized. He’d gotten touchy with her earlier, but that was just the two of them toying with each other like they always did. This was different.

“If that is what you desire.” 

“No, I want this to be your choice. Controlling your decision is the last thing I would want to do. If I’m going to love you I want to do it as David, not as Emperor.” 

Erin paused, somewhat overwhelmed by the gesture. Her hand slowly moved up to David’s cheek as a soft smile formed across her lips.

“You’re a lucky man, David Arlin.”

“I know.”

David leaned down and the two embraced in a kiss, wrapping their arms around each other. The cold air of winter melted away. It felt as though nothing else existed except for this simple, beautiful moment. David felt the happiest he ever had in his entire time as Emperor. 

They kissed a few more times, relishing each moment. When David felt it was fitting to finally pull away, he couldn’t help but laugh at himself. 

“Our image of romance is quite childish, it seems.” He jokingly admitted. 

“Would you like to change that?” Erin tempted him, which he happily obliged.

With a quick swooping motion, he moved one of his arms from her back and down below her hips, lifting her up in a rather fitting princess carry. The two walked down the halls of the palace towards his bedroom, laughing and kissing the entire time. 



For it being their first time, David thought he had done rather well. Erin was the one who had seemingly read more on the subject and led him most of the way, but he was intentionally going slow. Even though he had gotten his initial yes, he never wanted to go past what Erin was comfortable with, and made sure she was willing at every step.

Resting in bed, David couldn’t sleep, but it wasn’t because of any frustration or headache. He just wanted to admire Erin’s adorable sleeping face as much as possible. 

She’d fallen asleep quickly after they had finished, leaving David to think to himself in the meantime. 

He had never considered it before, but now that he had passed this threshold, he could genuinely consider offspring. He’d avoided that from happening, since this was their first time, but it remained on his mind.

That should definitely be her decision, not mine.

That time would come. For now, he just wanted to enjoy the beautiful sight in front of him. 

The only light in the room was that of the moon and the stars, through which David could see relatively fine. That was why he was able to notice a slight disturbance in it and bolted upwards.

Shrouded in dark clothing, a man was making his way towards Erin on the bed. Seeing David bolt upwards he immediately started to lunge directly at her.

David’s protective instincts kicked in as mana focused into his middle finger, expressing itself as pure light.

The power surged out of his finger in a dense and focused beam of energy. David quickly made a swift chopping motion with the laser, the beam crossing over the assassin’s midsection.

Light, no matter how much energy it contained, lacked the ability to physically push back the assassin. However, just before the man began to leap over the bed, he felt an odd form of internal dissonance.

He stumbled and realized he no longer had control over his legs, and that his upper body was sliding away from his lower half. Just below his navel where the beam had crossed, there was a physical gap where flesh and bone had been erased and turned into ash.

Emperor David Arlin had just cut him in half.

His upper body slid forward and toppled onto the bed, squirming as his guts began to spill out over the bed sheets. In a quick motion, David wrenched the dagger from the man’s weakening grip and smashed his fist against the back of his neck to try to silence his bloody screams. Leaning over to check under the bed for more threats, he saw that it remained empty.

Erin had awoken at this point, and seeing the man’s bisected body, shrieked. She pulled back on the covers and pushed right against the bed rest to avoid the assassin’s clumsy movements. She kicked at his head over and over through the covers to keep him away.

“UNDER THE BED NOW!” David shouted at her. She scrambled out over the covers and hid below. 

Standing up, he moved to look out the window.  Nothing was hidden from his sight, and his eyes immediately landed on a far off figure standing on the Royal Court’s rooftop, holding a scoped igniter. The energy in David focused into his middle finger as he imitated the shape of a burner.

The man could tell that what was staring directly at him was not the target, and prepared to hide, but it was too late. What exited his finger looked like a delicate string of searing white light like a thread stolen from the great tapestry of the sun. With a surgical motion of his wrist, the beam cut through one of the man’s legs, separating it at the knee. The assassin lost his balance and fell onto one of the slanted sections of the roof. As he slid off the roof and to his death, his screams were loud enough that even David could hear them.

Letting out a frustrated sigh, he made his way back to the bed to find the assassin’s torso still squirming and gurgling blood. It was such an irritating noise to listen to, so David decided to shut him up. 

He placed his hand on the back of the man’s head and filled it with power. With only a slight push, his hand was able to melt through clothes, hair, skin, and bone until it came out on the other side. The hand was covered in viscera when he pulled it back out, which he flicked off.

The door burst open, as lantern carrying guards filled the room. It was brief, but he could see that the guards who were outside of his room were lying either dead or injured.

Probably a wind attunement for the assassin, to hide his movements. I got lucky this time. 

“Sir, are you-”

“I’m fine. Erin, you can come out from the bed. I want her taken to the panic room and kept there until we’ve swept the entire castle.” He ordered succinctly, grabbing a blanket from the bed and wrapping it around Erin’s shivering body.

Some of the guards were also looking at him, their eyes drawn to his nude form. David’s physique was known to be impressive, and he had seemingly met or even surpassed their expectations. David forced himself to ignore it as he picked up his underwear from the floor and put it on.

“Right away, Emperor Arlin. Is that… him?” Erikson, one of his more preferred guards, asked.

“What is left of him. There’s another who has fallen off of the Court building. Send a few men to check for a body.”

“Of course. I apologize for forcing you to fight yourself, although your usage of both your attunement and a burner is quite masterful.”

If only they knew.

“Save the compliments for later.” David brushed aside the comment as he watched Erin move out surrounded by a huddle of soldiers. His perfect night with her had been ruined.

She was the clear target of the attack, not him. That meant they were getting closer than they would like. And the fact that David had dealt with them so easily told him one very important thing.

They didn’t know what David’s attunement was. Nor did they know just how proficient he was with it. 

David was known as being attuned by most of Arlin. It was a matter of pride for the empire, as few rulers could be said to hold such a power. The fact that he was often compared to the Sun made most assume he had a fire attunement. Light attunements were so rare that to think the emperor might have one seemed preposterous. 

It was only known by a scant few that he had such an attunement. He was trained in private, and the person who trained him was dead. He had practiced himself when possible, and had intentionally broken up times in his schedule to refresh his memory and stretch his attunement muscles. Those times had gotten shorter as of recent and were basically non-existent nowadays.

Attunements and their powers were often based on the capabilities of the mind, rather than individual strength. A creative mind could take an attunement to new limits. David was very creative, and had strong mental fortitude. 

This made him very, very good at using his powers. 

David, the Emperor of Arlin, was the deadliest light attuned on the entirety of Sol.



News spread fast about the assassination attempt on the Emperor’s life in the following four days. This was the second time an attack had happened in Vyris that occurred either near Emperor Arlin’s life. The attack wasn’t intended specifically for him, but the newspapers decided to spin it that way. Most likely, at the Emperor’s request. David thought that if he spinned the story that way, it would be easier for the court to approve his request to beef up the military presence around the city. 

Researcher General Solomon, sitting in his office at the top of the Vyris Research Center, found the situation all rather amusing. He had to, because it was the only way to stave off the extreme boredom.

After Erin’s little interjection, work on the AM project had been put on hold until a formal response came from the Emperor. They needed to know what direction the project would be forced to take. However, unlike the majority of the researchers who worked under him, the assassination attempt had made Solomon rather hopeful. 

The door to his office opened, and one of the meek junior researchers came in with a letter in hand bearing the Imperial Seal. The researcher placed it on his desk and left as quickly as he had come in without a single word. 

Filled with giddy excitement, the type he’d felt had been lost with his youth, he opened up the letter and optimistically unfolded the message.

Researcher General Solomon, I thank you for your service to the Empire. After reviewing your request for subjects, I have come to a decision.

I consider your work integral to protecting this empire’s future, which is why I am allowing for this unique exception to our normal principles.

You will be supplied with three subjects of your specification. All of them have been classified as dead or missing in our registries. They are to be handled carefully and disposed of once used to maintain secrecy. Until the experiment shows any form of results, you will not receive any more subjects. If there is any breach in confidentiality, the AM Project will be put on indefinite pause.

I expect great things from you. Do not disappoint me.

Solomon couldn’t help but laugh to himself. The Emperor’s advisor had seemingly changed her mind. The young Arlin was an independent figure who rarely bent to the whims of others, with her being the sole exception. There was no way he would do this unless she allowed him to. The fact he’d only been given three was likely a stipulation decided by her. 

He’d wanted far more. Any good research required consistent proof, of course. If the current political climate was more stable, he probably would have tried to haggle for at least ten.

Erin’s moral hang ups were a pain, but the old researcher couldn’t help but feel an odd sense of fondness for her. She reminded Solomon of the First’s wife. The only difference was that the First’s wife knew her place. Erin was what made David different from the other Emperors and far harder for the Court to control. Roland was similarly valuable, but didn’t hold the same sway over the young Arlin’s decisions. 

The two were desperate now after the attack. The Emperor needed power to maintain his legitimacy and control over both the throne and the rest of the Empire. Solomon seemed to be happy to oblige them. 

He did realize some of the comedy of it all. After all, he’d approved of the assassination attempt in the first place. 

They were going to go after his assistant eventually, but Solomon thought speeding up the time table would force a sense of urgency onto the young Arlin. They’d not prepared for her to be in the same bed as him, and that small change had been what had saved her life. 

As a man who had mentored David throughout his life, Solomon knew that there was likely no better protector in Vyris than David himself. They’d be inseparable after this, yet Solomon was still as positive as ever.

The assassination attempt was a win-win scenario. Either they removed Emperor Arlin’s most trusted ally, stopping him in his tracks in terms of his policy and giving the court more room to exert pressure on him, or they would push him to be more desperate and speed up the AM project.

He liked this scenario more than the former. It was selfish, but he was sure that the AM project could be continued even with the Emperor’s growing anxiety. He cared for his assistant, which was why he would fight far harder to protect her. He’d improve the Empire’s military and technology all in the name of protecting his love. It was rather poetic. 

Solomon stood up from his chair and went to look out at the beautiful city of Vyris. He had been here since the beginning and saw it grow from just a simple village to a technological marvel. Only a dreamer like himself could have imagined such a future, which was what had kept him in the good graces of Arlin for so long.

He wished he could see more of its future, to have more time on his side. This flower of an Empire had only just begun to bloom. This research into artificial magore was necessary for that future. 

It was a shame that David would never get to see it. After all, The AM project was intended for the next emperor to bring to fruition.

            

    
        Chapter 81: Ascent

    
    
    
    
                It had taken only a night for most of the tents in the camp to be put back up to a standing position. Since the regular buildings were destroyed, the only structures that were salvageable were those that we could build ourselves. By the afternoon, we were ready to plan.

In what used to be the cafeteria for the guard, our group stood around a table, staring down at a map of Freiweld and two sheets of paper we’d been able to carefully negotiate from Ruby. Outside of the central crew, I’d invited both Deborah and Cedric to join us, along with some others. 

Gwendolyn was from Boralis, who had fought against Arlin during their war. She was as tall as Silva, but her hair was a splotchy mix of brown and yellow. I’d heard her say a few words, but any of the words that came out of her were short and almost raspy. She looked nearly as gaunt as the average penal laborer.

Jay was a Hornel prisoner of war. He’d only just arrived at the camp and was still very angry at Arlin. The lashings across his face and back and total lack of hair were the result of that anger, as he’d been extremely pushy against the camp guard. Deborah had joked about how she’d expected he would have died sooner. Directly in front of his face.

Luckily for everyone involved, he laughed at the remark.

I cleared my throat and placed both my palms on the table.

“Thank you all-”

“Hey little rebel, what’s this piece of shit doing here?” Deborah interrupted, pointing at the terrified Matthias. 

I sighed, both at the ‘little rebel’ and at her calling out Matthias.

“He’s here because he’s got information that we lack. We are planning to go to Freiweld, which he has visited before arriving here.”

I raised up a hand and patted him on the shoulder, feeling every muscle tense up at once.

“He’s also terrible at lying.” I added.

He’d lied about his family before we’d done the meeting. His stutter got worse mid-lie, which I called him out on, and he corrected himself. He’d been given the very simple warning that if any of the information he shared was false, it was going to be the collective’s choice on what to do with him.

“That I am.” He said as though it was something to be proud of.

“See?”

There was a collective groan of acceptance before I cleared my throat again to restart from the beginning.

“We’re here to figure out our plan once we get to Freiweld and how we’re going to protect ourselves on the way there. I think that most of the people at this camp will help us, which means we have more numbers than we came with. That still doesn’t mean we can take on the number of forces at the capital.” I explained, gesturing over to Alex to let him continue.

“Right. Ruby, our cartographer, says the journey will take four weeks. We don’t have strigs or carts, which means whatever we take with us is coming on our backs. The road that leads directly towards Freiweld as a small village at the halfway point, which acts as a sort of rest stop for travel. If Arlin is going to fight us, it will probably be at these two locations. So we need to figure out a way to prepare for the trip so we’re ready for an attack or somehow give ourselves more time.”

The table took a brief pause to think over the information. It was certainly a large problem to tackle.

“Does the soundline still work?” Ruby pondered aloud.

“The captain’s office collapsed, but the machines aren’t easy to break. As long as it wasn’t trampled too heavily, it shouldn’t be unusable. Of course, you would need someone who knows how to use it.” Matthias quickly answered as to prove his existence’s worth.

“Can you use it?” I narrowed my gaze.

“No.” He visibly deflated, realizing that his value had once again dropped.

And he doesn’t appear to be lying about that one…

“I can.” Cedric smugly announced, crossing his arms.

“Hmm… is there a type of message we could send to Arlin that would stall them?” Ruby proposed, leading to an entirely different thinking session.

Arlin thinks that our contingent of the rebellion is dead.

“They need to believe that everything at the camp is as normal as possible, but also have a reason for why they won’t be getting any messages for a long period. Maybe we can tell them that the soundline will be down for repairs?” I was spitballing the idea without really thinking ahead.

“But we’d be sending that over the soundline. Maybe…”

Sera’s gaze was followed as all eyes turned onto Matthias. 

“Maybe we can use you as an excuse. Say that your magore expertise is being used to improve the soundline against potential attacks.” 

“But that’s not what I do. I’m a researcher who is studying natural magore. I’ve only read two papers on soundlines and have never even touched one.” Matthias rambled to no effect.

“Would the military know that? How many people know the exact purpose of your mission being sent to the camp?” Sera placed her hands on the table and leaned forward in his direction.

“Uhh… the research team in Freiweld? Magore research projects are generally held with great secrecy until their findings are deemed publishable for the public. The only thing the military was made aware of was… oh.”

“You think of something?” Sera pressed.

“They were informed of my interest in the camps and protecting the future of Arlin. That was all.” Matthias meekly admitted.

“That solves one problem. Good job Matthias. You make a wonderful traitor.” I sarcastically applauded him. I could see the light within him starting to die more with each passing moment, “Cedric, once we can get the soundline up and running again, I’ll loan you Matthias so you can work out a message.”

“Loan?” Matthias whimpered at the realization he was being talked about more and more like a piece of property.

“That leaves us with the other issue of Freiweld. Little rebel is right in that I don’t know how much of it has changed. If the castle has remained the same, I can easily get us anywhere we want in there. I doubt Arlin knows even half of the secrets the king shoved in there.” Deborah said with pride

“You know the inside of the castle?” Sera inquired.

“Yeah. I was part of the Royal Guard.”

“What?” shouted the entire table.

“By the Flow, don’t shout. I was caught in the battle. Arlinian bastards overwhelmed us. Must have known the entire Royal Guard was attuned, because they were adamant on keeping us alive.” Deborah explained with great ire, “Say, Arlinian, what’s Freiweld like when you were last there?”


Matthias spent a long time pondering his words until I tightened my grip on his shoulder.

“Oh. I found it unique. A quarter of the city was dedicated solely to the magore production efforts, and appeared to have been entirely renovated for efficiency. It would be remiss to compare it to this camp in any sense in terms of scale or function. The rest is now a mix of outdated Corithian infrastructure and Arlinian improvements to that infrastructure. The center of the city around the castle reminded me greatly of my residence in Vyris. Everything else is still in the process of being rebuilt into something more fitting for a territory’s capital city, although how much they have accomplished within five years is truly astounding.” Matthias blabbed, entirely unaware of the anger radiating off of the three Corithians at the table next to him.

I took a deep breath to calm myself down and not punch him in the jaw before Sera spoke up for me.

“And who do you think is used to build all of these ‘Arlinian improvements’, Matthias?” Sera angrily asked.

Self awareness returned to Matthias alongside his fear of death as his Arlinian pride was once again shattered.

“I sincerely apologize for any statements I just made.” Matthias stammered.

“Did Arlin make any so-called ‘improvements’ to the castle?” Deborah glared down at him.

“I don’t believe so? I saw nothing of the sort when I was near it.”

Deborah nodded her head up and down, the direct hatred fading back into general frustration.

“The Flow’s generosity shines upon me. I know the place inside out. Can your map girl able to help me draw something up, little rebel?” 

“Ruby, could you go with her after the meeting?” 

Her cartographer’s pride lit up like a lantern as she quickly snatched one of the two sheets of paper we’d left on the table. 

“Great. Now we just need to figure out how to take down a standing army with less than a hundred attuned.”

Silence returned as another thinking section occurred. There was a lot more information I could work with now, but the idea of taking on the army still felt incomplete. Attuned were strong, but only some of the attuned here were trained soldiers. Most were never given the chance to train or didn’t even know what their specific attunement was. 

This is a numbers problem… So let's get more numbers!

“Matthias, if you had to guess, how much of Freiweld is Arlinian?” 

Matthias seemed a bit more reluctant to speak, as I had to tap him on the shoulder.

“Right! Well… I think it was majority Corithian? Corith isn’t exactly a common location for Arlinians to go to if they want to live in one of the territories. The forest and large number of mines and refineries also means that Freiweld is uncomfortable for those unused to the presence of raw magore. There were businesses in the city, but I don’t remember seeing any of them expressly run by any Arlinian.”

“Could you do a percentage, just based on a guess?” Sera asked, continuing my line of thought.

“I’d say… eighty percent Corithian? But the majority of that twenty percent is either working at the camps or in administration. I remember the researchers I met saying they had been desperate to talk to Arlinians that weren’t government affiliated.”

I grinned as the first sparks of a new idea began to light up in my brain.

“Maybe we don’t need to defeat the entire force ourselves. Maybe we just need to get rid of the guy in control of the territory and say that we’re the ones in control of Corith.”

“If you’re suggesting what I think you’re suggesting, that’s called a coup.” Sera said patiently. 

“Yeah, that thing.” My face visibly brightened. I hadn’t known the word until Sera had said it. “We do a coup and become the new leaders of Corith. That would make it easy to liberate the rest of the towns in Corith.”

The table went silent as I scanned their faces. None of them seemed enthusiastic about the proposal and more worried than anything else.

“Little rebel, are you trying to become king?” Deborah pressed with a level of authority I’d never seen from her before.

Another glance at the crowd told me that the rest of them were thinking the same thing.

“Doing a coup requires someone else to claim the seat of power. It has to be someone who can argue they have a legitimate claim to the throne, or else people aren’t going to follow you. Since you’re the head of this entire rebellion, the logical choice for a leader is you.”

I felt a sense of internal panic. Leading a rebellion was one thing, but leading an entire nation was a whole other problem. I was an uneducated son of a candlemaker who had stumbled into this position and slowly came to accept it. The name ‘King North’ didn’t feel right in my head.

“I can’t be the right person for that role. I’m not royalty and I’m not well educated.” I argued.

“Corithian Royalty weren’t exactly the sharpest picks either. Take it from their guard.” Deborah immediately responded back, “But you’re not wrong about the royalty part.”

“We can lie.” Sera casually proposed.

“Lie about me being royalty? The entire royal family was slaughtered with their heads paraded around the capital on pikes.” 

“The royal family had secrets, and one of those was that the Queen had grown very bored of the King. You’re a bit different, but the Queen’s face wasn’t too different from yours. The only thing everybody else knows right now is that you’re from Corith.” Deborah listed off as the idea seemed to click with everyone except for me.

“And Arlin put a heavy focus on collecting attuned. It wouldn’t be out of character for Arlin to shove the bastard child of royalty into the mines.” Sera added.

I was panicking as more and more of them seemed entirely convinced of the idea. Everyone except for me, who was about to have the crown shoved onto me and my past actively erased. 

“North, do you want to do this coup or not?” Sera pressured further.

“I…” I struggled with saying the painful truth, “Yes, I do want to. But-”

“Then you’re king. Simple as that.” 

I got a bunch of pats on the back congratulating me on becoming king as a sense of dread welled up inside of me. Something about this felt wrong in my gut, but I had always trusted Sera’s logic.

To imagine I’d be forced to wear a crown one day.

“Alright. Fine. Does anyone want to help Sera rewrite my entire life’s history?” I shirked off the duty to have someone else do it.

“I’ll do it.” Gwendolyn finally spoke up with her dry voice, “I like making stories.”

“Great,” I replied with the enthusiasm of a corpse, “If we’re done with that, I’d like to decide what the rest of us are going to do today. Jay, Mell, I want you to help get Cedric and Matthias set up with the soundline. Alex and Silva, I want you to start figuring out who is going to be carrying what on the road.” 

I placed my hand on the table and grabbed the other sheet of paper, handing it to them.


“I want a list by dinner. We need to get moving fast, and I don’t want to spend any more days planning without already being on the road. And I…”

I had to think for a moment, trying to already place myself in the position of what a king might do.

“I will be meeting with the freed slaves. A king must be believed in, right?” I declared, and got the correct response of smiles, “We’ll reconvene at dinner to figure out our next steps.”

I watched as the room rapidly emptied as the group dispersed to go to their separate areas. Dividing up labor was something I’d gotten used to at this point, and to see people listen to me so readily felt like progress.

“Maybe when I’m king, somebody will finally tell me what embezzlement is.” I joked to myself. 



By the time dinner was getting served, I was sitting on the lakeside holding my head in my hands.

How does the Fourth Emperor do this?

The amount of new names and faces jumbled around in my head was causing me a migraine. I had gotten the general feel of the people here and had seemingly gained some of their trust, but I could feel more and more of my information about them slipping with each second. 

“You okay?” Sera came up from behind and placed a hand on my shoulder.

“Probably not. Did you and Gwendolyn figure out my new backstory?” 

“We did. She wanted to talk with you about it later, but I think we did a pretty good job. Did you enjoy meeting everyone?”

“I guess. Most of these people were eager to help us fight Arlin, although it seemed everyone else was aware they didn’t have much of a choice other than to follow us.”

“That’s good.”

We waited in silence, as neither of us could find the words to say. Seeing how frustrated I was just sitting at the lake must have finally allowed her to see how much their decision was weighing on me.

I didn’t want to talk. Not yet. I just wanted to take a moment to myself to admire how beautiful the lake was and how much of a change it was from the forest. 

We were constantly going from one dangerous scenario to another, constantly fighting for our lives that I’d rarely given myself the opportunity to just breathe. 

I won’t get these moments as king.

“I’ll get you food and gather the rest. Mell came and said that they were able to get the soundline up and running.”

“That’s great.” I responded lifelessly. 

Sera made her way back to the camp and allowed me once again to just wade in my thoughts.

Power. 

That was the center of it all. I’d been managing and working with physical, often tangible power in the form of people and attunements. That was simple and easy to manage. Political power was different, and judging from how Nicole turned out, corruptive. 

I extended out my youthful hands and made my request, watching them slowly fade into thin air from the elbow up. Seeing Cedric do what he had with his attunement helped me realize just how terrifying my power really was.

If this ability had been put in the hands of someone like Nicole, I could barely fathom what someone would do with it. I lacked the imagination to think of such evils, but they gnawed at me the more I stared at my invisible limbs. 

I could hide from almost anyone. I could have even hid from Arlin if I had chosen to. Yet here I was, running towards them with no idea how I was going to handle the aftermath of my actions. 

I let my hands fade back into reality and turned back to where everyone was gathered. It would be rude to keep them waiting. I relied on them, and I was only going to need to rely on them far more in the coming days. 

            

    
        Chapter 82: Troubled Capital

    
    
    
    
                Freiweld was, like the rest of the nation, odd in its functioning. For all of the improvements that grew denser and denser as you got closer to the center of the city, the castle had remained untouched. It stood out in the middle of the modern Arlinian infrastructure like the keel of the Ship of Theseus.  One final, original piece just waiting to be replaced. However, the man who lived in that castle appreciated that dissonance. The governor of Corith was an oddly magnanimous man named Bernard who had more utopian ideals than the majority of governors. 

This was notably odd for one particular reason; Bernard was the son of Minister Orven, one of the most detested nobles in all of Arlin. 

It was obvious from how similar the two looked, although Bernard was far less obese and was not yet in the process of balding. Yet the similarities remained, and when positioned next to each other, the resemblance was not hard to sparse.

Bernard had cut ties with his father almost entirely, only talking with him when his family dragged him along to visit the old man in his avarice-filled mansion. Orven declared himself a collector of the beauties of Sol. Bernard called him an ego-driven hoarder.

The two hated each other so much that Bernard had actually split from his father’s faction early on, going from the Arlios faction to the Imperialos faction and never looking back. Emperor Arlin had taken a liking to him for his willingness to refute the ideas of the old and embrace the new. 

When the position for Corith’s governor came forward, the Fourth Emperor chose him for the position. He took the job with glee and decided that he should start building Corith into a nation worthy of carrying the title of ‘Arlin’. 

He had not realized how hard that work would actually be, for Corith was a nation that absolutely hated change. The dangers of the forest were ever imposing, and it made industrial growth extremely tenuous. If one wanted to scale up any form of industry, they either had to slowly chip away at the forest’s edges or replace pre-existing infrastructure.

Yet he stuck by his principles, supported the Magore production efforts and tried to slowly change Freiweld from a relic of the past into a nation of the future. 

The people there weren’t savages, or items to be collected like how his father viewed them. They were potentially great tools of the empire who could work in tandem with Arlin, rather than simply be controlled by them. 

He’d actually found their culture and history quite fascinating. It had always appeared to be such an innocuous nation, yet as he looked more into their religion and culture the more he found admirable about it. 

This accursed forest had shaped the national psyche to such a degree that their customs were often related to it and were often fused with useful advice on how to best survive. A scholar of Corith had posited that the practice of burning the bodies, which the Corithian residents said allowed for the dead to reconnect with the flow, was done to prevent attracting the forest’s many predators from entering the scant few safe areas where the Corithian’s resided.

Arlin often tried to erase the history of the nation’s it conquered. This was still the case in Corith. However, Bernard had openly pushed against this process to the Emperor. Arlinian culture was superior, but the beautiful history of Corith deserved to be preserved. Instead of replacement, he wanted to try and fuse the cultures together. Emperor Arlin had turned this proposal down, although he had graciously allowed Bernard to allocate some of his budget to record the story of this nation he’d become so enamored with.

A part of him wondered whether his fascination with Corith was anything like his father’s fascination with collection, but he often stifled that thought and used work to ignore such follies. When his father was declared a traitor and was executed by the court, his grief was mixed with an odd sense of relief. 

Perhaps now that the man was dead, he could move forward without being held back by such a horrid figure. After that, he would be able to simply do his best to make Corith the best Arlinian territory it could be.


That was how he thought things would be.

Now, he was staring at a piece of paper telling him that the entire military of his territory was no longer under his command. 

A piece of paper given to him by Lieutenant Keagan.




“By decree of Emperor Arlin, I am now taking emergency control of the military stationed in Corith to deal with the rebel threat.” 

“You can’t be serious. You think after what you did in Toranir-”

“We’re already down a camp. And the message we got from the other camp has raised my suspicion. We need to prepare a counter-offensive.”

Keagan’s palpable rage radiated off of him like steam, enough that even Bernard was beginning to feel threatened. Even still, the governor held his ground.

“This only gives you control over the response to the attack. It doesn’t give you the right to usurp my control over this territory’s military. I am aware that you wish to stamp this threat out, as do I, but you cannot waltz into this castle and declare emergency powers. There is a system for these things, and you know it.” Bernard began to turn to walk away before Keagan’s heavy hand landed on his shoulder, locking him in place with an iron grip.

Burners were pointed at his head almost immediately as he made the motion, but he didn’t care.

“Do you have any idea what we are facing, Bernard?” 

“A rebel force of freed slaves, with one of them being the infamous Elm Grayson. All of it led by another slave named North who has a rare light attunement. I read the report you wrote and am taking it into account in our plans.”

“And what military experience are you sourcing those plans from?” Keagan inquired.

“My advisors. As it turns out, half of them are accomplished veterans. I wonder why that would be the case?” Bernard said mockingly, “Surely that investigative genius of yours could find the answer to such a simple problem of statecraft.”

“Fuck you, Laurian.”

Bernard flipped around and glared at the lieutenant who physically towered over him.

“Do not mistake my hospitality to you and your men as any form of subservience, lieutenant. I know what you have lost, and I sympathize greatly. That does not mean you are allowed to treat me without the respect my office holds. Leave this castle now, and do not come back until you have returned to your senses. And do it before I have my guard make that decision for you.”

Keagan exhaled through his nostrils as he looked down at the governor just before pivoting and leaving. 

The governor made his way towards his advisors with a creeping sense of dread tightening around his throat. He’d need to deal with the rogue variable in Keagan eventually, even if it meant going against the Emperor’s wishes.

An assistant of his walked next to him, carrying a sheet of paper describing the losses they’d experienced at their western camp. Bernard bit his lip, remembering the trust that had been placed in him to perform his role and lead this archaic nation into the future.

“Keep any of this new information from the First Lieutenant for now.” He said, handing back the sheet and watching the assistant scamper off into some other area of the castle. 

It was not reassuring to say the least. Killing off half of the rebellion had only done so much, especially now that the threat had grown in number. Corith’s innate proclivities made movement slow and limited, although that did apply to the rebels as well.

Most of the land was connected only by a scant few roads. Being the capital, Freiweld had the largest number of roads that connected to it, but most had only two or three connections to other places. 

Keagan couldn’t be allowed to be in control, not now when so much was at stake. The best scenario, at least in Bernard’s mind, was to just give control to Keagan over the protections to Freiweld for any future attack. It wasn’t out of possibility, although the capital was already rather defensible on its own from any direct attack.

Bernard wasn’t going to lose his power. Not like his pathetic father.

As he made his way into his war room and pushed open the double doors, Bernard reminded himself to punch Keagan in the face the next time he decided to call him Laurian.




The barracks were dark that night as the sounds of the forest echoed out all around Freiweld. Cassobans, which were warded off by the city's street lamps, still cried out in a terrible symphony as though they were announcing a horror yet to come.

Keagan, with only a lamp to see in the dark, looked into a mirror and hated what he saw. He imagined what Theodore would say to his decrepit state, how he would chastise him for not taking care of himself.

His hair was a mess, his skin bruised and unhealed. Anger and rage had started to crease his cheeks into a permanent grimace.

Dark bags had become permanent additions under his eyes, as sleep rarely came to him. Every time he tried to sleep, he saw Theodore’s horrified face in his final moments. He’d get brief moments of rest before bolting up in a cold sweat, the shame of being the one left alive tying knots in his stomach. 

He wished that he had died with Theo. But he knew that Theo would have hated him for thinking that and would have wanted to live.

Keagan’s life, ever since North had taken the life of his lover, had been in a state of constant contradiction.

His fractured mind believed the only way it could return to being hole was to kill North and all the other disgusting little slaves who believed they were above their station in life. Who believed they had the right to take Theo away from him.

He knew North was alive. There was no way he would separate from Elm Grayson. A part of him believed that the party sent on the eastern route acted as a distraction play for the real individuals to come to fight. 

Yet that message from the eastern camp, the one next to Haven Lake, seemed off. 

He’d been watching over the messages from all of the soundlines like a bird of prey. And the idea that one of the soundlines was going to go down for a bit for repairs stirred his mind. He believed that if he had Theo to bounce things off of, he would have cracked this already. 

Something was very, very wrong. Not just with him, but with this situation as a whole. The empire was treating this situation far more flippantly than they should and he knew it.

The Emperor had his problems, that was for sure. But he’d been underestimating this threat. Emperor Arlin was a powerful man, and Keagan believed wholeheartedly that if he were to take control of the response to this rebel threat himself, the Empire would win hastily. 

But that wasn’t going to be the case. It never was. After all, that was why he’d given Keagan the ability to control the response to the rebel threat. 

He’d had trust put into him. But trust meant little in the terms of statecraft, just as Bernard had happily pointed out to him. If the man denied him again, he was going to punch him in the face.

I’d have to hold back. Don’t want the Governor to lose a nose.

He was good at solving problems and making deductions. His bet on the ambush had paid off and crippled their forces for the time being, but there wasn’t enough time. The roads were risky to fight on with the forest’s wrath.


Images of fire flashed through his mind, with the screams to accompany them. They were not screaming because of the fire. 

Toranir… 

It was useful data, no matter how bloodsoaked.

Keagan needed a drink. He needed something to relax his analytical mind.

Unwanted thoughts screamed at him as he looked for meaning. His gut was screaming to him that North was alive. And if he was, they were losing.

He was a powerful light attuned that was only going to get stronger. Not only could he use light, he’d somehow been able to use his attunement to interact with magore. His report had been treated like a joke. Most assumed that he’d just managed to find another scrap of magore to use as the primer, but he knew what he saw.

I’ll kill him. I’ll kill him before he is able to reach his peak.

He’d do it for Theodore. Although he could only wonder whether such a suicidal revenge mission was the type of thing his love would have wanted for him.




The cold wind brushed across Bernard’s face as he stared out the window of his bedroom and out at the city below. 

“What did he see…” He whispered into the breeze.

It was a thought he had regularly. The person in question was the man who used to live and sleep in this very same room- the king of Corith. 

Arlin was the conquering nation, never the conquered. Bernard’s sympathies pushed him to often ponder what the other perspective might have been like. He believed thoughts such as these humbled him and kept him grounded to the land he was given. 

He’d never directly met the king of Corith, for he was already dead by the time he’d arrived in Freiweld to take the position of governor. Although, to the knowledge of very few, he’d gotten very familiar with part of the king.

Deep in the castle, inside a now locked off cellar, was a bloodstain. He’d visited the room only five times, once every single year since he became governor. 

The room was musty and dusted, the stone walls now crawling with moss from neglect. Yet the blood stain that painted the floor in an oxidized brown remained almost untainted, mockingly so.

It was the king’s blood. It was the room where the king was beheaded, intentionally pulled away from the public to die alone, away from the rest of the royal family. His head would later be hoisted onto a pike and carried around the capital in a grotesque parade.  He visited it every anniversary of Corith’s defeat to Arlin, and he always did it alone. 

It was a literal stain from the past, forever coating the castle like an accidental brush stroke that refused to be painted over. Bernard felt an odd connection to it in a way he didn’t think others could. 

Corithian death rituals were about emphasizing memory, remembering the past and enshrining the good that the person did for the world. Without a body to bury, this was the only way they could honor them. The king of Corith did not get a Corithian funeral, and his minced corpse was tossed to the forest to be consumed by its creatures. Arlinian forces actively stopped citizens from mourning the loss of their king and performing the correct rituals. They wanted him to be a part of the past, discarded and left behind.

All except for the singular bloodstain which only Bernard knew of. He believed that the conquering of Corith was righteous and would have positive benefits for the people, but what Arlin had done to the king was wrong. Bernard decided that the atonement for that sin should fall onto him, and so every single year, he forced himself to remember the king by visiting his last remnants. 

He wanted to respect their culture, for he had fallen in love with this nation. As Arlin had conquered its heart, it had conquered his. In some ways, quite literally. 

“Bern, you should sleep. It’s late.” called out Frey, his native Corithian wife from bed.

Marriage between Arlinians and those from the territories was rare, although not unheard of. Examples of marriage of non-Arlinians by Arlinian nobles could be counted on one hand, and Bernard was counted among those few. Frey wasn’t even from a noble lineage within Corith, evident from her lack of a last name. Her soot black hair, small frame and harmonious voice caught his attention when she was but a maidservant previously assigned to the queen. She’d been adopted into his personal retinue and before long, he decided to make their not so secret relationship into something official.

The marriage was scandalous to say the least, although Bernard didn’t care about adding any more shame to the Laurian name. He’d given up on using it long ago, casually adopting the unique Corithian quirk of only having a first name. He was happier that way, and he felt it made him closer to these people.

“Of course my dear.” He said, shuttering the windows and slipping back underneath the covers. He placed a brief kiss on her cheeks before orienting himself into a position he felt comfortable sleeping in, knowing it would not come soon.

The information he’d heard today was harrowing, and was why he’d felt more connection to the king than ever before. He’d lost his life three weeks after the invasion began, and his failure was mocked by Arlin. 

He didn’t know if he was going to be mocked for what was coming. A group of slaves, coming as a small force to topple an entire territory on their own. They’d already crippled a large amount of Corith’s mining operations, which would likely take years to rebuild. Now, they seemed confident they could go for the throat and topple the entire thing on their own. 

As long as he held, as long as Freiweld stood, Arlin could eventually reclaim the territory. Once Hornel was conquered, Emperor Arlin could use those forces to repair this sudden tear in Arlin’s unity. 

This was winnable, even with the relatively small army located in the capital. He just needed to hold. Yet the dreadful feeling, something only paralleled by the aura of Corith’s forest, had latched itself onto him. The feeling that there was an error in his judgment, that maybe Keagan’s manic paranoia wasn’t just the rambling of a grief-stricken man.

Looking at the old castle walls, this beautiful relic of Corith’s archaic past, Bernard softly asked himself a question he believed the king had asked himself near his end.

“What did I do wrong?”



Listening to the word of his advisors, Governor Bernard decided to take up the potential issues regarding his capital’s safety and the lieutenant’s behavior directly with Central. However, he received complete soundline silence to all of his messages. 

Four days after their confrontation, Bernard would be handed a second piece of paper by First Lieutenant Keagan which was a direct transcript of a message sent from the emperor himself. It was a simple, direct order given from above that carried the weight of the heavens in every single word. 

By the time he’d finished reading, Bernard realized he shared a new trait with the king he so often thought about.

He had lost control.

            

    
        Chapter 83: Reaching Civilization

    
    
    
    
                It was a lunch break on the road, only a week after we had left the camp. The place was now entirely destroyed, without any usable remnants left for Arlin. The air was just chilly enough to make one shiver, but not entirely overwhelming. The trees around us felt looming, every shake of their branches like a reminder of just how close we were to the place that had forbidden our very presence. Silva’s opinion on the forest had shifted greatly after the camp’s liberation, so much so that it seemed she entirely avoided going anywhere near the trees.

Outside of the main group, emotions were mixed. Some were happy to be on the move while others dreading the eventual fights that were going to occur. 

Without much to carry our things, we’d had to resort to something that was painfully familiar- our baskets. The ones we’d carried every day into and out of the mines had now been repurposed to carry the many supplies we needed to make our trip. 

Food was the major consideration that had many people worried. With the several dead creatures left at the camp, we were able to gather a fair amount of meat for the road. Ruby had made the assertion that it would last us until we arrived at the village midway to the capital. We’d also sent out an entire group the day before we had left to gather white thorns that were located on the lake’s edge, gathering a surprisingly large bounty which we took along.

It was going surprisingly well without any Arlinian interference, raising my hopes that our message we had sent to the capital had actually thrown them off. 

A loud “thwap” noise resounded throughout the air as I felt another small piece of the hope I’d been building up die. My cheeks were stinging in the cold breeze, as this was the fifth slap I’d received in a single day thanks to the horrifying new mentor I had gained.

They stung far more than they should have, making me assume he’d been using his wind attunement to make them hit harder.

“Your knee was showing.” Cedric admonished. Cedric had taught me the word admonish because he’d been doing it every single day since I’d accepted his offer. 

I intentionally led the invisibility fade around my head just to let him see how frustrated I was becoming. My cheeks were midway through the process of bruising, slowly turning purple like a ripening fruit.

I shouldn’t have told him I heal quickly.

“That was just a flicker.”

“Flickers will be enough for you to get spotted.” He immediately shot back, “I’m sure the others watching saw that.”

Cedric glanced over at Sera who was happily spectating my self-imposed torment. 

“I saw it.” Sera casually added as she chomped down on a delicious looking piece of meat. Her face was mostly hidden behind her hair while she ate, which made the accusation sting all the more.

“And that will kill you. A coup requires us to get to the leader, right? From my experience, if you’re going against anyone in a position of power, they’re going to have a wind attuned with them. Unless you’re with another wind attuned who can actively cancel them out, you’re dead. Your attunement gives you the chance to confuse them, but that means you have to remain hidden.”

The ability for wind attunements to track things was something Ruby had previously shown me, but Cedric was on an entirely different level.

The training he’d been doing with me had been fighting with him. He’d mostly been blocking my blows, acting like a reactive training dummy who was extremely good at dodging. Despite the fact that I was usually invisible, he’d tracked me perfectly. Cedric knew my exact location and every single contour of my movement. 

I let the rest of my body fade back into the realm of visibility and allowed my body to relax. My cheek burned, and I wanted to let it rest before another training session. I rubbed it and could feel it already starting to swell.

“Are we stopping for today?” Cedric asked, sounding somewhat disappointed.

“Yeah. I need to work on the burners we took from the camp. For how much they got trampled, I’m surprised that even half of them are functional.” I turned my gaze over to the side of the road where I could see Matthias sulking. “Matt! I’m gonna need an extra hand with the burners.”

He bolted up and ran over to my side as I made my way over to the basket where all of the tools I had nabbed were located. I rifled through the tools and materials inside, hastily tossing them over to Matthias as we set up our very basic workstation. I crossed my legs and started sorting through which burners I could fix in the relatively short period of time we had left in our break.

“Hey, king?” Jay called out as he made his way towards me, “You sure about this?”

I didn’t realize what he was referencing until he pointed at Matthias, who was opening up one of the burners which needed a new spring. Jay had been calling me king ever since the position had been forced upon me, and I couldn’t tell if it was mocking or not.

“Oh, him? Matt, are you planning on doing anything with any of these burners?”

“No sir. I am highly aware that if I were to try anything, I would die immediately.” Matthias quickly spat out in defense. 

“Huh.” was all that Jay said before wandering off.

“If I may ask, why are you letting me do this?” Matthias warily asked.

“Nothing much. You said you had experience with magore tech, and I needed an extra set of hands to work on the burners.” I answered casually, my hands working all the while.

“And where did you get your experience? You’re highly proficient.”

Oh right! I forget that I’m an abnormal case.

“Oh. Elm Grayson, my mentor, was the camp’s magore technician. Back before we got out, I worked under him as his apprentice. He taught me everything I know.” I happily told him.

“Your camp had a slave as its magore technician? I know you’ve mentioned this Elm figure before, but… wait, what did you call him?”

“Elm Grayson. He was a big researcher in Arlin.”

“He’s- But- They said he was… oh. Oh. And you-” Matthias stammered as something in him seemed to break. I continued working as I watched. Every part of him had stopped moving except for his head, which was spitting out an unintelligible soup of words.

“Matthias?” I asked, snapping him out of his stupor. His gaze narrowed on me, his white-blue hair standing up on ends.

“To clarify, you were mentored by Researcher Major Elm Grayson, the greatest mind in magore of the modern day, who trained you as a magore technician. And then you just gallivanted around the Empire with him freeing slaves?”

“Basically. What’s gallivanting?” 

Matthias looked at me with awe in confusion, unable to respond or shut his gaping jaw. I ignored him and continued to work.

Hopefully I didn’t break him or anything. 

After a few more minutes of working on the burners, I made the call to pack up and got moving again on the long, arduous road to our next destination. 




We made our way fairly casually throughout the next few days, although I could tell there was a general worry about the bet I was making on the village. We’d be in need of supplies by then, and despite the lack of Arlinian presence on the roads, there was a constant dread in the air. 

Every day, I was working on the burners, getting the crap beaten out of me by Cedric, and planning what to do when we arrived. 

We couldn’t use the forest anymore to attack our targets. That was a risk I’d forbidden for the moment, as it put us in more danger than it was worth and could backfire now that we were outside of the mining camps.

Every step forward I was worried that we would face another ambush like before, with only the guiding and comforting words of my friends to get me past them. 


Matthias’s comedic whimpering helped as well.

We officially revealed our plans for the attack on the town once we got there to liberate and prepare for the final stretch of the journey. I’d kept the ideas about the coup to myself, mostly because they were underbaked and needed time to be bounced around with people who were smarter than me. 

As usual, I would be using my ability to scout out the area, but this time with the help of cedric as my carrier. His control of noise made us even harder to detect. While that would happen, the rest of the people would be hiding in the threshold.

The forest wasn’t something we could use, but because it had limitations that were pretty easy to gauge for those who understood how the ire felt, you could place yourself in the area between where the road ends and where the true forest begins. 

It wouldn’t have been as easy with strigs, but since we were all on foot, it gave us that advantage. The less danger everyone else was in, the more clear my mind could be when using my attunement.

The day was getting late, the sun nearing the horizon. A soft orange glow covered the treeline that loomed all around us. Every small shake in the wind felt like a word of judgment, the forest expressing irritation at my usage of it.

I tightened my body around Cedric’s back, and after taking a deep breath, cloaked us from sight. He ran forward without any trepidation knowing that any sound he would create would be negated. 

As we crested the final hill, I looked down and saw what I hadn’t seen in over five years; Corithians, wandering about. Not slaves, but not free either. There were only a few, but they walked around the small village talking with each other and enjoying the air. 

A sign, battered, bruised and slightly burnt stood next to the mouth of the road. The phrase ‘Welcome to Midweld’ was readable, although a hole easily identified as one coming from a burner had erased the middle part of welcome.

Something was off as we ran deeper. Despite the peace, there were clear signs of a battle. Burner shots left holes in walls which were in the process of being patched up, and parts of the ground had been torn up. It was a large battle, and yet the people were living their lives fairly normally. 

I tapped on Cedric’s shoulder, pointing towards a larger structure with a rounded triangle roof. It was close to the center of the town, and was larger than any of the houses. If this was like Marlisle, it was probably where the village elders worked or lived. Inside, several outlines of individuals could be seen flicker in the flames through the open door. 

He moved in its direction, being careful not to interact with any Corithians in our path. We held at the edge, hugging the side of the wall and twisting around to peer within. I stretched myself on his back forwards to get a better look. 

We stepped inside, still completely undetected, hugging the walls. Men and women were gathered around a long table, drinking from shoddy mugs and enjoying a simple bread-heavy meal. 

Their outfits were mixed, and some of them looked to be in Arlinian guard uniforms. I scanned their faces and landed on the man standing at the head of the long table, papers laid out in front of him which he looked down on emotionlessly.

My invisibility dropped as my emotions got the best of me. The room collectively shuffled as our presence was noticed, some raising up their hands or falling backwards. The man at the end of the table simply looked at me, his eyes widened and his closed mouth slightly hanging open. His black and gray hair flickered in the soft candlelight.

“Kid?”

“Elm?”

            

    
        Chapter 84: Reunion

    
    
    
    
                I loosened my grip on Cedric and darted forward through the people still shocked by my sudden appearance and locked my arms around Elm, holding onto him tighter than I did Cedric. I was making sure what I was seeing was real. Relief I’d been desperately awaiting had been given to me.

I felt his arm slowly come down to pat me on the back.

“Hey kid.” He said warmly. My head was burrowed deep into his chest, but I could hear the others in the room lower their hostility. I wanted to hide the few tears running down my cheeks, and I was definitely failing.

“I thought you were dead.” I reluctantly admitted. 

“Well I’m not.”

I chuckled. It was good to hear his voice again. I raised up one of my hands to wipe the tears from my face and let go and stood in front of him. Nothing about his physical appearance had changed except for his outfit, but there was a new confidence in his stature. The shell of being just another trapped slave was starting to fade and allow me to see the man that once was.

“I’m assuming you and your Urilan steed aren’t the only two.”

“No, we’re not. We’ve got a full group… although we lost nearly everyone when we got attacked on the road. Except for my central crew, everyone is a new recruit.” I turned back to Cedric, who seemed miffed at being called a steed, “Cedric, can you tell everyone that it is safe to come into town? We’re in the presence of comrades.”

“I can tell.” He said blankly before exiting and running off with the wind literally at his back.

“Fucking Urilans…” Elm mumbled grumpily. With how he talked about Uril’s campaign, it wasn’t surprising he might be carrying a grudge.

“Sir?”

“Nothing. Let’s get you and your people set up with some food before we figure shit out.”

“Yeah. We’ve got a lot to talk about.” I grinned up at him. 

I looked outside the door and could see the caravan coming from over the hill with Cedric leading them. Doors swung open to see the sudden arrival, and I could see a mix of familiar faces and new ones. 

“Did you bring your full force?” I asked him. He shook his head.

“Only the essentials. The others we left to tend to the camps and make sure that Arlin couldn’t reclaim them. They’ve got enough supplies to last. How many did you manage to get for yourself?”

I visibly shrank in response. “Only the miners. Wand- sorry, Weiss sacrificed himself to summon the forest and destroy the camp while I protected the people in the mine.” 

“Finally told you his name at the end?” Elm immediately picked up on who I was referencing.

“Yeah. He said the magore poisoning would have made him a burden.” 

Elm frowned, a bitter taste holding back words of comfort I could tell he was searching for. Alex had told me to try and focus on those I could save and be more realistic, but Weiss could have lived. I could barely even guess what he might have lost on his way here.

“I’ll leave telling her to you. Plus, Elina’s got a nasty burner wound in her arm that she could used healed.” He said almost flippantly.

“Sir, why did you come to this village?” I asked as I watched the caravan grow closer to us step by step.

“Kid, that’s a whole other fucking issue.”

“Huh?”



It took some time for everyone to get situated in the village. Discussions were had as old members met new ones and the group coalesced. A lot of the people seemed to group together based on their nationalities. Seeing people get the chance to engage with their own culture which had been so grievously stolen from them felt a bit gratifying.

The main leaders of the group had coalesced around me, in the same village elders house where I’d initially ran into Elm. The new additions were apprehensive to talk to Elm or interact with the other rebels.

I stood by Elm’s side as we gathered around with Ruby’s maps and a few more sheets of paper we’d managed to wrench from her grasp. The door had been closed to keep out the chill of the night, with the only things left to light the room being three lanterns. 

There was a lump in the back of my throat after hearing Elm’s explanation of why he was here, and I felt wrong even saying it. Except for Cedric, I had limited the room to the people who had been in the original caravan. Matthias, to many’s irritation, was also at the table. The man had information, and had also requested to meet with Elm.

He looked at Elm with a level of reverence that I’d never seen in him before, a respect that could only come from seeing a person as a childhood hero. Arlinian nationalism was something I could never understand, since Corith didn’t really prop up anyone as a figure to be revered that wasn’t the king. 

“Researcher Grayson, I’m honored to meet you.” Matthias happily declared, extending out his hand. Elm looked at it like a dead fish.

“Do I know you?” Elm responded bitterly to hearing his old title being used.

“Well- no. I’m Matthias, Researcher in Magore Geology at the Vyris branch. I’m a fan of much of your early research into my field. I’ve read your part on how to calculate magore density in a mining location based on local geography at least five times by now. I planned on using it as a central source in my own current research before… this.”

Elm’s frown transitioned into something more neutral as he began to nod. “I always liked that paper. It’s one of the few things I did for Arlin that I don’t entirely regret. Is the geology branch still underfunded?”

“We’re fighting for scraps at this point. You wouldn’t believe how intense the arguments with old Solomon get.”

“That bag of bones is still alive?”

“The Fourth has done his best to ensure that stays the case. I’ve only seen him on the stairwell, when he’s heading up to his office or to the basement.”

Elm grumbled, his eyes turning towards Arlin. Something about the mention of the basement had ticked him off.

“If it’s possible, could I consult you on my theory? I’d love to hear your thoughts on it.”

Elm turned to ponder this for a moment until a hand slammed itself on the table. We all turned to see Cedric oozing bloodlust at my mentor.

“Elm…. Grayson?”

Elm scowled and placed both his hands on the table. The small flames of the candles seemed to shudder in the growing tension.

“That name is dead.” Elm said bluntly. 

“So it’s true.”

The room fell eerily silent as the two men simply glared at each other. I was watching Cedric with such care, yet I was only able to briefly catch his hand moving behind his back and pulling out a knife. In a single swift motion, Cedric tossed the knife directly at Elm’s head.

Time seemed to slow as hands were raised and attunements released. Mell and Alex were both darting forward as Cedric started to jump off the ground and onto the table behind the knife. Elm’s hand raised up from the table and, instead of using his attunement, placed itself in the path of the blade. It pierced through the middle of his palm, but was stopped from reaching his face. 

Elm intentionally fell backwards as the ground beneath us started to rumble. I was too stunned to move or do anything to prevent Cedric from continuing his rush. Just as he had made it halfway, his momentum stopped and he was slammed directly down into the table. Mell had latched onto his ankle with his iron grip. 

Being stopped, Cedric looked up to see everyone else in the room ready to attack and dropped the second knife that I’d not even realized he’d pulled. A flame and a knife of ice were both locked on to him and ready to fire at any moment.

“Cedric, what the fuck!” I yelled at him.

“This is the Elm you’ve been telling me about? The Urilan Butcher is your mentor?”

“He’s on our side!”

“The Mother and Father do not forgive men like him!” Cedric cried back with a religious zeal.

“Well I do, and that’s what matters.” I snapped back. I was done with people trying to justify the murder of comrades through their culture and religion.

“You have no idea what he did to our people.”

“I don’t need to.” I looked over at Elm, who was carefully removing the knife from his palm, “I trust him. He’s been with me since the beginning, something I can’t say for you.”

Cedric grumbled as Elm made his way to his feet, extending his bloody hand over to me. I quickly began to heal it, focusing my flow over to him. The flesh that had been removed was replaced, although his clothes and arm were still covered in blood.

“Kid’s right. I won’t deny what I did in Uril in the name of Arlin. We were angry in a way that Arlin had never been before in one of its campaigns, and that led to us doing unspeakable things. If I was you, I’d kill me too. But we’ve got things to do, and grudges like that aren’t going to make fighting Arlin any easier.”

I finished healing the hand and nearly dropped, using my hands on my knees to hold my upper body.

“Before this fucking happened, the kid asked me to explain the situation so far. Apparently he thought it was best coming from me. Now unless you want to keep this going, calm the fuck down and listen.” Elm glared down at Cedric.

Cedric gave a reluctant nod and slowly scooted back off the table and stood in between Mell and Alex. I gave a knowing glance to Mell, a silent order to keep watch. He smiled briefly in confirmation. 

“We’re not here because we wanted to be. Honestly, the only reason we’re talking with each other is good fortune and timing. Although I would prefer the reasoning be under better circumstances. We’ve managed to clear out the camps on our way here, and I intentionally left some to hold the ground. They’d been keeping a larger food supply than I would have thought, and it seems they’d even maintained some of the farms they stole. Our position on the roads was hard, but I managed to push through despite some losses.” Elm took a deep breath as I felt the candles shudder once more.

“When we made it to Toranir, it was gone. Trampled. Looked like a hundred Iron Chariots ran through the thing like they were tilling a field. Almost made me doubt our cartographer for a second until I found this.” Elm reached behind him to something lying against the wall and placed it on the table. It was the remnants of a sign, the same type one would have at the entrance to a village. It was the middle part of the sign, with half of the letters in Toranir missing. The areas that had been cut off looked like it had been through a variety of bite marks and claws. 

“They couldn’t have…” Sera breathlessly exclaimed. 

“North told me about the unforgivable sin, and it fits with what I saw. They must have done it only a bit before we got there, but for what reason, I can’t say. Best guess from an Arlinian standpoint, they might have been preemptively punishing a place that they expected to rebel once we got there. Which is a problem, because that means they knew where we were heading and decided to do that instead of holding their ground.”

The table stood silent for a moment, mourning for a people we could never know. It had distracted us from the attempt on Elm’s life that had occurred minutes earlier.

“For the moment, I’d say it’s best to count our blessings that we’ve reunited as a force. If North is planning what I think he is trying to plan, we will need all that we can get. Coups don’t work like war. If war is a brawl, a coup is an ambush on a sleeping monster. If we slow down at any moment during the attack, we’re fucked.” 

“You know a lot about these?” asked Alex.

“Military training for higher ranks came with a lot of preliminary study in order to command troops. Understanding prior military strategy is useful for creating new ones. Coups are as old as the kings they were intended to oust. Usually coups are occurring from someone inside the government, which is why I’d say this doesn’t fall into the normal category.”

“Sir, should we start planning tonight?” I piped up.

“I’d rather not. We need fresh minds, and with how things have gone, I don’t expect us to get much done.” Elm sighed, glancing down at his hand, “We can return to this in the morning.”

The group nodded in agreement and split in their separate ways. As Elm and I made my way to the door, he gestured in the direction of one of the cabins near the village’s end. It wasn’t hard to guess who he was trying to lead me in the direction of. I smiled and formed a light in my thumb, pantomiming holding a torch as I made my way towards Elina.

The door to the cabin creaked open slowly, the inside bathed in shadow. In the darkness, a flash of steel hair glinted in the light of my thumb.

“Where is he?” echoed out through the darkness.

Of course that’s the first thing she’d ask.

“He’s dead. It was a self-sacrifice.” I answered. There was a growing tightness in my chest.

“Then Wanderer got a better fate than he deserved.”

“His name was Weiss, and I won’t let you sully his death. You may have given your word to me but he gave his life. I don’t care what your culture says but I won’t let you disrespect a man who gave everything for my cause.”

The Ireborian woman stared at me, although I wasn’t able to read her face. 

“Just heal me.”

I obliged and stepped forward where I could finally see her face. It was scarred more than ever, cuts and bruises covering every inch. I couldn’t heal injuries like that if I wanted to, but I didn’t. She began to peel back the bandages on her left shoulder, revealing that a chunk of flesh had been burned off of it. The muscle, skin, and even some of the bone were missing from the top of her shoulder. 

I made a prayer to the mana and felt her flow, tapping into it and letting my natural talent do the work. After a minute, when I felt that the part had been correctly replaced, I opened my eyes and nearly fell onto my butt. I had to hold my body against a countertop somewhere in the dark to not collapse.

I waited briefly for a thanks which I didn’t receive, then left to find my own lodging.

Alex was right. There were some people I couldn’t save.




I awoke with a headache inside of a toolshed I’d been offered for the night from a villager. I didn’t know whether it was from frustration or doing multiple healings in one day. Slowly, I made my way to my feet and exited only to be greeted with what seemed like a grand feast out in the middle of the village. Tables had been placed in a long row with people entering and exiting a nearby house with plates of food. There had to be over a hundred just out in front of me, showing the size of our new force. I couldn’t help but grin.

I grabbed a plate of bread and a few vegetables I’d not seen in years, bringing back a painful amount of nostalgia. A mix of green and brown that had been carefully pulled out, likely in a larger number than the villagers would have preferred. I felt bad the strain we were putting on this town.

During the meal, Elm had come up to me and told me that it was best to grab the best strategic minds we had for the meeting, rather than just those from the original group. I hastily made my way through the rest of the meal and went around grabbing those I knew who had some knowledge of military strategy, and also Matthias for good measure. At this point, he seemed to have gotten used to being used as a source of knowledge.

We gathered once again in the village elder’s house. Myself, Silva, Elm, Ruby, Deborah, and Sera were all gathered together. I’d tried to get Cedric, but he’d turned down the offer. I didn’t blame him. Even with how much of himself he hid, I could feel the lingering bloodlust radiate off of him just mentioning my master’s name.

“Let me start,” Elm said, placing his hands on the table and leaning over the map, “North here says he wants to do a coup. Seems people decided to make him king, which is a decision I won’t comment on. Problem is, this dumbass doesn’t entirely understand what he is doing, which is why he came to me.”

Thanks for the confidence boost.

“Thanks to us getting lucky, we have more numbers which increases our capabilities. That leaves us with a lot of other problems, since if we want to do something resembling a coup, we need to reach four goals.” Elm continued, raising up three of his fingers, “First, we need to get inside the capital while suffering as few losses as possible and raising minimal alerts. Second, we need to destroy transport and communication. Third, we need to take over the central authority without killing them.”

“We don’t kill them?” I asked naively.

“Who do you think a bunch of Arlinian soldiers are going to listen to? No, we need the man alive to give them orders to stand down. We want to keep violence to a minimum, but we also need to make sure that the Arlinians feel threatened. Researcher, who's the governor of Corith?”

“I believe it is Bernard Laurian. Although I think he has abandoned the Laurian title.” Matthias meekly stammered. I didn’t recognize the name, but Elm made a facial expression as though he’d just smelled something rancid.

“Orven… if that walking piece of strig shit was my father, I’d abandon my title as well.” Elm spat. 

“Minister Orven was recently executed by Emperor Arlin, last I heard.” Matthias awkwardly added. A bit of the bitter taste in Elm’s mouth faded hearing those words.

“Not soon enough. You met this Bernard?”

“No, but the other researchers talked about the man rather glowingly. They said he was doing a good job integrating the people of Corith into Arlin by mixing their cultures, rather than replacing it. He even took a Corithian as his wife, which caused a lot of scandal.”

“You got more random fun facts you want to share?” Deborah snapped at Matthias. He quickly shut his mouth and desperately shook his head to say no.

“All that matters is that we need to keep him alive long enough so he can order the troops to retreat and leave the capital. We can kill the stragglers who hold their Arlinian pride high enough to betray orders from authority, but we need to limit our kill count. After that, you and your storytelling group can figure out how to make the people of Corith believe your story. The problem right now is that we need to figure out how we get to that point.”

It was a very daunting problem. Figuring out how to face a stronger force with home advantage without using the forest as a cheat felt nearly impossible.

I stared down at the map drawn by ruby, who was mumbling and tracing lines across it at the same time. The capital was both the largest city and the largest source of magore in Corith, and both of them would be difficult to tackle.

“I know we are limiting violence, but we do need to take care of the mine. That’s likely where they will store the weaponry and will have the largest number of attuned we can free.” I pointed out, rubbing my chin, “And if we’re going fast, that means we need to have separate groups, right?”

Elm nodded along, and I could see the smallest turn upwards on his lips. 

Is he proud?

“Three groups. One for the camps, one for transportation, and one for the capital. That way we can cover all of our bases at the same time. Generally, soundlines are located at mines, which means the mining camp team will have that to deal with as well.” He looked over at Matthias to confirm his guess. He nodded.

“I can get in with relative ease as long as there’s an opening. I’m more confident in my invisibility with both myself and another person, but I can’t go farther than that. It would also require an open gate or bridge, I think.”

“Bridge?” Deborah blurted out.

“Is there not a moat?” I asked innocently. I’d heard about castles having them in the past, and assumed it was the norm.

“Freiweld wasn’t built to protect against invasions. Maybe it got bolstered after the war, but we only had wooden walls and watchtowers to protect against the forest.”

“Then I know how we can get in without relying on North.” Elm said confidently.

“Which is?” Deborah pressed him to continue.

“Tunneling. It’s going to be hell for me and the other stone attuned, but maybe we can go under instead of going through. The wooden walls can only reach down so far, and the longest distance we’d need to reach is someone’s cellar.”

“Freiweld does have a lot of cellars.”

“I can scout that out and find the best spot for us to tunnel to. Will tunneling be visible from above?” I inquired.

“At night, with the sounds of Corith’s forests?” Deborah said .

“Fair point.”

I pondered silently for a moment as others discussed more details of the plan. Deborah had offered to help us get through the secret passageways inside the castle. 

“If we’re going to sabotage the roads, we’re either going to need magore bombs or stone attunements.” Deborah noted, leading to a brief silence.

“Attunements are the easiest, but if we have an extra day before we start, we could collect the necessary magore to make bombs.” Sera spoke up.

“Which would rely on me doing a multitude of runs to and from a heavily guarded mine.” I quickly responded. 

“Kid’s right. Luckily, one of the new recruits is another stone attuned.” Elm said in a rather proud manner.

Jay mentioned his attunement being stone as well.

“Same here. Jay seems pretty confident in his abilities, and I’m sure we could get some other destructive powers.”

“Kid, I’ll leave the groups to you.” Elm said.

Of course. I have to decide who goes with what.

I scanned the table, thinking of the skill sets required. It was a hard thing to deliberate.

“Silva and Alex are good as a team and are used to fighting Arlin more directly. Can I trust you two with managing the sabotage team along with Jay?” 

Silva and Alex glanced at each other, silently communicating before nodding. 

“Good. For the camps… stealth would be best. Cedric and Elina are the strongest at leading ambushes and should work well together.” I said, knowing full well that neither of them were in the room to oppose the decision.

The last was the hardest, because it was the most essential.

“Deborah, would you say that a large force or a small force would be best in infiltrating through the hidden passageways?”

“Small. Any large group would limit speed.”

“Hm….”

I was going to be in the castle team, that was fairly obvious. But the rest could easily go to other positions and do completely fine.

“I’ll be leading with Deborah giving directions. If we’re going as a small group, I’ll choose who comes with.”

The rest of the table looked at me with wide eyes, hanging on my word.

“Elm, you’re coming. Having a stone attuned underground would be nice, and you understand Arlin’s military. Sera, you’ll also be coming with me. You understand Corith better than me, and that might help with dealing with Governor Larry.”

“Bernard Laurian.” Matthias corrected.

“Sure. I’ll want Ruby as well for scouting purposes. And I’m guessing that you probably want to stick with Mell, who would also be helpful.”

Ruby grinned in confirmation. Those two were very hard to separate, and I wasn’t planning on trying. I hadn’t decided where to put a few others such as Gwendolyn, but I could leave that up to the other team leaders to figure out.

The sore thumb in the room mumbled something under his breath, drawing all attention to the researcher.

“Oh and you….”

“Me?”

“You’ll be on the sidelines somewhere you can’t go squeaking to the Arlinians. Probably with any of the non-fighters.”

“Oh.” 

“Try and keep up the good behavior.” I snarkily added. I was still holding out hope that he’d support us willingly, even with the malice that everyone else directed at him. “I think that covers most of what we can do. I’ll let team leaders decide their entourage.”

The meeting adjourned, and I slowly watched people filter out of the room. Elm looked at me with an expression I’d not seen before, his usual frown softened into something more friendly. It wasn’t happy, more like comfort.

I smiled back at him as I walked out into the village to prepare us for the journey ahead. 

            

    
        Chapter 85: King's New Clothes

    
    
    
    
                Preparing for the road was quicker than I’d expected. The villagers helped us get ready, although that may have just been them trying to get us to leave. I didn’t blame them, since our presence in the town put them in danger.

However, out of a sense of charity or perhaps sympathy, they’d gifted a lot of members of the caravan new clothing.

“It looks good on you.” said Joseph, the villager who had let me sleep in his shed. He was a woodcarver and lumberjack. He reminded me of Elm. He had similar salt and pepper hair, but it was combed back and tied into a bun. I was wearing the clothes of one of his three sons who had all left the nest and moved on to different parts of Corith, including Freiweld.

Instead of a guard outfit, I was now wearing a long sleeved gray tunic covered by a brown vest with heavily worn black buttons. A few patches of cloth covered up tears in the fabric of the vest. On my shoulders was a black cloak which went down to my hips. The inside of the cloak was surprisingly soft and kept in some warmth to protect against the cold. He’d even given me some nice brown pants, new socks, and a belt to wear with the tunic. By the time he handed me a new pair of gloves, I felt pretty spoiled.

It wasn’t the type of thing I’d worn back in Marlisle, but for the first time in five years I didn’t look like a slave or rebel. I looked like a citizen of Corith, although the belt and white lining at the bottom of the tunic gave me the sense I looked a bit like a squire.

“I don’t know how to thank you.” I said breathlessly.

“Thank me by keeping my son alive. He’s still in Freiweld.”

“I promise.” I declared with outward confidence. Inward, I was less hopeful that I could do that. Alex’s words about being realistic with what I could save were constantly hanging over my head.

I should talk with Elm about that.

I stuck that little reminder in my head. I thanked Joseph again and walked out to confer with everyone else, who was throwing things onto carts. Groups had already formed around their leadership now that we had divided up everyone into specific teams. 

Elina and Cedric got along rather well and had a fairly easy time picking who they wanted for the mission. Alex, Silva and Jay took the rest, and everything sorted itself. There were a sizable group of noncombatants, but numbers didn’t matter as much as speed in the coming fight.

Everyone had congregated around the strigs and their carriages awaiting me at the edge of the village. I’d not expected to feel nostalgic for strigs, but seeing them was comforting. We could carry more things without burdening people or slowing down our pace. 

I could feel Elina glaring at me from the crowd. I ignored it and made my way towards Ruby, Sera and Mell who were huddled together overviewing a map. Both Sera and Ruby had been similarly gifted new clothes by the villagers. 

Sera was wearing a blue blouse that was starting to lose its color and a light brown skirt. It’d been cut in a few areas to help with ease of movement, but it otherwise looked like something I’d imagine her wearing back in Marlisle.

Ruby was wearing a white buttoned shirt and black suspenders, which she had shown off with pride. It did look good on her, and she apparently preferred the mobility of pants over a skirt.

Mell was the only one of the trio who didn’t get a new outfit, since none of the villagers had clothing that would fit his size. Luckily, it didn’t seem to affect him much. 

“North! We were waiting for you.” Sera called out, waving in my direction. “We’re about ready to move. Want to use the cart?”

“Want to? Yes. Am I going to? No.” I smirked and stood next to Mell.

“How noble of you.” Sera mocked and punched me in the shoulder.

“I’m just more comfortable with walking, now that the wind isn’t constantly at our backs. I need to be more mobile if we want our plan to work. Aren’t you two going to be on scouting duty?”

Mell and Ruby took a quick glance at each other and grinned.

“Mell and I are going to be swapping with Cedric for duty. He’s more experienced than me, but I think I have a longer range.” She said very smugly. I wasn’t one to dampen her ego, so I said nothing. I also wasn’t on the greatest terms with Cedric after he had attempted to murder the man who had been essential to saving the life of myself and so many others. 

“Seems everything is good. If we’re ready, let’s get moving.” 




The start of the trip was smooth. Now that we were actively thinking about the potential threat of an attack on the road, we’d planned around it far better. Only a few of the freed slaves stayed back at the village, all of which were children deemed to be a burden. It was another act of charity I didn’t feel like I could repay.

The response I got from Sera was “Pay them back by being a good king”.

At lunch, I decided to hold a meeting going over our plans with the entire group, making sure that we were caught up. We even had a little section at the end for questions and proposals. 

A final note we made sure to give was that of the forest and what to do in case a rule was broken. It was Elm’s idea, not mine to do it. That was mostly because of his solution to the problem of someone committing the unforgivable sin; kill them. 

It was a mercy kill, if I was being honest with myself, but it didn’t sit right with me. After that, we walked the rest of the day, conversing with new people. Jay and Deborah seemed to enjoy each other and were almost always side by side whenever I took a look. When we stopped for the night, I decided to focus on one of my own desires.

I’d talked with a lot of people during the first walk, but I hadn’t gotten time to talk specifically with Elm. 

Matthias and Elm were sitting together near their own little fire. Elm was listening attentively while Matthias was making wild motions with his hands and explaining things in such complicated jargon that it was hard to tell it was Morathin. I slowly made my way over behind Matthias who didn’t notice my presence. Elm looked up at me. He wasn’t frowning or smiling, but he didn’t look like he hated what was going on.

“Hey Matthias, mind if I talk with Elm for a bit?”

Matthias nearly jumped out of his skin upon hearing my voice, falling forwards onto the dirt and nearly into the fire. He apologized for three different things and moved off to some other place where he could be carefully watched. I took his place near the fire on the pack he’d been using as a seat.

“You got lucky with him. He’s not that bad.” Elm responded casually, looking me directly in the eyes. 

“Were you enjoying talking with him?” 

Elm shook his head and sighed. “No, it wasn’t that. It was more like nostalgia. I look at him and I recognize a lot of myself when I was starting out. The feeling that you’re at the forefront of humanity’s progress is intoxicating, and Arlin knows it. I see that fervent desire to learn more, to push your research deeper and deeper into the secrets of the chaotic world that surrounds us. That’s how they control people like him.”

“Is that really what you used to believe?”

“It’s what every researcher for Arlin believes. They tell you that our understanding of Sol can only progress with their benevolent hand. It’s part of why I kept making the cuffs for so long. I didn’t want to question what I was doing, because I believed it would hold back the progress of the entire world.”

“Did you still believe that back at the camp?” I warily asked him. Elm didn’t respond, his eyes gazing into the flame. His silent ‘yes’ was heavy in the air.

“Are Arlinian civilians like him?”

“Like him how?”

I took a deep breath. Part of why I’d been keeping Matthias around had been an experiment of sorts, one for myself. I wasn’t a researcher like Elm, which was probably why I hadn’t been able to come to anything conclusive based on it.

“Are they good people?”

Elm sighed again, raising up his gaze from the fire. Even though he wasn’t crying, his blue eyes looked watery.

“I don’t think we have the luxury of being able to decide that at this point. Because when we step foot in Freiweld, regardless of how moral our cause is, we are the enemy of Arlin and its people. And their relationship to their nation isn’t like yours. Separating yourself from Arlin is like severing a limb. It’s painful and it leaves scars that never heal. Arlinian pride isn’t just something you’re taught, it’s something you’re given at birth that is nurtured until it feels as essential to living as your heart. Matthias is just trying to survive and is willing to throw away his nationalism. And judging from what he told me, his relationship with Arlin was shitty at best.” Elm explained breathlessly.

“You didn’t answer my question.” I said back to him.

He sighed and muttered a few curses under his breath.

“Most of them are. They’re like the people in Corith, with the same amount of good and bad. Kid, I know why you’re asking this. You can’t liberate them like how you liberate the people of the camps, because you’ll always be an ‘other’ to them. They will never see you as legitimate because to Arlinians, there is only one true nation in the world. The only way to make them follow you would be to conquer them.” 

“Which would make me just as bad as Arlin…” I replied dourly. Elm nodded in confirmation.

This doesn’t feel like something he’d normally do

“You’re better than them. Don’t squander that fact.”

“That wasn’t something you would have said back in Boralis.” I noted. Something had changed in him, although I couldn’t pinpoint what it was specifically.

He shrugged and turned his gaze to the other members of the caravan. 

“When I started leading them, I had a realization. I’d been running from tying myself to others because I knew that Arlin would exploit that. If you weren’t planning your revolt, they would have used you to get me to work for Arlin again on making cuffs or helping with one of their new projects. Solomon, that old bag of bones, might have dragged me into the AM project he’d been obsessed with. And you’d be my apprentice, learning the ways of research and helping Arlin push what it believes to be progress. I believe wholeheartedly that with my tutelage, you would have become one of Arlin’s best minds. Your understanding of mana is entirely unique, and you’re a fast learner.”

“Thank you?” I said, confused. The meaning was there, but it didn’t seem like he was going to explain whatever this “AM Project” was.

“Don’t let it get to your head. You’re still a dumbass.”

“Thank you.”

Elm and I both chuckled. 

“I was unwilling to lead because I was running from my past mistakes. You’ve given me the chance to correct some of them.”

With those words, the term finally came to mind. Elm had grown. He’d always been the one helping me get better, helping me grow into a better leader and a better mage. I’d never have gotten anywhere without his support, and both of us would have still been slaves. I hadn’t thought as much about how I was affecting him as a person. Being separated from him and forced to face adversity on my own had seemingly given us both the perspective to understand the change. 

“Make a promise to me.” I said with a newfound confidence.

“What?”

“I want you to promise not to try and martyr yourself. I’ve already lost one friend that way. I don’t need another.” I raised up my right palm and let pure mana flow out of it. A distinct blue glow emanated off of it, “My mistake led to Weiss’s death. I poisoned him trying to save his life, and he decided his death was more valuable. No matter what, I don’t want you to devalue your own survival for my own. We fight together.”

Elm took a moment before chuckling, shaking his head. “Sure, because I doubt you’ll let me say no.”

I smiled. I was about to lower my hands until I realized that I was still pushing out mana through my palms. I closed my fist and opened back up again. Small flecks of mana flitted off into the air before dissipating. Something about that seemed to catch Elm’s attention, who opened and closed his mouth without saying anything.

“Sir?”

“It’s nothing. Just thought I saw something for a second. You should probably get your rest.” He said before muttering something under his breath. The only word I could make out was ‘Solomon’, but the rest was incoherent.


I walked off and made my way to my bag to unfurl my sleeping gear, and quickly dozed off.

            

    
        Chapter 86: Power Grab

    
    
    
    
                David was experiencing a lot of things, so many that he was starting to compartmentalize them into positives and negatives.

On the positives, he was in bed every night with Erin. Not always having sex, but he appreciated her company and felt like sleeping was less of a waste of time with how hectic his current life was. He’d also spent some time practicing with his attunement in his downtime, refreshing his skills and making sure he was as strong as he thought he was.

As it turned out, much to his surprise, the stress of his current predicament had given him a lot of deadly inspiration. He’d been underestimating himself in some regards, one of them being range. He’d even debated whether or not to reveal his own attunement to the public in order to dissuade attackers, but brushed off the idea rather quickly.

The negatives were simple. He was now under constant surveillance by his guard after the recent incident and had doubled the security at the castle. He was never going to be anywhere without some kind of security detail protecting him.

Erin was by his side at all times, since that was where she was the safest. Whatever the conspirators were trying to do, they intended for David to be alive for the foreseeable future until their plan could come to fruition.

If they wanted to get to her, they’d have to go through him. Several other allies of his Imperialos faction had been given a security detail as well for their own safety in case they were targets.


Another negative was the weight of the AM project on his shoulders. David wasn’t the one who proposed green lighting the project after the attack, but Erin. She’d also been the one to set all of the stipulations, to which David readily agreed. Solomon was a man both of them trusted, and made the guess that he wasn’t acting without reason.

Then there was the problem of Corith, and Elm Grayson. The last message he got from the soundline from Lieutenant Keagan sounded downright manic, never talking about Grayson and more about this North figure. Judging from all the information, North was one of two things.

He was Elm’s protege, a Corithian with a powerful attunement that could pick up where he left off and lead a competent insurgent group against Arlin. That one was closest to what Keagan was suggesting, at least from what David could tell.

Second, he was a sort of figurehead meant to appeal to the Corithian people while Grayson did the actual leadership.

Whatever he was, he was a problem that needed to be dealt with. Specifically, by another person who wasn’t trying to prevent a conspiracy from killing everyone they loved and cared for. David truly believed that if it weren’t for his current struggles, he would have destroyed the rebel group already.

David Arlin was a man of many talents, pulling his own sanity at the seams in so many disparate directions that he felt as though he were on the verge of tearing apart. And whether for good or ill, he wasn’t alone in that fact.




As the morning sun began to peek through his bedroom’s windows, David marveled at Erin’s face resting on the pillow beside him. Her dirty blonde hair and petite face looked stunning in the soft light of an Arlinian morning. Much to David’s dismay, her body squirmed and convulsed in an unnatural manner.

She’s having another nightmare.

She’d been having them ever since the attack. She never talked about them, but the occasional whimpers of fear that she elicited every night were unmistakable. It tore at David’s heart to see her in distress. He wished he could suffer through her nightmares in her place, so at least she wouldn’t look uncomfortable everytime she closed her eyes to slumber.

He placed his hand over hers to stop it trembling and quietly sighed. Today was supposed to be a good day, something to be genuinely happy about. Yet no matter how much he tried to think positively, he still felt a pit in his stomach telling him that everything could fall apart at a moment’s notice.

Erin’s eyes shot open, filled with fear and confusion until she noticed David’s grip. His touch grounded her, helping her realize that David had never left her side and that the two of them were safe.

“It’s okay. We’re okay.” David reassured her, interlocking their fingers. Her panicked heartbeat would return to normal as the two simply laid in bed and held hands.

“I’m sorry.” Erin said meekly. David sighed again and ran his other hand through her hair.

“You have nothing to apologize for. I’m just as worried as you about the future.”

“I know you are. But I can’t kill people by pointing at them.” Erin responded. 

It was something he didn’t think about often, but now that he had been practicing with his attunement once more, he could feel the power imbalance the two had. David treated Erin as an equal, but the divides that existed between them were stark.

“I point at the bad people, and you make sure I don’t get mauled by my political opponents. Wasn’t that the plan?”

Erin groaned at him and slowly sat up to stretch. David felt a bit better now that his idiotic statement had distracted her away from her nightmares. He slowly started to exit the bed, taking a quick peek beneath the frame to make sure it was empty. The habit wasn’t something he consciously decided to do, but now that it had started he couldn’t stop. 

“Our plan, for now, is to get out of bed and put on our most regal attire. The new one. Can’t annex a country without looking good, can we?”

David chuckled and made his way to his closet, which was now filled with both of their clothes. She was correct, as usual, that they needed to look good today. After all, the eleventh campaign had just ended.

Hornel was now officially a part of Arlin.




To the people of Hornel, the eleventh campaign was an existential threat that endangered the soul and identity of the lands they called home. Arlin was an all consuming beast which had killed and eaten up their neighbors. It was more powerful than you could ever be and only grew stronger every single day. 

War with Arlin was painful and bloody, always existing in tandem with the very simple question the Empire asked you the day it declared its campaign.

“What do you value more- your pride, or your life?”

The nation would declare pride, obviously, for it wanted to continue existing as it was. Arlin’s response was simply to force the nation through as much painful defeat as possible until they declared that they valued their lives.

The beast consumes you whole, and you become just another territory for Arlin to control. 

To David, the eleventh campaign was simply the eleventh campaign. It was just another checked box off of the list of ‘nations to conquer to become Emperor of Sol’. Hornel’s culture and history didn’t matter to him, although he absolutely loved some of their food. They’d been cultivating a plant called a Pioco, a pink tinted cousin to Corith’s whitethorns, which made the best jam that David had ever tasted.

The jam wasn’t the important part. The important part was that Hornel was another step on the path towards unifying Sol. The refusal to give up on their national pride was a refusal to move into the future.

He couldn’t prevent it, he knew that. The only nation that had willingly given into Arlin had been Pluma, and only because it was allowed to become a piece of true Arlin. It was possibly one of the dumbest decisions the Third made, which was saying something. Now, Pluma’s corrupt oligarchy was a constant thorn in his side. 

The final process of the annexation was simply him signing a paper which lined out the terms of surrender and the rights of the citizens. Hornel was a land of people who David believed could be integrated rather easily. Along with the proposal of surrender came an interesting proposal of government which he found value in trying. 

The meeting was in the palace, specifically the Emperor’s war room. The public signing of a treaty would be done later in a large celebration held throughout all of Vyris. 

After eating a quick breakfast with Erin, another thing he was happy about, he made his way through the long hallways of the palace. Erin was holding her notebook and packet of papers tightly to her chest like a shield. 

The hallways of the castle had always felt large and extravagant, but now they felt suffocating. The extra presence of guard around them at all times certainly didn’t help that. It made them move a lot quicker than normal, ending up in the war room with Erin slightly out of breath.

The door opened, and those patiently awaiting their presence lit up like lamps. 

On the table were three very important things to Arlinian diplomacy; documents, writing utensils, and food. Erin and David had eaten a lighter breakfast exactly for this reason, as they planned to snack over the discussion.

In the room sat David’s three major generals, all of whom had been essential in David’s last three campaigns. He had asked Solomon to come to the meeting to express David’s intent on using Hornel for research facilities, but he declined as he believed he needed to put his full focus on the AM project.

The fourth person was the emasculated queen of Hornel. David was wearing his full royal attire, the dense blood red mantle flowing down his shoulders and the crown shimmering in the sunlight. Meanwhile, Queen Laura Geben, standing there with her gray hair and sunken eyes that had long lost the will to fight. The palpable hatred behind her smile as David and Erin entered was but the embers of her pride.

“Good day, Emperor Arlin.”

“To you as well, Queen Geben. I’m sorry for the wait.” David apologized.

“It doesn't matter. Your generals are rather conversational, much to my surprise.”

The word she was dancing around was likely ‘braggart’, which he wouldn’t debate. The generals felt rather happy about this war, and the smug aura being emitted by the three of them was palpable. 

“Well, now that we are here, you are open to eat. I find diplomacy is best done over food.” David said, picking up a mini sandwich off of the table. The food was a selection of small items, many of them originating from all over the empire. If he wanted to be extra petty, he would have included something with Pioco in it, but he felt the message wasn’t needed. Erin followed in his example and grabbed a sandwich and quickly finished it.

“I appreciate the gesture, but I don’t think I will.” The queen said, “I’d prefer to get the papers done as quickly as possible.” 

The two of them sat down around the war table with the documents in front of them. 

Fifteen pages, filled to the brim with Morathin, were all that stood between David and his prize. The queen was going to sign them, obviously, since she seemed to value her head. 

Normally, the terms of surrender were around ten pages. This was different, because the Queen had proposed an odd experiment of sorts; in exchange for several concessions, including one that would allow for easy immigration into Hornel for Arlinian citizens, the Queen was to retain some control over her nation under the careful eye of a governor.

It would be, in a sense, a split government with one side from Arlin and the other from Hornel. The power would be heavily balanced towards the Arlinian side, and they would mostly treat the Queen as a figurehead, but she would retain some autonomy. 

David had thought about this in the past, although the idea of ceding power to a subject was very much against Arlinian ideals. The governors of the territories varied across a spectrum in how they related to the lands that they were given. Most remained staunchly political, viewing the role as simply part of their service to Arlin, and not to the people of the territory. Bernard was the rare exception to this. Now that the Empire was spreading in such a large manner, delegation became a necessity to rule over these lands while maintaining unity. 

“I presume you’ve already read over the terms.” David asked, taking a bite of his sandwich and pouring a cup of water from a nearby pitcher. He took an intentionally small sip and watched for the queen’s reaction. She took a quick glance at the pitcher and noticed an ornate silver cup specially chosen for her.

“I have. If I may be honest, I would have found the terms offensive if not for my circumstances.” She coyly remarked, returning her focus.

“Your proposal caught my attention. I rarely find leaders willing to compromise their own political power. It is, in my mind, a sign of humility.” David answered back. The queen smiled and grabbed the pitcher, pouring herself a glass. The two of them took a drink in unison, smiling the entire time. 

“That tastes very pure. It’s far better than much of our well water.” The queen smirked. David had to stop himself from laughing at the extremely macabre joke. The generals next to him were struggling even more so.

“I believe we can fix that. Our researchers in Vyris have been revolutionizing technology in many fields, including water purification.”

“One of many things you are rapidly advancing in. If we’re to return to the treaty before us, you did say that you would likely be interested in putting facilities in some of our cities? Would you elaborate on what exactly that might entail?”

David’s smile faded as he took a quick glance at Erin, who was midway through a second sandwich. 

“Yes, we did mention that. As you know, our systems of refinement for magore avoid using Arlinian citizens. We would rather use the labor of those who have harmed or wronged the empire. I presume there is something that you would like to change?” 

“I would like to ask that you not use Hornel prisoners of war. Give them clemency.”

There it is.

“That is an ask that needs to be specified.” David narrowed his gaze.

“I ask that the prisoners of war from the war be returned to their families and be treated as regular territorial subjects. This would, of course, not apply to any future dissenters.” 

“All of them?” David asked accusatively. 

“I understand your need for the attuned, but my people need to rebuild. Both physically and mentally, if this new government is going to work. Surely you have enough to work in the magore mines in Hornel.”

“I would say that we have the numbers to do that. I would be willing to give freedom to the non-combatant attuned, but I will not give clemency to those who fought against us.”

“That contradicts your prior statement.” The queen noted, a bit of frustration peeking through the mask.

“It does not. In fact, we’ve prepared for this request. Erin, could you add the paper to the treaty?” David casually requested, and Erin pulled out a paper and slid it in the middle of the treaty.

“I would like to request that you explain yourself.”

David sighed and leaned back in his seat, crossing his arms like a disappointed parent.

“I didn’t believe one was necessary. You were a sovereign like myself, surely you understand the risks of such concessions. This may seem like a cruel action, but it is one necessary to express Arlin’s power. I cannot appear weak to the people of Sol, because it would put my empire at risk. Magore is also the lifeblood of Arlin, and although our mines and refineries are already well supplied, I expect our operations to expand over time.” David explained confidently, “I’m already putting my reputation at risk by giving your regular soldiers clemency.”

“The cruelty you’ve inflicted on my people isn’t enough? A third of the men in Hornel are dead or injured, and our infrastructure is in tatters.” She decried. David shook his head in disapproval.

“That was your fault. You had the chance at the start to embrace our rule, and your lands would be completely intact. Malice doesn’t motivate us. We only go to war because the rest of Sol refuses to embrace us willingly.” said David with Arlinian pride. His words were not his own, but the words passed down from his grandfather to him. 

“Then what? We would have been like Pluma?” Queen Geben angrily asked.

David clicked his tongue and glanced off to the side. “No, you would not have. Pluma is only treated as an equal because of my predecessor’s foolish policy. Sadly, it is an action that I can no longer revert despite how much that nation revels in its depravity. Hornel would have been given preferential treatment and perhaps an exemption from the attuned tithe, but it would not be an immediate member of True Arlin. Truthfully, if you had proposed this system from the beginning of our war, I would have given you far more authority. Becoming a territory of Arlin doesn’t require warfare.”

“Is that really it? You expect nations to simply submit to your will?”

“I consider myself an optimist. Arlin never goes looking for war with the nations I choose to annex. We’re just really good at it.” David snarkily answered. 

The queen scoffed, seemingly overwhelmed with David’s confidence. 

“You could have signed this treaty without me, you know. You could have simply done the public ceremony and completely removed me from this process. Why do this?”

David raised up from the table to stand, looking down upon the queen in her shriveled, powerless form. All of the light in the room seemed to focus on him.

“I brought you here because I wanted to meet you. I wanted you to know that what you and your people are experiencing is far from the worst Arlin could do. The fact that you are allowed to stand in this room with me alive, and even to have the slightest bit of presence in your own government, is mercy. I could kill you this very second and raze your nation to the ground if I so desired, but I’m not going to because I am merciful.” David grinned, radiant and powerful. He stared deep into the queen’s fireless eyes. “I am giving you the chance to live and to see Sol’s future. And he is standing right in front of you.”

The generals and Erin stood in reverent silence. There was no response one could give to such a statement that would not make one sound either weak or disrespectful.

Queen Laura Geben gazed up at David, grabbed the pen, and signed every single page of the treaty.

“Thank you Queen Geben, for doing what is right for Hornel.” David said as he signed all the papers. He took another sip of water and headed to the door before the queen called out to him.

“Is it true that you wish to have Arlin control all of Sol?”

David turned back and gave one more prideful grin. “It is. I believe that only under Arlin’s rule will the world be able to prosper. Do you doubt my ability to do so?”

The queen exhaled and repositioned her dress, glancing at the generals that surrounded her. 

“I used to. After meeting you, I believe my opinion has changed. Only a man like you, who would slaughter thousands upon thousands of men and call it mercy, could dominate all of Sol under one flag.” 

“Is that meant to be a compliment?”

The queen shook her head dismissively, the first genuine smile he’d seen from her forming across her lips.

“No. It is very much an insult.”

“Then it is an insult that I will wear with pride.”

David and Erin closed the door to the war room, leaving the queen to sit and contemplate in the room where her downfall both began and ended.




“That felt like a bit much.” Erin said as they slowly paced through the hallways.

David shrugged and repositioned his own mantle, as it was already becoming uncomfortable. The fancier his clothing got, often the more uncomfortable it would feel.

“She needed to understand her position. The fact that I gave her a seat at the table at all is beyond generous.” David said dismissively, He could understand the egos of Sovereign leaders, being one himself, but sometimes it still baffled him how much they expected from others even when they were being annexed.

“I don’t know. I think you get a bit into yourself once you start threatening. Saying you’ll raze Hornel to the ground? It’s a bit too unsubtle.”

“Arlin isn’t exactly known for being subtle. It might be a different type of government structure, but I doubt our diplomatic personality needs to change.”

“Or maybe you just love the sound of your own nationalism.”

“Or that. That’s also a possibility.”

David took a deep breath, letting out the tension that had built up in his shoulders. Transitioning from the ‘Indomitable Emperor of Arlin’ to ‘David Arlin’ took a moment. The air felt oddly static despite the fact that the tops of the massive windows on the hallway had been opened to let the air flow inside. He glanced out the window to check whether or not the flags that decorated much of the capital were still flowing, which they were. 

He’d looked out these windows so many times before in the past, so much that the image of the city was burned into his mind. A brief and barely perceptible glint of reflecting glass stood out among the many rooftops. 

His body began to react before his mind could as light began to form in his fingers. A thin string of powerful light exited from the tip of his middle finger. The light was so thin that it was nearly invisible to the human eye, but the power within it was still enough to singe the walls of the palace. He traced the line carefully over where he saw the glint, and watched as a corpse began to topple off of the rooftop and onto the city streets.

The air’s wrong. There’s more.

The guards around him were already readying themselves, some pulling out attunements or their own burners. David pulled Erin close and watched all of the guards around him arm themselves. One of the guards farther down the hall was lifting up his burner, but David could see his hand already pulling on the pole. 

David strengthened the beam of light in his right hand, putting it in both his pointer and middle finger and blasting out another beam of light. He carved it across the man’s midsection diagonally. His body slid apart, his head and right arm sliding away from his left side and lower half. His hand let go of the pole and fired the burner directly into the floor. Erin was screaming at this point, but her voice still sounded off. 

There’s one more that’s a wind attuned, but where?

David did a full scan around him, looking for any angles of attack as he continued to hold Erin close to his chest with his other hand. His eyes then darted upwards at the dark ceiling. With the light emitting from his fingers, he could make out the faintest outline of a human body. Dark eyes connected with his as the man dropped down to the floor and in front of David. 

David began to step back, expecting the man to pull out a blade or burner as more light energy pooled into his hand. Instead, the man reached behind him and softly tossed an object in David’s direction.

His eyes recognized it almost immediately. It was a fruit sized metal ball that had been sectioned into square bits all over its body. The reason he recognized it was because it was an experimental weapon that hadn’t yet been given to the military. 

It was a splinter bomb. A magore explosive that used the explosive reaction of refined and unrefined magore to blast its surroundings with shrapnel. And it was about to be used against Erin. 

The world slowed as he turned to cover both himself and Erin with his mantle. Part of the reason why his most regal mantle was so uncomfortable was because it was also a form of armor. The inside of the lining was a dense fabric that was intended to protect against knives and blades. He couldn’t cover everything, but the mantle was large enough to cover the majority of both his and Erin’s skin. 

The reaction occurred, and the splinter bomb shattered into hundreds of miniature blades that flew out in random directions. David immediately felt sharp pains in several parts of his back and his legs as the bomb exploded, the force of the explosion causing him and Erin to topple to the ground. 

David’s ears were ringing as he tried to reorient himself. He slowly and painfully made his way upwards, lifting himself up with his arms. Erin stared up at him, eyes filled with terror and minor mana sickness.

“Are you hurt?”

Erin looked down, and David could see that a large piece of shrapnel had embedded itself above her left ankle, which was bleeding heavily. David was relieved that it was only a minor injury that she’d experienced, but he could tell that the danger wasn’t over.

“We’re going to stand up together, and it’s going to hurt.” David said. Erin nodded and clenched her teeth as he lifted her up from the ground. She screamed in pain as she had to move her injured leg, tears running down her cheeks. David’s back was pierced in several places, but none of the shards had entered it. There was only a single incision from a piece of metal which had pierced into his thigh, but not enough to impede him.

The guards around him were all dead, killed by the splinter bomb. He could hear running come down the hallway as two more men in guard uniform came with their burners already prepared to fire. 

He could see beneath their helmets that their eyes had darted to Erin before David, which was enough. Before they could raise up their hands, David made a fast chop with another beam over their midsections where their burners were held and a second cut over their necks. 

We need to get to a healer for Erin and away from the windows.

In a moment of quick thinking, David took off his mantle, shook off all the pieces of metal and wrapped it around Erin’s body. He lifted her up below her hips to carry her, having her lock her arms around his neck.

David began to painfully move through the halls until he felt a rumbling beneath him. The stone floor rattled and shook before crumbling under his feet, and the two of them started to fall to the floor below. The area beneath him was one of the many kitchens of the palace. The many cooks who were working inside littered the ground, with only three men standing alive under him. One of them was a stone attuned who was already building up a volley to launch at him, and two other attuned were ready with fire and ice.

David braced for a painful landing as his legs hit the ground, the piece of metal in his thigh hurting all the more. He looked up at the stone attuned, who was the clearest threat and also the closest to him. All of his volley was already beginning to target Erin. The man was too close for another beam to be useful and would only put Erin at risk. 

David yelled out in pain and bolted forward towards the stone attuned who was shocked by the action. David’s free right hand straightened and became entirely enveloped in light as he raised it above the man’s skull before cleaving it downwards. The fast motion combined with the immense power melted through the flesh and split the man’s skull in two like a hot knife through butter. 

He could feel the heat of the flames begin to grow as he wrenched his hand out of the man’s skull. He pulled Erin closer to his chest to cover her and ran over one of the many metal tables that were inside the kitchen to avoid the sudden blast of fire. As he landed onto the other side, he twisted his body around and launched another dense beam that covered the entire kitchen. It cleaved through the fire attuned man’s upper body and instantly killed him. The water attuned, now surrounded by ice, had ducked already to dodge the beam. 

David kicked the table to flip it onto its side and crouched as the mage started to fire. One of them sliced through his left shoulder and narrowly missed Erin’s head before he was able to get to safety. The sound of shattering ice crashed throughout the room.

David placed Erin down behind the cover of the table once the volley ended and focused his light again, denser than before in his right hand. He stood up from behind his cover and felt a searing pain in his fingers. 

The assassin had intentionally held back a blade in preparation for David’s retaliation, and had launched it directly at his hands. David watched in horror as his ring and middle finger were removed from his right hand and the mage dashed forward with one of the many knives from the kitchen. 

Shock turned into pure rage as he relocated all of the energy from his right hand into his left. Through sheer will, he pushed through the pain in his left shoulder and slammed his palm directly on the forehead of the assailant. The flesh beneath his grasp melted and boiled as the man screamed. David only tightened his grip until he could feel his fingers melt through his skull and brain, and let his body topple to the ground. 

Breathing heavily and standing through sheer force of will, David stood surrounded by the corpses of servants and foe alike. His focus wasn’t on himself, but on Erin. He painfully crouched down to check on her. She was barely conscious, but she was still breathing. The aura of immediate danger had disappeared enough for David to leave her for the moment.

He took steps over to where his fingers had landed on the floor. With his left hand, he placed both of them back on their respective stump. Searing energy filled the areas where they had been cut, and he could feel his own flesh start to melt and fuse. After a few excruciating seconds, the fingers were back where they belonged.

David felt the flow of mana throughout his system. Eventually, that flow of mana reached the reattached fingers. He took a deep breath, and then began to move the fingers he’d only cauterized mere moments ago as though they’d never been cut off in the first place. 

He preferred to use these fingers for his attunement as someone who was right handed, so it was best that he keep them. Even if he didn’t reattach them, they might eventually grow back on their own. 

Erin let out a whimper that caught David’s attention just as guards and staff burst through the door. Their eyes grew wide as they looked upon the Indomitable Emperor of Arlin, drenched in blood, only some of which was his own. 

David immediately recognized the healer among them, a small woman in medical clothing.

“Sir, let me-” The healer began to move towards David.

“No!” David shouted. “Deal with her injuries first. I will be fine.”

“But sir-”


“NOW!” David screamed, and nearly all of the people in the room flinched. The healer complied and moved over to Erin as several other people brought in a stretcher to carry her to safety. David’s head was racing with thoughts now that the fight had died down, but one of them seemed most pertinent.

What the fuck is happening in Vyris?

            

    
        Chapter 87: The Invasion of Freiweld

    
    
    
    
                The only thing that felt more stifling than the tunnels we were building into Freiweld was the sense that something was being missed. 

We’d arrived in the city untouched, which left us even more uncomfortable. I wanted to feel happy about it, knowing that we had somehow gotten here with our full numbers and without any interference that could have alerted Arlin. At the same time, every single step we took in the direction of Freiweld made the city feel more and more like a trap.

Yet, when we’d come up to the walls of Freiweld, they looked normal. Still guarded with men on wooden towers, but not like they were preparing for us specifically. While our group hid on the edge of the roads or Freiweld, in that area where the forest didn’t fully claim territory, I was sent in to scout out a location where we could enter. One with a basement to set up in.

It was a house that belonged to a grain mill which ended up having the best basement. We needed secrecy, which meant getting rid of the old man who was living inside of it alone. 

Cedric proposed killing him. I proposed to not do that. I still didn’t like what I had to do. I did the only thing I could do to incapacitate him, which was to use pure mana. 

I hovered behind him like a ghost, letting pure mana radiate out of my palm while I was invisible. Maintaining both invisibility and a flow of pure mana was extremely difficult and something I couldn’t maintain for long, but even just a few minutes in his presence caused him to collapse onto the ground. All that was left was a light conk on the head, and he was out cold. 

My first thoughts in the immediate aftermath was how to explain to him that the reason I had assaulted him was a good one, and that he shouldn’t be made at being hogtied in his own basement. After realizing that we were also going to be tearing apart his basement and using it as a base without his permission, I gave up on doing so.

I didn’t go to see the process of tunneling, but once the hole opened on the side of the basement, I could see a line of people behind Elm and Jay who seemed very terrified. It was only one tunnel out of several. 

Which meant I had to repeat the process of giving people radiation poisoning and locking them in their basements. 

I dreaded the thought I was going to have to tell these people that I was going to be their king.




After only three days of preparation at Freiweld, we were ready. Many citizens now sat tied up in their basements, including an entire family. However, I’d made sure to promise all of them complete safety once this was over.

The tunnels were the perfect size for just a single person, although individuals such as Mell had to be extremely careful and twist their bodies in unnatural ways to make it through. It was why he was waiting ahead in the house we’d planned to be the castle infiltration team’s exit ahead of time. 

The leaders of every group sat in the basement with me alongside with the individuals they’d put the most trust in. Alex, Silva and Jay stood on my right while Cedric and Elina stood on the left. I took a deep breath and prepared my quiet and short speech. 

“This is probably the riskiest thing we’ve done so far, which says a lot. Move quick and fast, and stick to the plan. I want as few Corithians to be killed as possible. Once you’ve done your part, start moving back to the castle. If everything goes well, we’ll have Bernard in our clutches. Got it?”

I got a collective nod in response. 

“Good. Let’s make Arlin hurt.”

We split off into our individual tunnels. The air felt stiffer and stiffer with each step until we finally broke through at the other side. Mell’s eyes lit up as soon as he saw us, and we quickly ran up the steps of the house of an unlucky potter and into the streets of Freiweld. We only had a small window of time before the streets would be a combat area. Deborah led the way with ease, almost too fast for us to keep up. 

We moved in and out of alleyways towards a destination she’d only briefly described. When she stopped, putting a hand in front of me and Elm, I saw the reason she’d been so coy.

“A bathhouse?” I said, puzzled and intrigued.

“Yup. We’re aiming for what is beneath it, though. The royal family always loved this place, and the old king would sometimes use the royal passage to get to the bathhouse without anyone noticing.” Deborah said.

An explosion rang out in the distance behind us, which was the sign that the roads were already under attack. 

“Looks like it’s time.” She grabbed my arm and dragged me inside, shutting the wooden door behind us with force. We scampered our way down to the basement past the nice looking baths that seemed untouched by Arlin. 

Wonder if this would break the little researcher’s mind. 

Deborah began making her way around the moss covered stone walls of the basement, tapping on stones until Ruby grabbed Deborah on the shoulder and pointed to a further corner in the back.

“That one. There’s a draft.” She stated confidently. Where she was pointing was directly at a large wooden cupboard. She and Mell made their way over and got on different sides of the cupboard, pushing it out of the way and revealing a gaping hole. The musty smell of mildew and wet stone filled my nostrils.

The stone stairwell it led to was dusty and unused. Deborah grabbed my arm and threw me in front of her, nearly directly down the stairwell. 

“Light the way, little rebel.”

I groaned and let out a lantern’s amount of light from my palm to illuminate the path. I stepped forward carefully, making sure not to slip on the wet stone. The walls were dirt and shook with each step our group took downwards until we eventually ended in a long stone hallway. We were deep underground, and could only feel the slightest rumblings of the combat outside. 

“What’s with this place?” Sera quietly asked, taking a peek forwards from behind Mell. 

“It’s an escape route and a few other things.” Deborah whispered, “The entire thing is stacked on top of itself, kinda like a tower built downwards. The next two rooms before we enter the castle’s lowest floor are a wine room and an armory.”

“That explains it.” Ruby said, her eyes shut tight while she made her way forward, “It looked like people on the next floor up, but they’re perfectly still.”

We made our way forward, into a large rectangular room with a stairwell at the far end which led upwards to the next floor of this ‘inverted tower’. The air made me want to sneeze with how musty it was. We quietly moved up the stairwell and into the winery. Massive wooden barrels surrounded us on all sides. I looked up and saw that the stairwell up to the armory was on the opposite side. 

I shushed everyone as we moved forward, since we were getting closer to the actual interior. We carefully made our way up the steps as I dimmed my light slightly. 

I peeked over the floor of the next room and saw the suits of armor lining the walls. They looked Arlinian instead of Corithian, which gave me a bad feeling in my gut. As the last of us made it up the stairwell, I noticed something on the armors. 

A bead of sweat rolling down what should have been a mannequin. A torch flickered to life from the stairwell, revealing eight soldiers all lining the walls of the room. A voice I didn’t want to hear forced a shiver down my spine.

“Hello, North.” called out First Lieutenant Keagan, standing on the stairwell with a torch in hand, “I suggest you and your friends don’t make any moves.”



We’d fallen into their trap. Easily fallen into his trap. Now, the eight soldiers were pointing their burners on us. We were all huddled in a circle in the center of the room, staring down the face of their barrel’s. My eyes were only on Keagan, which clearly was what he wanted.

“Throw your weapons down, and slowly. No sudden moves.” He ordered. I reluctantly did as he asked, and everyone else threw down their weapons.

He’s not killing us?

“But, I saw mannequins…” Ruby trailed off, disappointed in herself. 

“I’d expected a wind attuned to be scouting. These soldiers here have been standing still since we’d heard the first signs of an attack. I’d also expected that if there was going to be anyone to put themselves on the frontlines and attack the castle, it would be you.” Keagan said smugly, as his gaze slowly drifted over to Elm, “I wasn’t sure you’d come along with him, but I’m glad to see you. Now, I can make sure I get rid of you two myself.”

“Seems Arlin’s military academy has improved.” Elm dryly remarked. 

“I wouldn’t say that. It’s just my intuition that a man like you would never allow your pupil to do something as stupid as a full frontal assault. All other passages into the castle have been blocked off, meaning I could funnel you right into my hands.” 

“And what if we’re just a distraction for you to let others invade the castle and take Bernard?”

Keagan cackled like a mad man. Now that he was holding a torch, I could see how much he’d changed. His body looked dirty and unwashed, his eyes both tired and filled with rage. He looked less like a man and more like a monster.

“You don’t have the numbers or the mind for that. And even if you did, I have other plans to ensure that this rebel group and any other like minded individuals never attempt something like this for a long time.” He said sinisterly.

I scanned the room for anything, looking at the guards and walls for any sign of weakness. My gaze eventually landed on the floor beneath me. I had to hide my grin as I turned back up to face Keagan. I needed him mad and distracted.

“Why not kill us now?” I asked him, while focusing my attunement on the torch he was holding. I began to make its light more dim, darkening the room.

Keagan cocked his head to the side in a mocking manner, pulling out some painfully familiar cuffs from behind his back. 

“Believe me, I would love to. You killed Theodore, the love of my life. I deserve vengeance. However, my better judgment prevails. I plan on killing everyone else here except you and Grayson. You two will be heading back, wearing cuffs, to Vyris. I imagine the Emperor would love to make a public display out of your execution. And Grayson’s, of course. After he spends some time in the Hollow. I imagine a few days in there would be enough to get you to tell us all about how to manufacture the cuffs.”

I had no idea what this hollow was, but I turned to Elm with a sly grin that wasn’t visible to Keagan.

“Well, sir. Looks like we have no ground to stand on.” 

Elm looked at my face for a moment as a realization formed in his eyes. He gave a one sided grin as well and turned to look at Keagan.

“You’re an unlucky man, Keagan.” Elm said, before clenching his fist, and the ground beneath us began to crumble. The entire floor of the armory collapsed downwards, onto the winery below it. The light in the room from Keagan’s torch had shrunk almost entirely to the point of leaving everyone who was falling below in darkness. 

“No!” He shouted as the soldiers fell down into darkness. Screams and blasts of burners could be heard from below. 

Keagan cursed several times as he watched in futility from above, unable to see what was occurring. Something in his face shifted, from rage and frustration to calm acceptance as he began to walk backwards and up into the castle through a hallways that was hidden in the walls

He stopped as he heard footsteps behind him and a soft light fill the room. He turned back and saw my body slowly appear out of the darkness, my invisibility fading away. The lights in my hands illuminated just how serious my gaze was.

I could see his anger return and ripple out like a fire through his body. His hand reached for the burner at his hip, as he now seemed intent on simply killing me. It made me feel… 

Disappointed.

“You’re going to get vengeance like that? I threw away my own burner, and you know the limits of my attunement. Are you really going to fight me in such a pathetic manner to get revenge for your lover?”

He stopped mid motion, glared at me, and grabbed onto the burner. I prepared to have to dodge the beam only to watch as he tossed the burner away down the hallway behind him. 

“You’re right. I don’t need magore to kill you.” He growled as he placed the torch into a holder, “You deserve a far more… personal death.”

“I know I do.” I said with a grin. My hands were both filled with the sickly blue glow of pure mana, “Because Arlin is going to burn if I’m left alive.”

Elm’s words had given me the path I could choose to follow. Arlin would never accept me, no matter what. I could never be everyone’s hero, because Arlin had made sure that there was only one hero in their narrative. Their hero was their Emperor. I could never live up to him and never reach the same level of respect. 

I needed to focus on saving those who I could. What I needed to do was to fight for the people who Arlin had left without someone to fight for them.

Keagan, for some reason unbeknownst to me, let out a sudden and boisterous laugh that died as quickly as it began. His eyes locked onto me with the precision of a predator animal.

“Let’s begin.”




I had barely gotten the chance to react when Keagan pivoted forward and launched his first punch. We were limited in space by the narrowness of the hallway, so I could only barely move my head out the way. His right jab whistled past my ear like an arrow.

This guy isn’t attuned, right? That was nearly as fast as Mell!

My small frame was normally a hindrance, but in this case it was helping me stay mobile. I pressed my palm against Keagan’s arm, flooding his system with mana. I couldn’t take him down in one go, I knew that. However, as long as I could get a few more pumps of pure mana into his system, I believed I could take him down. It was a fighting strategy devised by Cedric to work with my physical limits. 

His face twisted in pain and sickness as the mana entered his system. His right arm convulsed briefly as he had to regain his focus. It was only a few seconds before he returned to the offense with a left hook. 

He was already too close for me to back up and his punch was too fast for me to dodge, which meant I had to block. I raised up my right arm just as he shook off my left hand’s grasp and felt it slam into the bones like a hammer. Each knuckle felt as hard as iron pressing into my forearm, sending a shock throughout my system. I staggered backwards as he continued to close in. 

His face was enraged, and he seemed to be holding back the symptoms of mana sickness with sheer rage. But he was still being affected by my mana, which meant he wasn’t attuned. He stepped forward again and led with his left hand, aiming directly at my head. I quickly ducked as I felt it fly over me.

I only had a second to look down as I saw that I’d been baited. His right foot was raised and straightened out into a powerful kick. His boot landed onto my stomach with force and launched me down the hallway.

I slid back on the wet stones gasping for the air he’d forced out of my lungs. My vision blurred temporarily as I looked up and saw him grimacing. 

“Pathetic.” Keagan angrily declared, his slow steps thundering in my ears. I grabbed onto one of the jutting stones of the wall and helped myself back to my feet. The mana exiting my palms flickered back to life as I started to breathe. 

“You’re supposed to be Major Grayson’s protege, and you’re barely standing after a single kick.” He gloated, seeming to relish taking his time.

“I didn’t exactly get a military education working in the mines.” I answered in between breaths.

“Which is where you should have stayed, instead of assuming your life had any fucking value.”

I took one final breath and got back to my feet. The blue light in my palms shimmered and suddenly switched its property into blinding light. It wasn’t as strong as I’d wanted it to be, but it forced Keagan to raise up his arm to protect his eyes. 

I took it as my chance to go onto the offensive, darting forward and switching back to pure mana in both palms. He attempted to make a blind swipe in front as he heard my footsteps, which I ducked. My hands landed on his abdomen and flooded it with pure mana. I could hear his intestines gurgle as the unnatural energy ran wild in his systems.

Before I could back up, I felt his hand land onto my shoulder and tighten around it. I could only look up for a brief second as I saw his face contort as the contents of his stomach began to resurface. His eyes were still shut tight from the flash, but I’d given him my position by touching him. 


Keagan had realized that the mana sickness was causing him to throw up, which he decided to use by puking onto my face.

The puke came out like a deluge, a disgusting projectile vomit that immediately filled my nostrils with the scent of alcohol. I closed my eyes to stop it from getting into my vision. Before I could pull myself from his grasp, I felt his other hand land on the side of my head. 

Keagan pushed and smashed my head directly against the wall of the hallway. My vision went red, and my ears started ringing. My brain rattled in my skull, reeling in shock as I stumbled backwards. Keagan followed it up with another swift kick to the rib cage which toppled me onto the floor. 

I gasped for air like a fish out of water while my foe reoriented himself. I could feel the blood dripping down my head. I tried to sit up just as Keagan’s foot landed on my rib cage and slammed me back down onto the floor, shattering my ribs. 

Keagan looked down at me, the corners of his mouth still tainted with puke, smiling. I was gasping for air, but each breath came with the disgusting wet gurgle of blood forming in my lungs. The corners of my vision were growing dark. I raised up my left hand to grab at him for another kick to land upon it. He held down my arm and twisted his boot into it, the bones in my forearm breaking under the pressure.

“Let’s make sure this hurts.” Keagan said, getting down on his knees and straddling over me. He wound up his fist and threw another punch at my face, directly at my nose. My head slammed back against the floor and my nose snapped. The ringing in my ears grew louder.

Keagan laughed maniacally as he stared down at me. I couldn’t stop him as he started to place his hands around my neck.

“You should have never rebelled.” He said as he began choking me. He wanted to watch me die slowly.

I couldn’t fight him. My punches were too weak and my legs weren’t strong enough to push him off. All I could do in those moments was focus on the flow of mana. 

He seemed to be willing to power through the mana, but I didn’t know what else to do. My vision was growing darker as his grip tightened. I just kept focusing the mana into my right hand, making it tighter and tighter. 

I was going to hit him with every single bit of power in my system. The mana was growing so dense that I could see the blue glow growing brighter on his face. 

I needed it to be more mana than I’d ever used on someone before. I needed it all to come out in one last push. The power was growing so much that it felt physical in my asphyxiated mind.

My body was reaching its limit. I was on the verge of passing out, and Keagan’s only focus was watching my life fade away. With the last few embers of energy in my system, I tightened my fingers around the mana and slammed it into his neck. 

For a few seconds, nothing happened. Then, I felt blood begin dripping down onto my face. The darkness in my vision receded as I was able to look up and see Keagan above me. 

His neck had been impaled by a knife of pure magore which I was tightly gripping onto. 

Shock and mana sickness filled his system as Keagan struggled to comprehend what was going on. He looked into my eyes as a final bloody word exited his mouth.

“Slave…”

Keagan’s eyes rolled backwards as he leaned over to his left side and collapsed onto the floor, dead.

My body shook awake as I began to cough up the liquid that had been pooling in my lungs, spitting it out into the air and directly back onto my face. My body was broken and shattered, my own blood painting the walls and floors of the hallway. 

I’d killed Keagan, but it’d left me on the precipice of death. My determination and adrenaline was holding me back from feeling just how much I’d been injured. 

That was until I began screaming, as I felt the first of my many shattered ribs start forcefully healing itself back into place.

            

    
        Chapter 88: Keagan's Vengeance

    
    
    
    
                I didn’t realize anyone had been calling my name until Sera’s face appeared above me. My screaming was a bit too loud for me to hear much of anything at all.

“North!” Sera called out directly in my face. My response was another yell as a part of my nose corrected itself. Sera’s eyes grew wide as she noticed that.

“Kid, can you hear… what the fuck?” Elm said, stopping midway as he studied the room. His eyes landed on the blade of magore stuck in Keagan’s neck.

I tried to voice out a word as I felt another crack in my nose as the bones fused. The adrenaline that had prevented me from feeling much of the pain up until this point had run out, meaning I felt every single shift in my internal body.

“Is everyone alive?” I groaned in between winces. 

“Yeah, we’re fine, but you’re not!” Sera said far too loud for me. I tried to raise up a hand to cover my ear only to realize that it was my broken left arm which hadn’t finished fixing itself. 

“Kid, are you dying?” Elm asked with far less tension in his voice than I expected.

“The opposite? My body is fixing itsel-” I stopped mid-word as I felt the final rib return into place and fuse again, which caused me to let out another scream. It appeared that everyone saw the rib moving, because they were glued to my chest.

“By the flow…” Deborah commented. I’d have said something in return if the process of my rib cage fusing into complete form didn’t feel like someone had shoved a fire into my chest.

I imagine I’d react the same.

“I’ll be fine in a few minutes.” I croaked. Sera shook her head in disbelief. 

“How do you know that?”

“A hunch?” I said before wincing as my left arm began to fuse back into place along with all of the muscles inside of it. While the rest of the group was focused on me and my horrifying body, I could see Elm out of the corner of my eye studying Keagan’s corpse. 

Mell eventually decided to be the polite Asarnian he normally is and helped me to my feet while the others ran down the steps Elm had created with his attunement to grab things from the soldiers below to cover up my wounds. I’d tried to stop them, since I could tell that the wounds had already closed themselves, but they weren’t listening. Mell was kind enough to use some of his shirt to clean some of the vomit and blood off of my face and cloak.

I feel bad for the person who gave me these clothes.

“Kid, did you create this?” Elm said, pointing to the knife still lodged in Keagan’s corpse.

“I think I did? I was just trying to focus the mana as much as possible, and when I went to use it on him, that was in my hand.” I explained as best as I could. I’d assumed feeling something physical was just caused by my mind losing oxygen, not me actually creating magore.

“He was right… that fucking bag of bones.” Elm angrily muttered as he pulled out the knife from Keagan’s throat and threw it against the ground, shattering it into blue dust. “We’ll talk about this later. If you have the ability to create magore, that has several implications.”

“Such as?” I asked. The headache of getting my brains bashed against the floor was fading faster than expected, along with the several fractures that Keagan had left in my skull.

“I said later. The fact that you’re standing and talking is already causing me a headache. Can you walk with how much blood you lost?

I was unable to answer before Sera came up and began wiping the blood and puke off of me with one of the jackets of the soldiers. I tried to move my limbs, and after a minute of attempts, found that I could do it mostly normal.

“I can move. Actually, I’m pretty sure I can walk on my own.”

Deborah and Sera both watched in bizarre awe as I moved away from Mell and began walking. It wasn’t something I should have been able to do, but whatever had happened during the fight forced my body to speed up its healing to a degree that I’d never felt it do before.

I turned around in the hallway to find everyone staring at me in shock or confusion, with the sole exception of Elm, who looked more frustrated than anything else.

“We have to get moving. We still have a coup to perform.” I snapped everyone out of their stupor as they started to run ahead of me. I picked up Keagan’s burner, took one final glance at his body, and followed after Mell with Elm by my side. I could see them take occasional glances back at me before we made our way up the stairs and into the castle. 

There were occasional guards on the way there which were quickly dispatched. I wasn’t able to participate in combat, and didn’t need to as Elm and Sera were taking them down on sight. 

I could tell that some parts of my body were still healing even as we walked, mostly being torn muscles or cuts I retained during the battle. I was intentionally hiding some of the panic I was also feeling at the fact that my body had somehow started healing itself at a far more rapid pace than normal without any of my input. 

Is it because of how close I got to death? Is mana that intent on keeping me alive?

I wasn’t going to take it for granted, since I still had a city to liberate.

“We’re heading to the throne room, since it is connected to the largest number of safe rooms and escapes!” Deborah yelled as we started to make our way up a flight of stairs. The sounds of battle outside the castle were audible even as we delved into the deepest parts of the castle. We eventually made our way in front of a massive wooden door, ornate in design that had been left untouched by Arlin. Mell and Deborah both stood outside the door while others checked the hallways on both sides, watching for guards yet finding a conspicuous lack of resistance. 

“Go!” I ordered. We all burst through the door to the throne room at once, and found a man patiently sitting upon the throne, twirling an ornate crown around his finger. The guards on each side of him were dead, a burner hole in each of their skulls.

We couldn’t help but stare at the man in confusion. Judging by how Elm stared at him, and how he was sitting on the beautiful wooden throne lined with gold implements, it was clearly the Territorial Governor.

“I was waiting for you.” He said in an unnaturally casual voice.

I studied him up and down. He was a tall man, looking almost stretched. He seemed to have gray hair, but wasn’t old. His nose was too large for his face, looking like someone had squished it. Despite it, he wasn’t what I would call ugly. Several things about this felt off that I couldn’t put a name on.

“Are you the Governor?” I asked awkwardly, still unsure if I was supposed to speak with him or order him around.

“Yes, I’m Bernard. If you are here, am I to assume Keagan is dead?”

“Uh… yes. I killed him.”

Bernard let out a large sigh, a bitter taste seeming to form at the back of his mouth as he spat to the side of his throne. I took a glance at Elm to see he was unhappy with me so easily divulging information. 

“Alright.” Bernard regained his composure, taking a deep breath before speaking, “If that’s the case, I would like to ask for your help.”

“What?” shouted the entirety of the group.




“I mean what I said.” Bernard placed down the crown and stood up from the throne, “Freiweld is in grave danger and I would ask that you save it. I’d prefer not to dawdle about this since I believe our time is limited.”

Elm stepped forward in front of me to face Bernard, physically blocking him from getting closer to us.

“Then explain, Bernard.”

Bernard sighed and looked behind Elm at me directly. “Keagan set up a contingency in case he was killed. A way to ensure that the rebellion died alongside him in Freiweld no matter what. Currently, there is a soldier positioned on the far edge of the city, who was supposed to receive a message over a short range soundline in a code that no one except for Keagan knew. If he didn’t receive that, the plan was for him to start a forest fire.”

All of those who had been there at the raid where we had used a forest fire went blank as they remembered the destruction wrought against the camp. 

Is this why Keagan laughed?

“It seems you all understand what that means. I don’t believe we can stop the soldier, but we can hopefully save as many lives as possible before the forest gets him.” He explained in blunt terms.

“You’re the governor. You could have ordered them to stop.” Elm snarled at the man.

“I would have if not for Emperor Arlin giving Keagan the right to usurp my power and take control of our militia. That’s why I’m asking for your help.”

I stared at the man, baffled. I took a step forward to say something and stumbled, my vision wobbling as I finally began to feel the amount of blood I’d lost during the fight. Mell stopped me from face planting onto the floor by putting a hand on my shoulder.

“Fuck… kid, you gonna pass out?” Elm looked back away from the governor.

“I think I can manage. If Bernard is telling the truth, I’ll do it. But you have to order the soldiers to surrender.”

Matthias had described Bernard as being someone who wasn’t as attached to Arlinian culture, and it seemed like he genuinely wanted to save Freiweld. It didn’t matter what his character was if we were all dead anyway.

“I swear on my life. The soundline and soldier should be directly south. I suggest you go quickly.”

“You’re coming with us then.” Elm said as he grabbed the man’s arm and began to drag him along. The governor pushed off his arm and began walking on his own volition. 

I’d only made it to the door when I heard the voice of the forest scream out in my ears.

FIRE

“Dammit!” Elm shouted as he looked down the hallway, seeing the guards shake under the pressure of the forest’s ire. “We’ll do this the quick way.”

Elm turned away from the hallway and towards the wall and ran at it at full speed with both hands out in front of him. Both palms landed on the wall and pushed. The old stone of the castle crumbled in front of him, leaving a gaping hole in the wall. A few surprised soldiers stood at the other side, and began to raise their burners until Elm grabbed Bernard and tossed him forward.

“Weapons down!”

The soldiers fumbled with their burners, although one of them kept pointing it at Elm regardless. He was unable to react as one of the pieces of the shattered wall flew off the ground and slammed into his forehead. I could tell that Elm was holding back, because a normal projectile from him would have gone through the man’s head.

As I was moving over the rubble, I could feel the world around me swirl again and lost my balance. Mell grabbed onto my shoulder, stopping me from falling, and placed me onto his back. 

I closed my eyes tightly and focused on grounding myself. We had to find this soldier fast, and despite the fact that the forest had drawn its ire on him, that didn’t mean we could easily pinpoint his location.

Mana, please help me find the sinner.

“Shit. Should we leave you here?”

I shook my head and continued focusing on tying my own flow of mana to that of the world outside me. Rage tainted the natural flow as the ire of the forest mixed with the normally neutral mana. It felt bitter, hateful that I had even attempted to tap into it and ask for its help.

I will kill the sinner if you help me locate him.

The rage continued to flow into me for a second before stopping suddenly. The ire was still present, but it was no longer directed at me. The forest’s hate was a primal force of mana congealed into a single location, one that was impossible to appease and had placed on the people in its territory unchanging rules. Yet, it could seemingly understand what it meant to have aligned interests.

I felt a foreign tug on my mind as I opened my eyes again. We were still running to the exit with me holding tightly onto Mell’s back, the sounds of chaos growing louder and louder. I looked around and noticed something new in my vision. 

It was the bright red outline of what was clearly a human being. The image was separated from the rest of my vision, like a smudge on a sheet of glass. I blinked a couple times and moved my head to make sure I wasn’t just seeing things from blood loss, but it remained the same. 

“I’ve located the sinner.” I declared abruptly.

“What?” Elm shouted.

“The forest is sharing his position with me. If I kill him it will stop attacking Freiweld!” I shouted back just as loud.

“Kid, you lost a lot of blood.”

“It’s not blood loss!” I angrily shot back, “We need to meet him before he can get any deeper into Freiweld.”

“Sir, are you asking me to run towards the oncoming flood of monsters?” Mell asked, his usual polite attitude faltering.

“We just need to kill him before Corith kills us.”

I could feel the doubtful eyes of the group on me even as I held firm in my opinion. The red outline of the soldier was growing ever closer by the second. 

“Sera, Ruby, I want you to help people get back to the castle. Take Bernard with you.” 

They seemed to pause a moment before running off. I checked on Elm and saw that he was still unsure.

“Please. Trust me.”

Elm groaned and shook his head. “Lead the way.”

I pointed in the direction of the red blot and Mell began running towards it with Elm and Deborah by my side. Holding one hand tightly around Mell, I grabbed the burner with the other. I could see some of the road crew running back while the guards scrambled. In the longer sections of the road that we dodged through, I could look off in the distance and see the incoming tide of creatures summoned by the forest.

The outline of the soldier turned to look back and continued to ride on what I could guess was a strig. He must have felt the rage all pounding down upon him as the ground shook beneath the him.

“Follow this alley to the left!” I shouted out, and we turned down our current road into a narrow path between buildings. The red outline was growing closer, and as we turned out the alley, he locked eyes directly with me.

I could see the word ‘North’ form across his lips. He’d probably been given my description by Keagan. He took one more look back at the horde that was not far behind him and bolted forward on his strig before turning into a side street across the road. 

“Go straight! We’ll cut him off!”

We began running towards another alley was the sounds of gnashing teeth and pounding feet grew louder. I took a look back as we entered another alley to see a shade wolf at our heels. Before it could get any closer to us, Elm had already launched off a shot and pierced its skull.

We made it out the other side of the alleyway to see the man running the street with the horde not far behind him. I looked at Elm and realized he didn’t have a shot prepared, and looked at the burner in my palm.

It’s our only chance.

“THROW ME AT HIM!” I screamed out above the rumbling noises. Mell turned and smiled as he reached over his back and grabbed onto me without a second’s delay. 

I was tossed through the air at high speeds, watching as the man began to turn his strig into another alleyway. My hand gripped tightly onto the rod of the burner as I lined it up. 

Help me strike true.

In the brief overlap where my burner and the man existed in the same space, I let go of the rod and fired a ray of pure mana. It carved its way through the air and the man’s chest, even killing the strig he was riding on. I felt a sense of temporary relief as my body slammed into the ground and I skidded on the dirt. I looked up and saw the hordes encroaching upon me, ready to tear me to shreds. 

An eidgarto took the lead, opening its maw as it came for my head. It’s legs stamped on my chest and then suddenly stopped.

I turned up and saw the eidgarto stuck in place, its mind frozen. The same sensation of pause filled me as the red outline of the guard faded away. I felt my willpower leave me as the eidgarto lost all sense of individuality once again. The rumbling of the ground grew orderly. I painfully craned my head upwards and saw the hordes of creatures running away while Mell and Elm made their way over to me. 

I wanted to feel a sense of victory until I looked upon Freiweld in front of me and saw only rubble. 

Over half of the city had been razed to the ground by the forest’s wrath. Freiweld was only somewhat saved, and those left in the lower parts of the city were mostly Corithians, not Arlinians. 

I lost consciousness as the sense of grief and failure overwhelmed me.

            

    
        Chapter 89: Era's End

    
    
    
    
                David was met with silence from Corith, which meant that Keagan had failed in completing his goal cleanly. His contingency was something David had hoped to avoid, and when he got no response, he believed that was the case.

It was when he had gotten a message from Bernard that his greatest fears for the situation became true. He’d made his way, alongside several other Arlinians, to another soundline station on their way to the border with Nacilia. He always liked Bernard and found him rather amicable, as he was far less inundated with ideologies of class.

That turned out to be his failing, as he’d grown sentimentally attached to the people of the territory. Now, he’d willingly given up power over what was the husk of Freiweld.

Corith was useless now. The rest of the Empire had only heard whispers of its potential fall, but it would get out eventually. 

He’d figure that out with Erin when he could. He had more important problems on his hands. More personal problems.




Solomon walked through the research building and found it purely silent. There was no regular bustle and no sound of progress. The empty space must have felt like staring at a recently deceased corpse for the man who had watched its creation. 

David watched as the old researcher opened the door, looking extremely dour and contemplative.

“I’ve been waiting for you.” David said, sitting in the chair across from Solomon’s usual side of the desk.

“I see. I presume this is your way of preparing to charge me with some crime?” Solomon rhetorically asked.

Sharp as always.

“It is. We have reason to believe that you played a large part in the conspiracy that attempted to kill Erin four weeks ago.”

“And you have proof?”

“The splinter bomb. It was used in the attack. It’s a prototype weapon, one that you shared with me not too long ago. Very few people in the Empire have the amount of connections to give away such proprietary technology, and you also knew about the meeting and where it would be located.” 

Solomon closed the door behind him and clicked his tongue in a moment of frustration.

“I told them not to use it.” He murmured angrily. 

No…

The words hurt far deeper than any blade could go.

“I was hoping my suspicion was misplaced.”

“Intuition was never a trait you or Erin were lacking in. A part of me expected a situation like this to occur. I assume you plan to be my executioner?”

“If that’s what you want to call it. Consider it a courtesy between old friends.” David slyly remarked, gesturing towards the table. He could see that two glasses had been poured from a bottle of wine he’d been keeping locked away in his cabinet. He glanced over and saw that the location where the lock was previously located was singed.

“We were friends, young Arlin. Friends don’t murder each other,” Solomon said as he made his way across the room and plopped down into his seat, “Although I suppose I’m in no position to criticize.”

“At least you’re admitting it, unlike Orven.” David said, genuinely surprised by the honesty.

“Please, I don’t wish to be reminded of him in my final moments. Orven’s ego was one for the ages, and I hated working with him. He believed he was worthy of owning everything. That included your respect, and when you denied that to him, he thought he could get away with treating you as beneath him. His fate was a deserved one, if you ask me.” The old researcher responded.

“On that, old friend, I happily agree. I hope that is not the last thing we will be able to agree on.”

Solomon shook his head somberly and gazed out the window of his office. “How many igniters are currently on me?”

“Three. Four if you count the person watching by the door.” 

“Even when you’re about to murder a man, you attempt to flatter.” Solomon chuckled.

David stifled a laugh, wishing that the joke were made under better circumstances.

“If we’re both intent on being honest, can I ask if Corith is part of this conspiracy?”

“No, it is not. That was an unaccounted variable, to say the least. Elm Grayson was never a man I took to be one for theatrics, but it appears we both were mistaken on that part.” Solomon said with a sigh. 

“Keagan seemed to emphasize Grayson’s protege, the Corithian. I thought it was lunacy, until I heard Bernard’s story. Would you care to elaborate on what some of the variables you and your co-conspirators did account for?”

“I will not, because I know my limits. Do not mistake my honesty for any attempt to assist you.” 

“At least give me a reason.” David pleaded, “You wouldn’t do something like this unprovoked. What changed?”

Even as he sat here, staring at the man who’d put threats on both Erin’s and his own life, he couldn’t help but feel some sense of fondness. A disgusting internal desire to deny everything he’d discovered and treat Solomon as a comrade once again.

“Nothing. My priorities of continuing Arlin’s progress have never changed a single time in my many years. That has always been my reason in life.”

David took a deep breath, watching as Solomon took a quick swig of his drink directly from the bottle, ignoring the glass.

“This doesn’t have to end like this. You can leave this room alive. I can protect you. Just tell me who you’re working with.” David desperately offered.

“Please, don’t feed me that strig shit. That time has long passed. I’m not long for this world, and the machinations of your downfall have already been set in motion. Neither of us can run from our fate, not now.” Solomon brushed the offer aside with complete apathy.

Fate.

That word. The idea that everything was predestined and that there was no changing it. David imagined his fate would be to be killed by the court. But that was just an imaginary thought, a belief in his head. 

Ever since they’d gone after Erin, he’d given up believing in fate. He’d been forced to fight tooth and nail to survive against this growing threat that wanted to take every single thing he cared about with them. Fate could be damned, because fate meant he was allowing himself to be controlled.

“You’re wrong. I don’t care what this conspiracy has planned, I will stop it.” David affirmed, his attunement flaring up behind his eyes.

“Then we are all doomed, it seems. Understand I carry no malice when I say you are the greatest danger to this nation. You know that I am a man who acts based on logic and reason, not on emotion. Do not assume that my current actions are any form of exception.” Solomon said with a complete lack of emotion. 

David slammed his fist down on the table, a crack in his regal mask forming. 

“You claim you hold no malice? You and your co-conspirators killed Roland. You tried to take Erin away from me. How can you claim there is no malice?”

“I don’t hold malice. I can’t say the same for the rest. I have never once felt any form of hatred for you, David. I simply believe that the future of this nation cannot belong to you.”

“And who exactly should it belong to?” David asked. His irritation was starting to grow.

“Someone more worthy of the throne. Someone who will actually do the necessary things for the empire to survive.” Solomon took another sip from the bottle, relishing the taste in his mouth. It was his last drink.

“You already have someone planned?”

Solomon merely shrugged as he continued to down the bottle.

“How fitting. I remember you teaching me the importance of omission.”

“I taught you many things when you were young, David. I did it in the hopes that you would become an Emperor your grandfather would look down proudly upon. Only now can I see how gravely I failed.” As his gaze returned to David, he could see a tear slowly descending from the researcher’s cheek. “I always knew you could be better. Every time I saw your face I wondered if there was some way I could have prevented this.”

“But you can prevent this. You have a choice.”

Solomon shook his head dismissively. “Another failing of my teachings. There are few men with true agency in this world, and I am not one of them. You used to be one of them, David. But that is no longer the case.”

David scoffed, a realization finally clicking in his mind.

“You’re calling me David.”

“I am. It’s only natural to use someone’s name when you talk to them. Honorifics are for politics and pettiness, and you are often inundated with both of those. Calling you Emperor Arlin would defer power to you, which I don’t intend to do.”

He took a deep breath to stop himself from taking any physical action. Solomon wanted to cause him some pain, but he was also essential to David’s survival.

“What is it that I’m doing that is putting the Empire at risk? We’ve been winning territory the entire time I’ve been on the throne and our power over Sol has only been expanding. We’re on the verge of unifying this entire continent.”

Solomon laughed again at a joke David wasn’t privy to. “There it is. There’s that suicidal ambition of yours. You say that with utmost confidence yet you have no clue how absolutely childish that sounds, do you? Unifying the entirety of Sol under Arlin is a delusion.”

“And what is your plan?” David immediately pushed back, “Or is that something I’m also not privy to?”

The old researcher lit up in a way that David had only seen when he’d shared his breakthroughs.

“The goal is to consolidate. Recede our borders back to something we can realistically control in the long term. Keep a few extra territories outside of True Arlin, preferably Asarn and Rolith, but give all of the other nation’s functional autonomy. Now that Corith has rebelled, surely even you can see that we’ve spread our forces too thin.”

David nearly fell out of his chair, his eyes wider than they’d ever been before in his life. He’d tried to rationalize so many answers to the question of why he was experiencing so much misfortune, but this was unfathomable. It went against nearly every Arlinian principle.

“That’s absurd!”

“And your dream to become the Emperor of Sol isn’t? This level of growth was never going to be sustainable. Even with only a few territories, Arlin would dominate the economy so heavily that no nation on Sol would be able to challenge us. We would create a hegemon, not through war, but through trade. Simply give the nations of Sol the illusion of freedom, and they’ll bend to our every economic whim.” Solomon preached with unnatural glee. 

“The transition from territory to free nations would be utter chaos. They would tear themselves apart in the aftermath.”

“I never said it would be bloodless. But what would come next would be a peace to last generations. Excluding Irebor and Nacilia, trade and treaty could replace warfare entirely. Instead of conquering, nations would specialize their trade and through that, draw cultural bonds. And since we would be the strongest trading power, we would have the greatest control over the culture without even having to try.”

David felt a rage boiling in him. This man was arguing that he was a person of intellect, yet every single word coming from his mouth sounded like lunacy.

“And what of our military? What of our nation’s beliefs and principles?” 

“You’re really going to argue about principles? Beliefs and principles can be rewritten. Instead of Sol’s dominators, we could be its protectors. We would be the one to insure alliances or treaties, and act as the arbiters of peace. To go against a nation we declare an ally would be to face our might, and if your military success is anything to go by, that would likely not end well.” Solomon said, finishing off with a misplaced compliment. 

“If we do that, what happens to the Arlinians outside of our territory? At best, there would be a refugee crisis, and at worst, a genocide. Surely you see that.” David angrily pointed out.

In an odd moment of clarity, Solomon sighed. His hands had been moving out in grandiose motions while he talked, but they slowly descended back onto the table.

“Sacrifices are necessary for peace, however regrettable they may be.”

Says the man who requested the use of child subjects.

“David, I am not a person who acts without reason. I believe in what I say, and I truly wish you could as well.” Solomon took another casual sip from the bottle and slammed it down, its contents now completely gone.

“Why would I listen to the words of a traitor?”

“I know you won’t, which is why you will die. Your ideals can’t change. The only words you will listen to are from the mouth you stick your dick in.”

David held back the rage within him, realizing that his right hand was already starting to glow with his attunement without him even thinking. He quickly quelled the light before returning his attention to Solomon.

“You have no right to talk about her like that.” David growled.

Solomon shrugged and took another appreciative look out the window. “That is fair. I don't believe she deserves the fate the others have planned for her. But the time to make amends for such things has long since passed. I think it is best we bring this conversation to a close.”

“I believe that as well.” David said, standing up from his seat at the table and reigniting the energy in his fingertips. “Is there anything else you’d like to say?”

“I feel a bit of advice would be apt.”

“And what would that be?”

“Abdicate. Fill your pockets with as much as you can and run off to some quiet place on Sol where you and your adorable Erin can love each other to your heart’s content and live happy, simple lives. Removing yourself from the equation is the only way you can survive this, David. But I doubt those are words you are willing to listen to.”

David sighed, looking the man deep in his eyes. There was not only a lack of fear, but a lack of hatred in his gaze.

“You are right. I will never stop fighting to protect my throne.” 

Solomon grinned like only a dead man could.

“Then I am sorry for the suffering you are about to experience.”

Solomon’s last word was met with a chopping motion by David’s hand as the beam carved through his flesh like butter. Much to David’s dismay, Solomon was smiling as his head slid off of his neck and dropped onto the floor. His headless body slumped onto the table, blood gushing forth and pooling onto the table.

Goodbye, old friend.

David turned and walked out of the room, watching as the clean up crew stationed outside ran inside to erase the mess. It was during times of mental distress like this he was desperate to see Erin.




David sat there, explaining as much of the conversation as he could remember while Erin slowly took down notes resting in bed. She wasn’t going to be moving for a good bit, even with the impressive job the healers managed to pull on her. 

“I get one step closer to figuring it all out, and we’re still in the dark.” David muttered.

“We’re not stagnating, and that’s the important part.” Erin comforted him, putting a hand on his shoulder.

“At least we know their motivation. It’s insane, imagining that you can consolidate the empire. It’d be impossible for any Emperor to pull off successfully without dying in the process or causing the entirety of Arlin to collapse.”

“You could do it.” Erin said.

“What?”

“You have the intelligence and charisma to pull off something as massive as shrinking our borders and shifting our focus away from warfare into trade. And of course, you have me to help you along the way.” She explained. It was a compliment, but it made David’s stomach churn.

“Thank you, Erin. It’s nice to know what their end goal is, but we still don’t know how and most importantly, who.”

“Actually, I think we know how.”

“We do?”

“Solomon said to abdicate, right? It’s true that you’re the only person who could maybe pull off their insane scheme, but that’s not what they believe because…”

“There’s another Emperor candidate.” David said breathlessly. It was something he’d thought about as a possibility, and it was one of the proposed theories, but Erin’s statement made it seem a lot more concrete. “It’s got to be a child of the Third, right? Maybe the court somehow managed to hide one from us all these years as a contingency?”

A sense of dread washed over the two of them. The court had managed to keep a weapon against them hidden for many years, and only now could they see it.

“I love how smart you are.” David complimented, placing his hand over Erin’s, “No wonder they want you dead.”

“Don’t flatter me. They’ve been going after your support structures to cripple you until they can replace you.” 

David flashed back to Roland and his death on the Snake. It was just the start of something far larger. 

“But if they have the candidate, they’ve been taking their sweet time acting against us. If I was in their position, I would be sending attackers night and day.” David pondered. It was odd trying to put himself in their headspace.

“That’s true. It’s not… oh.”

Erin’s eyes went wide in fear. Something had come to her that had shook her to her core. She turned slowly to match David’s gaze.

“I know why they haven’t tried to kill you yet.”

“Why?” 

Erin tightened her grip around David’s hand like she had to hold onto it for her life. 

“He’s not 18.”




Over the two months after the attack and liberation of Freiweld by North, three things would happen for Arlin. The first would be the execution of Bernard Laurian, for treason against the Empire by allowing a hostile force to take over a territory.

The second would be the declassification of Corith as a nation. Not just as a territory, but as a nation itself. The land didn’t produce any useful materials outside of the magore and refineries, so David and his advisors decided the best option was to cut their losses and focus on their other territories. 

Arlin set up barriers at any of the roads leading out of Corith that went into Arlinian territory, quarantining the entire ex-nation to make sure that none of the rebellion that existed within it got out and affected the important places.

Corith became nothing but an extremely large, heavily forested, patch of dirt. There was no kingdom to rule it or a government out there which would lay claim to it. Anyone who would call themselves the leader of this land would simply be the proud owner of a patch of dirt that was innately dangerous to live in. 

The third thing was a simple message sent out to every single high ranking official and noble that lived in or with close ties to Vyris. It was a letter, printed with the seal of the Emperor handed out in envelopes with a message to not be opened except by the recipient.

The message was an extremely polite threat.

 Respected Subjects of Arlin,

I come to you with unfortunate news. Researcher General Solomon has been executed for treason against the empire. He was tied to the same conspiracy that Orven Laurian played a part in which intends to cripple my power and hurt those who are loyal to my causes.

This conspiracy spans beyond just these two men. It is a threat to the sanctity of the Arlin Empire, and those who support the means to my downfall will be punished accordingly. However, as your Emperor, I am not without mercy. If you are a supporter of this conspiratorial group, you may save yourself by coming forward and helping me rid the Empire of this insidious threat. You will not have much time to take this offer.

If you are one of the members of Arlin who is praying for my downfall, do not mistake this attempt to give clemency as a sign of weakness or fear. I am a man who believes in the good that exists within every person when working towards a greater cause. I am giving those who are currently against me the chance to continue to work towards a better future for Arlin and Sol. 

But if you refuse to be saved, I will have no remorse for the suffering you will experience.

Long Live Arlin.

In an ornate room in Duskarna, the capital of Pluma, a person who shouldn’t be reading that letter was cackling to herself.

Her ties to some of the lower nobility in Arlin were very useful in attaining such important knowledge as this. She needed something big to get back into the chaotic political game that was the Tisch. 

Her mind flashed back to a face she’d grown to miss somewhat, and her eyes transitioned over to another paper on her desk that was sitting atop it like an irksome weed. It wasn’t something she’d collected, but rather something she had been given. And certainly wasn’t something she had wanted.

Nicole Garcia Pluma Allena, the returned head oligarch of the Allena family, exhaled a weary sigh and leaned back in her upholstered chair. 

It seemed it was time to call in a favor.

            

    
        Authors Note 3

    
    
    
    
                It’s funny. I don’t remember any other authors on RoyalRoad who do afterwords for each arc/volume of their series. I came into this with a lot of inspiration from light novels, and almost all of those have afterwords for each volume. If you know any other series that does something like these, please put them in the comments.

Holy shit, what an arc. This is certainly where my writing changed the most in the entire history I’ve had writing EoF. And I think I’ve gotten better. 

There’s a lot to talk about, but there are two characters I want to single in on, and they’re our two light attuned. North and David got the most development in this part, both in storyline and in character.

North obviously got a few things, including him figuring out more of his purpose and understanding more of what leadership meant. He was mostly just being nice to people in the first arc and coming up with creative solutions, but he’s actually having to work with people and figure out more parts of what leadership means. There’s another thing that changed, but I’ll talk about that after I talk about David.

David is my favorite character to write, and I think that shows. He’s both my villain and a second protagonist, and I wanted to give him depth. Not basic depth, but a genuine character with things he cares about and goals which are nuanced. His storyline is one of him losing his sense of full control over the situation as the conspiracy grows closer, and it will play a great part in the fourth arc. Some of that development also included making him possibly the most terrifying attuned in the series, which is saying something.

I played the long game with revealing his attunement, but it was pretty heavily foreshadowed. Maybe a bit too much, in hindsight, but I think it works. David’s power is meant to show what North could be, if he had gotten the training. Elm mentions the idea of lasers early on, but David takes that to the extreme and is basically wielding the power of the sun in his hands. It is a terrifying, brutal power that is just as efficient as the man himself. He’s technically working with the same tools as North, but his mind is built differently and he’s able to access them in different forms. He can’t control mana, but he can bend the world to his will through sheer power. North, on the other hand, got some unique power ups. His control over his mana got stronger, and his training with Cedric will help him, but that’s a part of it. However, with the help of Keagan, we finally get to see what the full capacity of a light attuned’s healing factor is. I’m really hoping the descriptions of stuff in those chapters wasn’t too much, but I wanted the fight to be brutal and messy. 

And with that ending, with North summoning a magore knife… you’ll just have to wait and see. That was foreshadowed, if you were paying attention. 

I think this builds into a sort of belief I have in not making my main cast too overpowered, especially North. From the start, I always viewed him as being in more of a support role, having to help others make big plays while he helps them out. I’ve been giving him more agency in combat as the story has gone along, but he’s always had to rely on others. I think that reliance is important in that it shows his willingness to believe that people can do good. Both our protagonists, David and North, believe that people can be good when working towards a greater cause. It’s just that their causes are antagonistic to one another.

There’s a few other characters I could talk about, but I think they are going to play a larger part in the next arc. Putting them through the forest of Corith put a lot of stress on them, and I think that led to some genuine growth in characters such as Alex and Sera. Both of them took on more important roles and became more willing to push forward for the sake of North. Elm took on more personal responsibility and grew into a better ally for North, which he needed.

Erin is worth noting because of the role she played in the story more as a part of David’s growth. If you couldn’t tell, I put a heavy emphasis on consent between the two of them because I think that humanizes their relationship more and makes it seem much more nuanced. A few people, specifically Lazie (thanks for the consistent engagement), assumed that Erin was going to die during this arc, which I find really funny. 

The same also applied to Elm, my mentor character where they thought I would kill him. I find this rather funny. In my opinion, Edge of Freedom is not one of those stories like Game of Thrones which had the selling point of “no one is safe”. Which became really popular for a time as series used that to advertise how dangerous the world is by killing off characters willy-nilly. Shock value is very cheap, and can act as a crutch. I don’t want to use that crutch.

But let’s talk politics! If you noticed, David’s arc has gotten more tied into politics. And that scene at the end is something I want to talk about as a sort of learning experience. The underlying political comparisons should be obvious, but what isn’t is the actual real world basis.

The Manchester School of politics is an economic and political theory that popped up in the early 19th century in Europe. In short, it believed that warfare could be replaced by economic trade. Since the world was more globalized, and news could be spread easily (relative to the time), the costs of war were more public. The costs of war are placed on the citizen, rather than the leader, and often puts a nation into economic misery. So, now that the populace was smarter and better understood the world stage, they would replace warfare with trade to maintain the balance of powers and avoid the suffering caused by war.

The problem was, there was still war in the 19th century. So the Manchesterian thinkers posed that what this new age of Laissez-Faire trade would create was a world without uncivilized warfare. Civilized nations wouldn’t go to war with each other, and even if they did, it was but a hiccup in the general system that would inevitably balance out as the nations returned to trading with each other to attain the same resources they would often need to go to war to acquire. 

It’s a bit like an early form of globalism, as it pushed for trade and more international ties to be drawn rather than domination through warfare. The problem is that it was a failure, and that it didn’t work. The wars that did occur during the 19th century, including the ones which were rather uncivilized looking, had to be rationalized. 

And then WW1 happened. To call that war civilized and say that it was somehow still maintaining the balance of powers would be a joke, and Manchesterian thought sort of fell to the wayside.

This ideology is sort of what Solomon was proposing. It’s flawed and very much utopian, and I see it sometimes in modern discourse and immediately begin groaning internally. Trust me, I do not like war, and also dislike Neo-Realist and Realist ideas about world politics. But Manchesterian thought is built on a foundation of colonialist ideals, and if it wasn’t very clear from one of the major themes of this story, I really don’t like colonialism.

I also want to talk about a few lore details that might be slightly unclear, but I can’t exactly clear up in the story. 

Sol is the only continent in the world of Edge of Freedom. It’s about the size of Russia and China combined (maybe with a bit of Europe added on) but it is relatively small. That’s why the travel time from location to location isn’t super long. I will draw a map for the series sooner than later.

Second, time is basically the same as earth. So 12 months, 365 days. Am I doing this out of laziness because creating an entirely new time and dating system would be extremely hard? The answer may surprise you!


Third, and the funniest one, there is no coal or oil in this world. Because, and to put it very simply, there were no dinosaurs. 

Another addendum about inspirations. A few people have noted how I use italics and bold font in order to emphasize things, and that I do it well. I was inspired by Infinite Dendrogram’s usage of those things, and I think I’ve done a fine enough job emulating it. You should read Infinite Dendrogram. Now.

I honestly think taking a break from this series helped my writing, even if it killed my viewership. I’m starting to slowly get it back, and that makes me happy. I even got a new cover, from the wonderful artist littleruby (link below). I genuinely believe that getting a new cover helped to boost my readership significantly. It looks absolutely amazing, and even contained foreshadowing for David’s attunement! Seriously, go check out the rest of her work and maybe even commission her.

Finally, we can look towards the future. I have no plans to change the release schedule of this series. I have a lot going on in my life and trying to do anything more than a release a week would fall apart rather quickly. We are entering the fourth arc, which I will continue, but I would like to spend some time on the side cleaning up parts of the first arc. The progression I’ve made as a writer was extensive, and I think the early parts of my story hold people back from getting deeper into the narrative. 

That’s all for this afterword, but North’s story continues in…

ARC 4: CITY OF DUSK

            

    
        Recap/Character List

    
    
    
    
                The Story So Far…

Arlin, the most powerful Empire in the history of Sol, has dominated the continent for the past 60 years. They have done so through the power of Magore, a material made of pure mana that can be refined and used in weaponry and machines. However, Magore has a toxic effect on the bodies of normal humans. Only attuned, individuals with connections to mana who can change and control natural aspects of the world through its flow, are able to resist most of the mana radiation from the substance. Arlin uses these attuned in mines, controlling them through the power of cuffs which restrict their ability to use their attunement.

North, a slave from Corith with a rare light attunement, leads a revolt to free the population of a magore mining camp. He is helped by his friend Sera and Elm Grayson, his mentor and an ex-major and researcher of Arlin who developed the slave cuffs. To keep his numbers as high as possible for the journey, he makes a deal with the shady Plumite oligarch Nicole Allena, who was imprisoned and put into the mines for embezzlement. North gets what he wants from Nicole who parts ways to head back to her homeland, but is stuck with an inevitable favor hanging over his head. After breaking free, they journey through the land of Boralis to free camps and destroy refineries while heading towards the northern border of the cursed land of Corith. After a fierce battle with Keagan and Theodore, a romantic pair of lieutenants, North kills Theodore as Keagan flees the battle, vowing revenge. North heads into his homeland for the first time in 5 years to attempt to free it from the Empire's grasp. On the other side of the continent in Arlin’s capital city Vyris, the Emperor David Arlin and his Advisor Erin, who have known each other their entire lives, have become aware of and are now taking active steps to stop the slave rebels. At the same time, David is fighting court subterfuge after the murder of his friend, Transport Minister Roland.

North and Elm split up their forces to tackle different parts of Corith, and plan to eventually meet up again to capture the capital city Freiweld. North decides to take the eastern road, and is ambushed. Nearly all of his squad is killed except for his close allies, who are all trapped in the cursed forest of Corith. They are all immediately designated as sinners for breaking a rule of the forest, and are targeted by the Ire. The Ire of the forest is an ancient collation of mana that has gained sentience, and now protects the sanctity of the forest by killing sinners who break its rules, such as killing pregnant animals or simply entering the forest. North decides to travel through the forest to avoid Arlin’s detection and liberate the camp located next to Haven Lake. One of North’s allies, Wanderer, ends up getting mana poisoning near the end of the journey. He reveals his name to be Weiss and sacrifices himself to destroy the camp by committing the unforgivable sin of starting a forest fire. Meanwhile, the Emperor finds the man who killed Roland, an old member of the Royal Court named Orven Laurian. Before his execution, Orven gives David a grave warning that there may be dangers on the horizon for him that not even the throne can protect him from.

After liberating the camp next to Haven Lake, North gains new allies, including a Urilan assassin named Cedric who offers to help North better utilize the invisibility power granted by his attunement. He also captures an extremely unlucky researcher from Arlin named Matthias, who is dragged along with them for his knowledge of Corith’s capital. Emperor Arlin is struggling at the same time. He learns of some macabre progress in the potential creation of artificial magore from his trusted friend Researcher General Solomon, and is faced with a moral dilemma over whether to use toddlers as fodder for experiments. His hand is forced after an attack during the night which attempts to kill Erin, which he prevents with his own extremely powerful light attunement.

North travels down the road and meets in a city he planned to liberate, only to find it already freed. He reunites with Elm, and prepares to remove the territorial governor from power and make North the king of Corith. While the group travels to Freiweld, David finishes his annexation of Hornel, completing the eleventh campaign in Arlinian history. As he leaves the meeting, Erin is targeted once more, which David prevents while killing all seven of the assailants. 

North arrives at Freiweld and manages to get inside the castle through secret passages thanks to the help of Deborah, one of the other allies gained at Haven Lake who used to be a royal guard. However, he is intercepted by Keagan. After a brutal and bloody fight which leaves North on death’s doorsteps, his light attunement’s unique healing factor kicks in and painfully repairs his broken body. He and the gang manage to get to the Territorial Governor Bernard, who asks for their help in preventing the contingency plan Keagan made in case of his death to summon the Ire of the forest by starting a fire, using it to destroy Freiweld and everyone inside. North manages to catch and kill the sinner, ending the forest’s punishment, but not without losing much of Freiweld to its rampage. On the other side of the world, David confronts Solomon after realizing he was another member of the conspiracy attempting to dethrone him. After learning what the conspiracy’s end goal is, he kills Solomon. In response to the fall of Freiweld, Arlin declassifies Corith as a nation and quarantines it, cutting off its roads to prevent the spread of rebellion. He sends out a warning letter to much of Arlin’s nobility warning those who are part of the conspiracy. One of these letters unwittingly ends up in the hands of Nicole, who has returned to her seat in Pluma's Oligarchy leading the Allena family. 

Character List

North: Our protagonist. A mage with a light attunement who decided to lead a revolt to save Sera. Has an extremely unique connection with the natural mana of Sol. Was born in Marlisle, a village erased from the maps of Corith and grew up as a candlemaker. Is now the leader of a rebel movement attempting to take down Arlin. 

Elm: The MC's grumpy mentor. Has a stone attunement, and is one of the most experienced battle mages out there. Was a major in the Arlin army and a magic researcher who created the slave cuffs.

Sera: Our protagonist's friend and the closest thing they have to family. Has a lightning attunement. Daughter of a village elder from Marlisle, the village erased from the maps of Corith. Her assault is what leads to the eventual Revolt.

Alex: Boisterous Ex-Military who helps North recruit people in the revolt. An affable guy with a fire attunement. Raised and fought for Nacilia against Arlin as part of a mage battalion. He's tied deeply to Silva, his lieutenant in the mage battalion.

Elina: Combat addict and slightly insane ex-military who helps North in the revolt. An energetic and extremely confident woman with a fire attunement. Raised in Irebor as a warrior and fought as a rebel against the Empire before being enslaved. Has a mixed relationship with North due to him denying her the chance to kill Wanderer.

Ruby: The caravan's cartographer, and a wind mage from Boralis. Born in a nomadic tribe that traveled all over the nation until they were eventually subjugated by imperial forces. Has a deep love of maps and drawing and will do anything to get more paper. Anything.

Mell: A Herder and Strig-expert from Asarn with a physical attunement. Is a giant man with a friendly and polite disposition who only refers to North as "sir". Him and Ruby share a deep bond and stick together the most often.

Wanderer/Weiss: An Ireborian Swordsman who deserted and was banished from his homeland that was recruited after the refinery raid. A master with the blade with a stoic personality. His addition to the group causes a schism with Elina, who wanted to kill him on sight. Died in a moment of self sacrifice by summoning the forest.

Silva: A Nacilian lieutenant who was the leader of Alex's mage battalion. Has a water attunement and is extremely proud of her skills with magic, putting much of her own self worth into that skill. Joins with North after being saved from the second camp in Boralis.

Cedric: Urilan Ex-Assassin who was put into the mines who has a wind attunement. Freed by North in Corith, and offers to help him improve his proficiency with his invisibility. 

Deborah: Corithian Royal Guard who was put into the mines. Has a physical attunement. Freed by North in Corith. Helped him get into the castle in Freiweld.

Jay: Hornel Prisoner of War with a stone attunement. Saved by North in Corith. Has a deep hatred for Arlin that is fresh and intense.

Gwendolyn: Boralis Prisoner of War put into the camps. Has a fire attunement. Saved by North in Corith. Helps to create his identity as King, although that has fallen apart.

Emperor David Arlin: The main antagonist of our story and the Fourth Emperor of Arlin. Has an attunement, but the exact power he has is unknown. Is an extremely layered man who is determined to make Sol a better place no matter the cost while ridding it of the corruption that plagues it. Has a deep hatred for his predecessor, the Third Emperor, who is the root of much of this current corruption. 

Erin: David's Personal Advisor and the only person he feels comfortable around. Is the person who keeps him running and gets the information where it needs to go while sharing in his mission to end corruption. She was a servant who was brought up alongside David to follow him into his later years, and transitioned to being his advisor once he ascended to the throne. The two have recently gotten into a formal relationship. She’s now under constant threat from the conspiracy hoping to take down the Emperor.

First Lieutenant Keagan: An investigative military official who searches for corruption and weeds it out alongside Second Lieutenant Theodore. Was in Boralis at the time of the initial revolt and tracked North down to the border. Has no attunement, but is extremely good with his fists. He vows revenge against North for killing his lover, but dies in a bloody one on one fight with North.

Nicole Garcia Pluma Allena: A corrupt noble who assists North to further her own goals. Attunement currently unknown. A sly aristocrat who wants to use favors and any tools necessary to keep control of power. Head of the Allena family in Pluma’s oligarchy, having only recently returned to power after escaping the camp in Boralis.

Karla: Young child who got dragged into the camp as a replacement for Sera. Has a water attunement. Was taken from her family in Corith during a raid, and is hoping to get back to them with the assistance of North and his crew. Left to live in one of the villages in Corith with an adoptive family.

Orven: A corrupt noble with a domain in Central Arlin. One of the oldest members of the royal court and has fond memories of his time during the third's reign. Was one of the main court officials who helped in the assassination plot of Transport Minister Roland. Died by execution for participating in the current conspiracy hoping to tear down David.

Twig: A Penal laborer who assists Sera and North in the revolt and dies during the battle. No aptitude for magic. Was arrested for nearly murdering her husband, a corrupt noble who got frustrated due to change in policy under the fourth emperor.

Guard Captain Galen: Our first antagonist, and the captain of the guard. Had a lightning attunement. A fanboy for Arlin and Elm who hoped to get him to work with the empire in the production of slave cuffs. Was killed by North during the revolt.

Elric: North's other friend who helped with the revolt who died in the event. Had a water attunement. Son of a famous Craftsmen family from Rolith who was grabbed in a raid searching for people with aptitude.

Transport Minister Roland: The now deceased Minister of Transport and one of David's only true friends. Grew up knowing him during their time in Imperial College and took a liking to him despite his humble origins. He is assassinated in front of David as a way of telling the young emperor to stay in line.

Researcher General Solomon: The oldest researcher and the head of the research department in Vyris. Was a trusted ally of David who has pushed for him to continue the Artificial Magore project. He was also part of the conspiracy attempting to remove David from power and restructure Arlin, 

Ashley Garcia Pluma Allena: Younger sister of Nicole, member of the Allena Oligarchy. Took over the position during the time that Nicole was away in the camps, and has stepped down after her return.

Nadia: Urilan Slave. Previously was owned by the now deceased Orven Laurian, but has since been purchased by Ashley Allena.

            

    
        Chapter 90: Bloody Dawn

    
    
    
    
                I bolted upwards in a delirious panic as reality came rushing into my mind. The world around me was blurry, but slowly coming into focus. 

The first thing I realized was that I was in bed for the first time in years. The white covers looked like they’d been recently washed. Something was rummaging around in my skull that shouldn’t have been there, a foreign object trying to free itself. 

I took a brief moment to calm myself and focus internally. What was in my system was mana, specifically the mana of Corith. That sickening feeling of the forest’s ire permeated it, which made it easy to locate. With delicate care, I allowed it to flow out of my system and back into the ambient mana around me. 

The door opened, and I was met with Sera’s seemingly confused gaze. I smiled and softly waved.

“You’re awake.” Sera said exasperated, looking me up and down. 

“Is there something weird about that?” I asked back, wondering why she was reacting the way she had. 

“North… Let me get Elm.” Sera said and quickly ran off, leaving me alone again. I shifted my legs underneath the blanket and tested every other muscle in my body. They felt weak and tired, but everything was there.

Mana, thank you.

I sent out a silent prayer, perfectly content with no response. The door opened and Elm stepped through with some bread, whitethorns and a wooden cup on a tray.

“Took you long enough.” Elm grumbled and placed the tray on my lap. 

“What do you mean?” 

“It’s been two weeks. Ever since you stopped the forest from consuming all of Freiweld, you’ve been in and out of consciousness.”

What the fuck?

“Two whole weeks? Wait, what do you mean in and out of consciousness?”

Elm sighed and took a sip from my cup, glancing out a nearby window. I didn’t remember anything in between stopping the sinner and waking up, and it certainly hadn’t felt like two weeks had passed.

“You were waking up at random intervals, shouting incoherently and some other things. You would eat and drink, but we basically had to feed you. Some of us were worried you’d just stay that way.” Elm responded far too casually for what he was saying. 

“Why…” I trailed off. It made sense for me to need to rest after the absolutely grueling experience of rapidly healing my body, but the other part didn’t fit with prior experiences. 

“North, when you lost consciousness, did you separate your flow from the forest?” my mentor asked sternly.. 

“Uh… no?” 

“Then that might explain why you kept saying the word sinner. It was one of the few words we could make out of the jumble.”

And the last bit of ire just left my mind.

“Wait, what were the other things?” I asked. Elm’s face turned more bitter as he got up from my bed and made his way over to the side of the room and began dragging something across the floor. I could recognize it immediately, the metallic scraping sound bringing back memories of the mines.

Elm pulled it right next to the bed side and opened up the basket, revealing a sickly blue glow. I peered over the edge and saw around ten pieces of raw magore, mangled in twisted chaotic shapes. They ranged from the size of my finger to the size of my entire hand, and all of them thrummed with dense mana.

“You started creating these whenever you were awake, alongside releasing a lot of focused mana into the room. You could have killed an unattuned if they were in here whenever you started making these things.” Elm closed the lid on the basket and slid it away from the bed.

“You said you would talk about that.” I remembered. He’d reacted unexpectedly to the knife I’d used to kill Keagan. 

“I did two weeks ago. What I was going to say has changed now that we have an entire basket full of you doing that.”

“And that is?”

“That you are now the most valuable person in all of Sol to Arlin.” Elm stated grimly. His tone sounded sympathetic.

“More than you?”

“Yeah. I never told you about the other research they wanted me for, did I?”

I shook my head. I knew about Elm’s past with creating the cuff, but nothing beyond that. I had just assumed that the reason they wanted him was to resume the creation of the cuffs.

“I was well acquainted with Researcher General Solomon. One of the oldest and smartest in magore research. He helped to create the original burner, although that type of thing was never his interest. He was a theorist, above all else. The usage in warfare was secondary to him, but he was often the one coming up with new ideas on how to control magore, rather than the mechanics of how such a thing might be done. His greatest focus, above all else, was the AM project.”

“The AM project?”

I’d thought I’d heard him say something like that before, but I wasn’t sure. Elm had never enjoyed elaborating on such things.

“Artificial Magore. He theorized that by forcefully condensing mana in a short period of time, it would form into magore. If Arlin could figure out how to do that, they’d never have to care about mining shit whatsoever. He asked me to help him with it on a few occasions, but it wasn’t my area of interest. However, the Fourth thought it was a win condition in colonizing all of Sol, and I don’t disagree with him.” He explained, the topic making him look dejected.

“And I just proved that theory correct.”

“You did a lot more than that. If Arlin gets their hands on you, they’ll be able to study you and figure out how they can replicate that process.”

“Can it be replicated?” I pondered aloud. Attunements shared traits across those who had them. In theory, any stone attuned could do exactly what Elm could with enough training. Light attunements were already rare, and Elm had never heard of an attuned having a similar connection to mana like I did. 

“I’d prefer not giving Arlin the chance to find out. If they figure out Artificial Magore, there’s nothing stopping them from running every single other nation to the ground.”

Great. One more problem to add to the large list I’ve been piling up.

“Is Freiweld… intact?” I asked tepidly as I tore into the bread in front of me.

Elm sighed and glanced out the window nearby. “It’s alive. Keagan’s last hurrah tore down the majority of the outer city. Every group leader survived. Elina and Cedric ran into the mines the second they felt the ire. Silva and Alex are both recovering from some injuries they got during the destruction of the roads, but it's nothing serious that you couldn’t heal.”

“What are the losses?”

Elm turned back, his gaze distant and tired. “Everyone in the outer city. Got a lot of people in the mining facilities as well, but most of the fighters are alive. Even Matthias lived, although it might be due to the distance he was from the capital in that hole we dug for them.”

My heart sank into my stomach. On the table nearby I could see my clothing that I’d worn in the invasion. It was cleaned, with patches over the holes torn in it. But I’d been given it under the promise that I’d save the person who used to wear it. I’d probably failed that promise.

“You won, kid. Don’t squander that, because if you do, you’re disrespecting every single man and woman who died for your cause.”

I exhaled and nodded. He was right, in that I needed to treat this as a victory. It felt hollow, and undeserved. 

“Can we beat Arlin if this is what victory looks like?”

Elm shrugged and grabbed the water off my tray, taking another sip.

I wanted to fight for the people who had no one else. But none of this felt right. 

“We can’t beat them in a direct war, can we?”

Elm somberly shook his head and pulled the tray off of my lap. I’d finished the food throughout the conversation despite how disgusting every bite felt to my guilt-ridden mind.

“You made Arlin bleed, something the rest of Sol didn’t know was possible. I doubted it myself, even. But now that people have seen someone draw blood, it won’t be long until the necessary forces gather to take them on and push back on their colonization.”

“Unless they complete the AM project first.”

He didn’t respond, merely giving me one more somber glance and making his way out of the room. Alone, I collapsed back onto the bed and stared at the ceiling. I should have seen this coming, but naivete led me to believe I could do this with a singular force of mostly freed slaves. 

I can’t even wonder what the Fourth must be thinking. The biggest threat to his empire is an underdeveloped slave stuck in bed rest. 

“King North… what a fucking joke.”




I’d never claim that title. Both because I didn’t deserve it, and because a message came in through the repaired soundlines a month after the battle. We’d fixed them up hoping to see whether Arlin would send anything our way, although none of us had prepared for their response.

We were no longer a nation. Not just a territory, but a nation itself. The idea of us being a kingdom was turned to rubble like the buildings of Freiweld. We were a patch of land that was now quarantined on all roads leading into Arlinian territory. Neraser, which had an extremely terse relationship with Arlin, was also given warning of our presence and to watch the roads coming out of Corith.

We were trapped, caged like animals. Arlinians probably saw us like that as well. The idea of leaving to continue our campaign was now a pipe dream. 

They’d dealt with the problem in the most simplistic way possible, by cutting it off like a diseased limb. 

We were left to oversee Corith and Frieweld to make sure it survived. The winter had already started, and although winters in Corith were extremely mild, it still hurt our prospects. I stayed in Freiweld, to act as a leader and healer. I was more useful as the healer, as Sera and Elm took most of the leading into their hands. 

There was a lack of purpose felt throughout the month following the declaration of us as a non-nation. Nobody had wanted Corith in the past, and no one wanted Corith now. 

Cedric was determined to continue training me in my attunement, which I agreed to. I wanted to get better in close combat after the painful fight with Keagan. Part of that was also to learn how I can use my new magore creation. Outside of a burner, it was probably my only way to fight against other attuned.

It took a month for me to create my first magore, and I had to do it in a locked room. I’d been able to focus mana into such densities that even the failed process of creating a magore was enough to incapacitate a non-attuned who was standing too close. 

I couldn’t form it into weapons. At most I was creating small pebbles of magore. Nothing like the knife I had formed to kill Keagan. I made the guess that it was due to extreme desperation and the assistance of mana that I was able to form a weapon. Since I was doing it without the same immediate presence of a threat, I wasn’t able to repeat it.

Cedric decided the best solution to this problem was to beat the shit out of me to make me feel threatened. It didn’t work, but I did get fairly competent with a normal knife.

At the same time, Elm had me read some of the war tactics books that were held in the castle. They nearly bored me to death, and I didn’t recognize half of the words inside of it due to my lackluster education. I also continued to practice my skills as a technician, although that one was by my own choice. 

Magore technician work was something I had loathed in the beginning, but it had become a relaxing pastime. Elm joined in sometimes, and we would converse while we worked. It was a moment of normalcy in the chaos.

Arlin had left us inside of Corith to prepare, but it all felt empty. Our progression as a rebel movement had halted in place, and we weren’t able to do anything while Arlin continued to bolster its strength, possibly to one day reclaim Corith. While we rebuilt, Arlin had finished one of its campaigns and was likely preparing to do a new one. 

I thought nothing could make this situation worse than it already was outside of Arlin invading again. 

It changed soon after two months had passed since the liberation of Freiweld, that changed. A new message came over the soundline from the land of Neraser. It wasn’t directed to Arlin, as Neraser often used Corith as a transfer point to other territories.

The message was directly addressed to me. 

Nicole had decided it was time to use her favor. 

            

    
        Chapter 91: A Letter

    
    
    
    
                Hello North.

I’d like to congratulate you on succeeding in freeing your homeland from Arlin’s control. Although I’ve heard that you also liberated it from being a nation entirely. 

Now, as to the matter of importance, I have a problem that requires your ever so valuable assistance. Once this issue is dealt with, feel free to continue on your endeavors. Just to get this message to you, I cashed in numerous favors, and I am not one to waste favors. 

You are to go to the nation of Neraser, specifically to the port city of Aelwryn. From there, you will meet with Captain Elias Porter and take his vessel The Radiance all the way to Duskarna where we shall rendezvous. I will provide you with details there. I must kindly suggest you only take a handful of allies capable of blending in with an Arlinian crowd. 

 

Of course, I cannot force you to repay your favor. However, there are possibilities attainable in Duskarna that would be invaluable to your ever so noble cause.

I anticipate your most wise decision.

Nicole Garcia Pluma Allena. 

The message used an outdated Arlinian cipher, one that Elm was intimately familiar with. He hated every second of translating it. I hated every second of reading it as well.

The main group stood around inside of the castle’s war room, where we went to figure out where to go from there. The first question was the simplest one, but also the one which caused the most debate.

“Don’t go.” plainly stated Cedric. Elina nodded alongside him in agreement.

“I agree. This is a bad idea.” Elina concurred. 

I wanted to say yes to them. I hated Nicole more than every person in the room with the exception of Elm. But the message was clear. Nicole wasn’t the type to lie about such things, and if she was calling in a favor, that meant she needed something from me. 

“Why would she want me?” I asked the group.

“Because you’re useful. Considering what I know about Pluma, especially Duskarna, it’s intensely cutthroat in politics. Their oligarchy, the… I think it starts with a T.” Cedric took a moment to sift through his memory.

“The Tisch.” Elm interjected, “I know the name, and that they’re extremely defiant of Arlinian leadership, but nothing else.”

“Well, the Tisch are a group of families that run all of Pluma, and they are all a bunch of cutthroats who’d gleefully betray each other for more power.”

I wasn’t well versed in politics, and I could tell I was going to become adrift if I didn’t constantly keep up with the new information.

“Then why don’t they betray each other?”

“Well… I need a metaphor.” Cedric exhaled and grabbed the piece of paper where we’d written down Nicole’s message, flipping it upside down and drawing four boxes with little stick men inside of them with numbers above their heads.

“It’s a dilemma that Uril debated over a lot, so I remember the example by heart. Imagine you have two men who committed a crime in Arlin. Let’s say that they stole money from a noble. They get caught, but the Empire isn’t one hundred percent sure that these men did it. They decide that they need more proof to condemn the men. First, they make sure that the two men can’t talk to each other, and then give both of them the same proposition. They say to the men that they can either testify against the other man or stay silent. If one of them testifies and the other stays silent, the one who testifies gets to go free while the other person serves ten years of penal labor. If both men testify against each other, both of them will receive seven years of penal labor. But if both of them stay silent, and don’t testify, they only get one year of penal labor. Because they have no method to talk with each other, they have no idea what the other man will choose to do. If you were one of those men, what would you think is the best option?”

“To testify and hope the other man stays silent.” I answered succinctly. 

“Right. But that applies to the other person as well. And because it does, you’d likely end up both testifying against each other and ending up with seven years. Working in your self interest is the most likely outcome to fail. The best possible option for both would be for neither of the people to testify, but that requires you to trust in a person who has everything to gain by betraying you. This is how Pluma’s oligarchy, and a lot of other political relationships, work. If everyone acts in their self interest, everyone loses. So the members of the Tisch are incentivized to work together, not because they are selfless, but because there is far less risk than if they were to all act selfish.”

I nodded along, happy for the easy metaphor. 

“Uril took great pride in political thought. We believe humanity was gifted the ability to be political by the Heavenly Father and Mother, as to create a unified and equal society.”

“We’re getting off topic.” Elm grumbled, flipping the paper back over to the side with Nicole’s message, “Any other viewpoints you want to throw in before the kid decides?”

“I think we should go.” Deborah abruptly chimed in.

“What?”

“Well, I think you should go. This Nicole sounds like a terrible person, but you would be getting close to Arlin. If she’s part of the Tisch thing, and they’re defiant to Arlin, you could use that.” Deborah explained. 

I internally groaned at the idea of consistently working with Nicole past this favor. She was sickening to be around, with her ego and blatant greed. 

“You haven’t met her.”

“Well I haven’t, and you clearly hate her. However, the fact you came here to deliberate over the question of working with her means she’s probably pretty valuable. Or that you’re a dumbass who puts value in nebulous concepts like favors and promises.” Deborah said dismissively. 

She was irritatingly right. Nicole was a valuable person, possibly one of the most valuable people I could access, but also extremely risky.

“There’s a danger in using her. She’s not exactly one to give things for free. The fact that she said this is a temporary mission with potential for more rewards is suspicious.” I held my chin and looked over the message once again, “It’s vague, which also worries me.”

“Let’s not forget the fact that she’s asking for you specifically.” Sera added. 

“That too. If this was something small, she’d not call on me.”

The room took a moment to think and murmur to each other. I leaned back in my chair and tried to remember exactly what Nicole’s face looked like. She looked fairly nice, even without makeup. I wondered what she would look like now, with all of the luxury back in her hands.

“It’s your call.” Sera said, bringing the entire table’s attention back to me. 

I stood up from the table and looked at Sera confidently. 

“I have a feeling that whatever it is that she needs me for, it’s something big. If it's a small issue that can be dealt with relatively quickly, we can do what she wants and make our way back to Corith. But if she’s offering something beyond just repaying my debt, this mission has to be valuable to her.”

“She could be using this to throw you directly into Arlin’s hands.” Jay said.

“She hates Arlin too much for that. And with what she’s spent just getting this message to me and getting me to Pluma, it would be a waste.”

“Are you completely sure about that?”

“No, but anything is better than sticking around waiting for Arlin to grow its strength and eventually retake Corith at this point.” I remarked.

The statement caused a murmur throughout the room. It was a depressing and honest statement. 

“Then, the logical question follows up.” Deborah said, scanning the room, “Who goes with you?”

I sat back down in my chair and rubbed my chin. I wanted support from the people I trusted the most, but there were limits.

Nicole asked for me to only take people who could blend in with an Arlinian crowd. Cedric, Alex, Silva and Elina were immediately off the table. Cedric has the dark skin and white eyes only found in Uril, which were going to stand out in a crowd. Elina, who I still saw value in despite her distaste for me, was in a similar situation due to her tan skin and steel hair. Alex and Silva both had the red hair of Nacilians. It wasn’t entirely unique to Nacilia, but it would make them stand out in a territory in True Arlin.

“Ruby and Mell are my scouting duo. I’d feel a bit lost without them.” I grinned at the two. They bumped shoulders and smiled back.

“Jay, if you think you could help, I’d like to have a person who is used to more close combat with me.”

Jay shrugged, which I took as a yes. I looked over at Elm and locked eyes. He spoke before I could.

“Kid, you’re already at risk bringing yourself.” He quickly shot me down.

“You fit in with an Arlinian crowd.”

“And I’m also at the top of the fucking list when it comes to people Arlin would love to get their hands on.” 

I raised up my hand and pointed a finger at him.

“As far as the majority of the Empire knows, you’re dead.” I stated flatly. I thought I could hear Cedric mumble something but ignored it. “You also know a lot more about Arlinian politics than anyone else here.”

“From nearly a decade ago.” 

“Better than nothing.”

Elm took a moment to think, and I could see him make out a couple silent profanities before responding.

“Fine. Your call.” Elm grumbled.

I took another look around the room. I trusted these people, especially the ones who had helped me get through the forest of Corith. If I could rely on them for that, this felt minor in comparison. 

“Sera. You’re smarter than me.” 

“I know.” Sera quickly responded, “And I’m willing to help. You’ll also need to choose who takes over running Corith.”

I pondered on it for a moment, although the choice wasn’t really that hard.

“Silva. I trust her ability to lead.” I looked at the Nacilian and smiled. She had been an obstacle on several occasions, but I knew she was good at what she did, “You can do that, right.”

“Don’t doubt me, Corithian.” Silva scoffed. 

“Then that settles it. We can work everything out from there. I’m pretty sure Gwendolyn, wherever she is, could help.”

The meeting adjourned with conversation occurring on the way out. I made my way with the rest of the crew to pack and get ready for our journey to Neraser. 




It took two days for us to be ready to head off. We grabbed two strigs and a wagon, both of which felt selfish compared to how we had used strigs in the past, but Silva and the rest insisted.

I stared back at the ruins of Freiweld slowly being rebuilt and felt an emptiness inside myself. There was a dark part of me that believed this was probably inevitable. I had believed in my own choices, that I was able to take my life into my own hands and push into a future which was not set out for me by others. 

I was standing on the threshold, looking back. There were people lined on each side of the road, waving goodbye to me and wishing me luck. It felt like some sick joke.

“North?” Sera called out to me from her seat on the cart. I turned away from the empty capital with a false smile and jumped onto the cart. 

I heard Elina say “Don’t fuck up, Corithian!” from the crowd, although I wasn’t interested in searching for her. We were already moving down the road. I’d said enough goodbyes, as had everyone else. 

The wagon was large enough to hold all of us, with Mell at the front driving the strigs. I didn’t feel like walking, and it appeared my sentiment was shared. 

The trip would take two and a half weeks, according to Ruby. We had more than enough food and a good number of lins to make our way through Neraser. It was a nation which hated Arlin enough to ignore their request. 

Freiweld was finally out of sight. The sounds of cheers disappeared, and we were left with only the sounds of the forest and ourselves. 

“Are you still sure about this?” Sera asked.

“No, I’m not. But it’s better than sitting around waiting for things to happen around me.” I said brusquely, “I also want to see Arlin for myself.”

“Kid, trust me. Pluma isn’t Arlin.” Elm interjected.

“Isn’t it literally part of True Arlin?” Ruby asked.

“That’s not what I meant. Their culture is entirely different, and they don’t exactly hold the highest opinion of Central.”

“Then how are they a part of Arlin? They’re not even close on a map.” 

“It’s because of the Third Emperor. He made the choice after Arlin’s fifth campaign in Uril. During that war, they… we got cocky. Thought we were unstoppable with the power of magore. Uril turned the tables on us, and used tactics we never expected. Arlin won, but it was a bloody, senseless conflict. Arlin wanted to keep spreading, and the obvious next target was Pluma. They were an important trading hub, and the Third wanted to build a naval force.” Elm explained through gritted teeth.

“Then why didn’t they just make it another territory?” Ruby inquired. I could see the frustration in Elm’s face as he forced himself to not fall back into his old habit of avoiding discussing his past.

“I was getting there. Pluma knew it was next, but it was smart. It had seen what happened during the fifth campaign and understood that Arlin’s military was tired, which we were. So it came forward with a deal. It will join Arlin willingly, but only if it is given the status of a part of True Arlin. Each Plumite citizen would gain the same rights as a citizen of True Arlin, and the country would maintain the majority of its internal affairs. In exchange, it would mostly listen to any demands that came from Central and would build Arlin’s navy for them. The deal was struck, and Arlin has been stuck with the parasite that is Pluma ever since.”

Elm let out a deep exhale and placed his hands behind his head. 

“Pluma wasn’t my area of expertise. I only went to the nation when I was traveling by ship. I didn’t have a good reason to stay around there for longer than necessary.”

“Clearly.” Jay scoffed. 

“Well, we have a reason now.” I said.

“I’m still very fucking doubtful it’s any good.” Elm grumbled. The rest of the cart nodded in agreement.

I sighed and looked at Mell and the long road in front of us.

“We’ve got more than enough time to argue that.”

            

    
        Chapter 92: Off to Neraser

    
    
    
    
                The roads were peaceful, except for the time we had to fight off a few cassoban attempting to eat me in the middle of the night. That was just Corith being itself, and not being directly ireful against us. 

I didn’t know what to expect of Neraser, other than knowing that it had taken Arlin’s suggestion to be careful with our borders and spat in Arlin’s face. Whatever hatred lied in Neraser was deep and storied, which helped us get through the border. It was watched by Neraser guard, who looked the most bored I’d ever seen a person look.

They waved us through after checking for weapons, which we didn’t have outside of a few necessary blades. We left all of our burners and igniters back in Freiweld. Nations like Neraser who were fiercely defiant of Arlin had a ban on burners and all magore tech carried by anyone outside their military.

I used to feel naked without one being at my hip. That feeling has mostly dissipated after my time in the forest. Until I managed to create a functional weapon out of magore, I didn’t expect it to completely go away. 




Neraser was flat. The shift from the heavy and hilly forests of Corith to the open grasslands of Neraser was jarring. I could look off into the distance and see the road we would be riding down over ten minutes later. The breeze was constant, and grew heavier the closer we got to Aelwryn. 

Now that spring was coming, it rained on several of the days of the trip. It was nice to know that the seasons were changing, as time was feeling extremely stagnant in Corith. It made the trip feel shorter than it actually was, and I was almost shocked when I saw Aelwryn appear over the level horizon

In my entire life, I’d only seen one city, and it was the same city that I had destroyed. Aelwryn was far more dense and lively, with people moving throughout the streets and dodging in between the many carts driving along its cobbled roads. The air coming off the sea wafted a unique smell throughout the air which I had never experienced before. I disliked it, as did Sera. 

The obvious problem was figuring out where the Captain Nicole had gifted us was located. That led us to the port authority.



“Elias?” asked the lady at the desk, sounding somewhat offended by the name.

“Yes, Captain Elias Porter. He owns a ship called The Radiance.” I answered back.

“I know who he is. I’m just surprised you’re looking for him specifically. I know he’d been in the dock for a good time. I’m guessing you’re the ones he’s been waiting for?”

“We think so.”

The lady frowned and glanced off to a cork bulletin board on the wall, sectioned out into spaces with a letter and number combination. My eyeline followed hers, and I landed on a scrap of paper which looked older than the rest which said “Porter”, listed under 6B. 

“He’s been holding that spot. I’d love to throw him out, but he’s paying double the normal rate to stay docked. I’ve learned not to pry, but if you’re the reason he’s been waiting, his mistress cares a lot.”

“Oh.” I said, scratching at the back of my neck. It was pretty easy to assume that the mistress was Nicole.

“Just give us directions to where he is.” Elm demanded.

The lady at the desk reached below and grabbed a piece of paper, sliding it across the table. It was a map of the area, with labels of every single dock. 

“Head here. He should be staying at his ship.” She said plainly. Our group moved out of the line and walked at the door. I couldn’t help but feel the stares of those in the room as we walked back into the streets.

We hopped back in our wagon and made our way through the streets, the smell and sounds of the sea growing louder.

Eventually we made our way to the dock, with the sign labeled 6B. I hadn’t gotten close up with a boat before, and had only heard them described to me before or in art. Only up close did I realize the scale of a ship. It was likely larger than two of the camp’s bunks combined, and the large pole where the sails were attached which I was pretty sure had a name towered as high as the trees of Corith.

“Wow…”

“Who fuck calls their ship the ‘Radiance’?” Elm loudly grumbled as he hopped down out of the cart. 

I followed after him, beckoning Jay to join me as we made our way closer. We stopped in our tracks as we heard a voice.

“I the fuck who calls my ship the ‘Radiance’.” said a man peering over the side. He tried to get out another word and abruptly puked.

I stared at the man, seeing his face and scraggly facial hair that looked in desperate need of a shave. The bits of puke which weren’t in his beard had landed into the water below. He wiped his face with his shirt sleeve and slowly made his way down to the dock.

“Captain… Porter?” I felt off trying to connect the face and name in my mind. His long coat flapped awkwardly in the wind as he stumbled closer.

“The one and only. And if you’re here, you must be the North.” He said groggily, his eyes struggling to focus on me.

“No ‘the’. Just call me North.” I said, glancing at Elm for support. 

“Don’t matter. If you’re here, that means I can finally leave this blasted port.” He said, extending out the same hand he’d used to wipe the puke off of himself. It floated in the air unshaken until Porter used the same hand to scratch his ass.

“Captain…” 

We looked up to see someone glancing over the banister of the ship, shaking their head in disappointment. It was a muscular woman whose blonde hair was tied up under a bandana.

“Sorry about him. The mistress said she’d pay for all of his tab while he waited in port. He’s not normally this drunk.”

“And she better keep her fucking promise!” Porter shouted back.

“She will, Elias. And if the Missus doesn’t, we can just threaten to sail off into the sunset.”

Captain Porter let out a laugh so hard it nearly caused him to double over.

“Good one Tocque. Good one.” Porter said in between chuckles before regaining his focus, “Well, get your things and come aboard. Tocque, can you take their cart to Talley’s? He’s probably the best shot for their strigs not ending up as stock.”

“Sure thing, cap. Y’all should probably start moving.” Tocque said, turning her attention to me.

Nicole, you confuse me more and more.

Elm and Jay went back to the wagon with the Tocque person while I stepped onto the ship followed by the captain. 

“Can I call you Elias?” I asked. The word ‘captain’ held a bad taste in my mouth, due to my years in the camp.

“Depends on what the mistress wants from you.” He sighed, extending out an arm and holding himself against the big pole.

“She didn’t say.”

He stopped heaving and turned to look at me. His green eyes showed an odd mix of confusion and bewilderment.

“She just told you that she required your presence in Duskarna? Didn’t say what you might be doing?”

“Nothing. Only that it was very important, and I could benefit from it.” I answered honestly, scratching at the back of my neck.

The captain became pensive, staring off into the sea as though he was searching for an answer. In my periphery, his crew began to pull in the objects from our cart.

“Call me Elias. If you have a noble title, I suggest you give it to me right now.” He responded, the alcohol disappearing from his demeanor.

“Why?”

“I assumed you were important, with how much she was giving me to simply get you. But vagueness for something like this isn’t something she would do unless something has gone very, very wrong.”

“Like what?” I asked.

Elias shrugged and made his way to a door leading inside to the ship, taking one final glance back at me.

“You should be careful not to end up like me.” 

“A captain?” I said somewhat jokingly.

“No. Her pet.”

Elias closed the door, leaving me to ponder his words for the rest of the voyage.



A week in, and I was able to confidently decide that my body, as well as that of Sera’s, did not like the ocean. I’d been praying to mana on a daily basis to give me some help and possibly help me adapt to the constant swaying seas. 

Only when I was sitting down was I able to hand it, which was why I was able to stomach down meals. 

“So, how far are we from the coast now?” Ruby asked Tocque, sitting next to her at the table as we started to tear into the food. 

Tocque, as it turned out, was the Radiance’s navigator. Ruby had immediately befriended them over their mutual love of mapping. Sea travel and mapping was different from normal mapping, so the two were happily exchanging experiences and ideas about how their individual trades functioned.

“Half a day, likely. Hard to tell at night, but now that we’ve made our way over the east line, things should be far nicer.”

Ruby was looking at the map she had copied of Sol, which Tocque used to keep the vessel on track. Sol was somewhat rectangular, and we were currently following the northern coast to get to Duskarna.

“Hey, can I ask a question?” I piped up from across the table. 

“Go for it.” Tocque responded.

“What would happen if you just went straight and didn’t follow the coast?”

Tocque started to boisterously laugh, slapping her knee. Several other members of Porter’s crew began to do the same.

“You’d die. Sol is the only land that exists, so you’d be running headfirst into pure ocean. It also gets more unruly the farther you get out, so you’d probably lose your ship before you starve.” She explained.

“And if you didn’t starve and your ship stayed intact?”

Tocque stopped laughing and placed her fist against her chin, seeming to ponder.

“Any navigator with any sense thinks the world is one big ball. Best guess? You’d circle back around to the other side.”

“I still think Sol is flat.” Elias remarked as he bit into his extremely hard bread.

“Which is why you are the captain, and not the navigator.”

I groaned and tuned out Elm explaining how Arlin proved it with something related to shadows. My curiosity only went so far in this measure, as I didn’t plan to spend too much time on the sea. We were close to land, but as someone who didn’t know how to swim, it still worried me.

The meal ended and we went to our quarters. I had a hammock, tied up beneath the ship for me to sleep in. As it swayed with the waves, I stared up at the ceiling and pondered. 

I’m not prepared.

Usually when it came to my decisions, I had some form of plan. Something to try and stick to, and whether it failed or not, I had the chance to think of something else and solve the problem. Nicole had dragged me into the open, literally, with nothing beneath my feet to hold onto. I simply had to hope that she had intentions to keep me and my comrades alive. 

My gut was telling me something was in Duskarna that would aid me. Something to help me take down my foe. Even then, I was losing sight of what that foe even was. I’d held my vengeance against Arlin, and its military, but I was also getting acquainted with members of it.

The Fourth Emperor would be my foe?

I could scarcely think of his face, having seen it on lins and yet never registering it as a person. The stories I’d heard from the Arlinians painted him as a stoic figure, one who managed to do all the things I was currently failing at with ease.

He’s still human. I can defeat him. As long as I have my allies.

            

    
        Chapter 93: Courtroom Dealings

    
    
    
    
                David stared at the doors of the Royal Court, flanked by guards on all sides, and felt a deep sense of contempt. He’d already disliked the opulence of the building, but the disgust had changed.

There were enemies in that building awaiting his presence. The Arlios faction was already antagonistic, but he could confidently assume that some of the members of the court he was going to have to face today were part of the conspiracy. 

I can't purge them. Not yet. Not until it is necessary

He opened the doors and took a good look at those around him. They huddled together like gossiping children, whispering to each other as they watched the Emperor step past the threshold. He knew they were talking about him, debating his sanity and whether he was falling into the same depravity of his predecessor. He clenched his fist to hold back the frustration.

“David.” Erin nudged him in the shoulder, alerting him to the court members approaching him from down the hall.

“Good to see you, Emperor.” said Minister Arend, smiling from ear to ear. His long gray hair was combed back and tied into a braid which went all the way down to his shoulders. Golden trinkets held the hair in place, which complimented his similarly golden eyes, piercing eyes. He looked like a man born for politics, his posture straight and his gaze unflinching in the presence of power. 

“The same to you as well, Arend. I heard that you are the new face of the Arlios faction?” David responded, choking down his contempt.

Arend was arguably worse than Orven in some ways. His greed was less obvious, and he seemed to understand how much power he had, but that also made him far more cunning. His power and influence over the court, arguing over cultural edicts and the importance of unity. Of course, only when those things benefitted him and his fellow court members. 

David would love to punch the man in the throat if it wouldn’t kill him. He wasn’t extremely old, at least in comparison to men such as Solomon, but he was still showing in age. 

“I am. I know you may see my faction as antagonistic to you, but we are working towards the same goal. The current conspiracy against you is clearly a threat to the Empire’s sanctity as a whole. I wish to support you in these trying times.”

“I appreciate your support, although I’d prefer something beyond simple sentiments.” David said.

“Which I plan to do. Do you think you could spare time for a meeting in the west wing?”

David’s eyebrows furrowed as he heard the request. The west wing was something he was rarely invited to, let alone by an Arlios member. He checked Erin and saw her checking the daily schedule. 

“We have the time.” She informed the two. The wide grin on Arend’s face grew wider.

David looked back at the minister and extended out his hand. “I look forward to our meeting.”

The two shook hands as the doors to the rotunda opened and the court members began filtering inside. They took their seats, and after the murmuring and polite conversation died down, David stood up from his seat in the center and began his speech. 

“Today I come forward at the request of the court to discuss the future of Arlin. We are at a precipice, and as the leaders of this nation, it is our job to shepard it well. Unrest in Hornel has recently been quelled, and we are moving forward with reconstruction. One of our promises to these people was to give them the ability to act as industrious members of our burgeoning empire. Today, we have two matters of discussion.” David paused to take a breath and regain the power in his voice, “I will start with the most prescient, which is that of territorial governor. Due to current subterfuge, this will be a unique selection. I will allow anyone in this room to step forward and propose themselves as a candidate for governor. The court will vote on who is to be governor for the territory of Hornel in one month.”

A murmur broke out through the court as the factions discussed the idea in between themselves. David had picked the governors himself for every new territory, so allowing for a vote was highly unusual.

“There is, however, a stipulation. Those who are running for the position of governor will be subject to an extensive inquiry. None of the information discovered will be made public unless there is good reason to suspect the person to be a conspirator against the throne. Defiance to any measure of the investigation will also lead to removal from the runnings, but no further punishment unless deemed necessary. A ballot box will be set up after the meeting where you can declare your candidacy, which you may revoke at any time after the inspection.”

Hearing the discussion pick up, David smirked. It was the response he desired with this plan. A hand from the Morathos faction raised up in the crowd.

“Are the votes weighted?” the stocky minister asked.

“All votes for the governor, including my own, will be equally weighted. Unless you desire to do otherwise, your vote will remain private to avoid creating any antagonism. Outside of interfering with the inquiry, candidates are allowed to campaign in any legal manner they deem fit.”

“And you will take measures to prove the legitimacy of the result?”

“I will. This vote is intended to build trust, not to sow division, which is why it is of utmost importance that this be a fair and equitable process.”

David glanced over at the Arlios faction and locked eyes with Arend, who was nodding in approval. 

It appears he understands.

“If there are no more questions, I would like to move on. The reason this meeting was called was due to the situation in Corith and the execution of Solomon. I have provided some explanation for these actions, as they were taken to remove a threat to my sovereignty. However, due to the recommendations of several court members, I have decided to give greater context.”

David took a deep breath, staring up at the beautiful mural on the ceiling of the rotunda before returning his attention to the many ministers. He disliked what he was about to do, even though Erin had emphasized its importance. David snapped his fingers, and all of the guards and non-court individuals moved out of the rotunda. The doors slammed shut, leaving the room in uncomfortable silence.

“The information I am about to share must not leave this room under any circumstance. If any of you leak this information, you will be found and punished accordingly. The reason why Corith was removed was because of the rebel threat that now exists inside of it. They may be small, but they still pose a threat due to their leadership and potential connections to the ongoing conspiracy. To the best of our knowledge, the rebellion is being led by Researcher-Major Elm Grayson.”

An abrupt “What?” rang out from the crowd. An uproar of confusion and frustration made its way throughout the court. The few members of the court who knew that Elm’s death was false remained silent and stoic.

I doubt they’d take my decision seriously if I focused on the Corithian. 

“Your frustration is understandable. Elm Grayson was put into the mines as punishment for his crimes, but also to coerce him to reveal the methods he used to create the cuffs. His decision to rebel against his homeland was unexpected, and has left several mining camps in a state of disrepair. That is why I have decided the best decision was to quarantine the rebellion within Corith.” 

He didn’t like sharing this information, but it was a necessary concession. The court needed to understand the threat, or at least think that they understood the threat. Solomon said that the Corithian rebels had nothing to do with the conspiracy, but it was far more valuable for the court to believe that they were interconnected.

“And what of Neraser?” Arend spoke up from among the chattering, “There is an opening for them there.”

“Neraser is another side of the cage. It is true that they may be able to go there and even reach the ports, but amassing an army there would be impossible. Neraser may be defiant to us, but they are aware of Arlin’s power and have been careful as to not incur our direct wrath. All the rebellion can do at this moment is wait. However much they may fortify, they cannot protect themselves from a full future retaliation.”

“And when will that happen?” Arend smarmily asked.

“When the time is right, we will return to eradicate Grayson and his forces. We have no reason to rush our reclamation efforts. If we were to narrow our focus on such a minor issue in the grand scheme of our nation, it would only lead to further disarray.”

“And what of Solomon?”

David let out a deep sigh, the name hanging heavy over his head even months after his death.

“Researcher General Solomon was, to many and myself, a good friend and mentor. This made the fact of his betrayal all the more disheartening. However, before his death, he detailed to me the plans of the conspiracy. That is, to concede our territory and shrink the Empire down to what they deem to be only the most necessary.” David explained, “This is anathema to our nation’s ideals. They intend to strip us of our power and stop us from unifying Sol when we are so close to achieving that goal.”

Discussion erupted again as David finished, likely debating over the issue and their thoughts on the concept. David had certainly rephrased it, but he hadn’t lied. He searched for any outliers who didn’t seem surprised but found none. He quietly clicked his tongue before returning focus.

“Are you sure it wasn’t senility?” a minister from the Cordaos family called out.

“I believe his age may have clouded his better judgment, although he did not speak with any clear signs of delirium.” David answered succinctly. 

“Did he plan to make the territories vassal states instead, or make them fully independent?” an Eternos faction member followed up.

“I believe he wanted them to be independent nations with complete autonomy.”

A comedically loud “Madness!” rang out from the crowd, although David couldn’t pinpoint the source. He had to stifle a chuckle, but heard Erin let out an adorable snort.

“Now that this information has been revealed, I trust in the dignity of this court to have it remain confidential. I wish to look to the future, not meander on things of the past. To this regard, I have planned for our next annexation to be Mylia. After meeting with their diplomats, I believe that this could be a bloodless campaign. They understand not only our power, but what is to gain by willingly becoming subjects of us.”

“And what will that be? To become a part of True Arlin?” inquired Arend, standing up from the seated Arlios faction.

“No.” David said starkly, “Our current proposal includes far more reasonable concessions. They may gain measures of smaller self governance on the local level, and possibly an exemption from the normal attuned tithe. Negotiations will determine other measures, but they will remain a territory just like any other.”

He knew Pluma would be mentioned. The connection was obvious, but he needed to be clear on this.

“And will you do an election for governor, just like you are doing now?”

David smirked confidently at the minister and stood up from his seat. 

“That depends on the future to come, but it is not something I am against. All of my actions today are done for the sake of unity, not to sow division. If it will help build further unity within my court, I will gladly allow for another election to be performed.” 

David took another deep breath for emphasis on his next words.

“Before we leave, I would like to put out a statement. According to our investigation, it is highly likely that there are ministers of this court part of the conspiracy currently threatening Arlin’s sanctity as an Empire. I will not make any baseless claims, nor will I accuse any individual sitting here today until I have concrete proof. If you are one of those who wish to threaten my sovereignty, I implore you to reconsider. I believe that everyone has the ability to change and grow if they are given the chance, which is why I will show those who come forward with mercy and respect. I swear on my honor as the Emperor of Arlin that I will commit to this declaration, so that we can strive for unity together.”

The room remained silent for a long time, letting the words linger in the air. David was pleased how well he’d managed to stick to the script.

“That is all for today. Lunch will be provided in the east wing, alongside a musical accompaniment provided by Minister Magnos. Ballot boxes will be made available in an hour in the rotunda for those who wish to declare candidacy, which will remain open until sundown. Thank you, and you are now dismissed.”

David watched the room slowly shuffle out the doors, murmuring in between each other and discussing the news of the meeting. He’d just made several very large bets in a very short period of time, and could only wait to see whether they would pay off. 

Arend remained in his seat, watching the Emperor. David got out of his seat to move to the center of the rotunda with Erin at his side, beckoning Arend to come down from his seat to join him.

“Lunch?” Arend asked.

David shook his head, fixing his mantle on his shoulders. He was still getting used to the heavier material. “I’d prefer now to dawdle. I’ll have servants grab plates for us both.”

Arend acquiesced, and walked in front of the Emperor leading him towards the eastern wing and a room nicknamed ‘The Confessional’. 




The western wing contained a variety of meeting rooms, all designated with different usages. They varied in size, decorations and amenities. Those which had windows tended to be used for more casual dealings, while those without were intended to be used for more delicate affairs. 

Certain rooms also had certain reputations, even in the realms of the unsavory. Court affairs often meant court affairs, so it wasn’t uncommon for them to be used for sex. Luckily, which rooms these were was well established. It did mean Arlin had to pay the west wing janitorial staff quite well.

‘The Confessional’ was not one of these rooms. Rather, its reputation was due to it being the most private, most secluded place in the east wing. A small room with a single table, four chairs, and lamp to light the interior. It was completely empty of any decoration or embellishment. It was a room for pure, unfettered policy.

Once the door was closed and locked, any pretenses or subtlety was dropped. The privacy and seclusion of the room made any such political performance pointless, hence the nickname. It was a room whose sole purpose was to create efficient policy without the normal barriers of politics. 

The three waited outside for their plates, and when they arrived, they moved inside and locked the door. Erin lit the lamp and hung it overhead, allowing the three of them to take their seats and prepare.

“I wanted to start by complimenting you. The play you made with the Hornel governorship was rather ingenious.” Arend gleefully chimed as he quickly downed a miniature sandwich. 

“The play?” Erin asked, surprising the minister. David guessed she was trying to see whether or not he was as intelligent as he was posturing.

“The true purpose of the governor election.” Arend spoke plainly.

His intelligence is befitting of his role.

David grinned. The election was an unusual political trap. No one connected to the conspiracy would willingly take the risk to participate in the election, as it would require for them to submit to inspection and possibly be compromised. David wasn’t using the election to search for conspirators. Rather, he was using it to search for allies who both coveted power and were subservient to the throne. 

Putting your name into the ballot box also came with implied benefits. Since David would know who decided to run in the election, just passing the inspection could increase your favor with the Emperor. Because they could revoke their candidacy at any time, even those with no interest in the position of governor could gain favor with David as long as they allowed for the inspection.

“I have good faith that it will work. The position of territorial governor provides a lot of power and connections.” David postured, sipping from the small goblet of wine he’d been given along with his plate.

“Which is why I intend to run.”

David raised an eyebrow at the minister in surprise. He checked for Erin’s response and saw she was furiously scribbling down notes.

“Are you willing to submit to inspection?” David puzzled.

“I am. I have nothing to hide, nor any connection to the conspiracy. Is it because I’m a member of the Arlios faction?”

David had to remind himself what room he was in hearing Arend’s honesty.

“I hope you can understand my suspicion. The Arlios faction, being Orven’s faction, would be the most likely to have other members of the conspiracy.” David explained.

“I agree.”


“What?” Erin’s head abruptly shot up from her notes. David was thinking the exact same thing. Arend took a slow sip of his wine, relishing in the Emperor’s surprise.

“Personally, I find the idea of consolidation laughable. I knew Solomon and his manner of speech, and he would never offer something as outlandish as you phrased it. In truth, the initial reason I wanted to talk was to learn what his true final words were.”

David clenched his fist under the table. Arend was asking for things above his position, something that was occurring a lot more recently. However, being a fair ruler, he decided to meet honesty with honesty.

“Solomon wanted for Arlin to become a trade power. He believed that by conceding control of nations, Arlin could act as an arbiter of peace, controlling the world through trade and treaty.” David answered.

“I see. Has his death put the AM project into jeopardy?”

David glared at Arend, focusing a rage which he’d been holding in the back of his throat. 

“Do you wish to die in this room, minister?”

“Of course not. I assure you, no one else in the Arlios faction knows of it. Solomon was a good friend, as you said. He trusted me with knowledge of the AM project many years ago, although I never saw fit to try and investigate it or spread that knowledge.” Arend protested, raising up his hands as though to show he was unarmed before lowering them again. 

David took a deep breath to ground himself. This meeting was important, regardless of his distaste for the man.

“What is it that you want?”

Arend grinned. “I want your vote. I’ll run in the election, get investigated, and place myself as the candidate representing the Arlios faction. When voting begins, I want you to be the first voter and to publicly declare that you are voting for me. It will unify the Arlios faction under me and pressure other members of the court to vote for me as well.”

“And what do you propose in exchange?”

“A foothold in the Arlios faction. You need not consider me a comrade or acquiesce to the faction, but if you are willing to support me, I can help you in cleansing the court. I feel that there is a corruption in the Arlios faction, and it would be in both of our best interests that we work together. You need allies in this fight against the conspiracy, and if you support me, I will help you find them in my faction.”

David felt conflicted, his distaste for Arend and his desire for control clashing in his mind. He looked over to Erin for support.

“The Arlios faction is a closed box to us right now. We could use an in.” Erin said, placing her notes away in her bag.

“Your advisor understands.”

David looked the gray haired minister in the eyes, hating that there was no clear duplicity in his mannerisms. The Confessional had done what it was intended to do, and drawn out the honesty in the two of them.

“I expect updates on a weekly basis at a minimum for any findings you make. You will be subject to the first inspection available, and it will be thorough.”

“And you will provide me with Hornel?” Arend grinned, his greed palpable in his voice.

“I will provide you with my vote. My position on governor will remain impartial until the election date.”

It’s not like I really cared who became governor, as long as they were willing to listen to me.

Arend extended out his hand, and David extended out his palm to shake it. His hand was far larger than the minister’s, and as they shook, he put a bit of unnecessary pressure into his grip.

“You’re a very agreeable man, Emperor. It’s been a pleasure doing business.”

“I am glad that has been the case for one of us.”

A boisterous, awkward laugh burst out in The Confessional that no one except for the three in that room would get to hear. It was a spiteful laugh, one filled with distaste and distrust. They finished their plates while making casual, off topic conversation before leaving the room. David, with his hand floating above the lock, decided to make one final comment. 

“My statement about the AM project still stands, even once we leave the room.” David reiterated. 

“I’m aware. Let us both strive towards surviving long into the future.”

“To the future.” David concurred as he unlocked the door and filtered out back into the banal world of court politics. A thought crossed his mind as Arend disappeared out of sight and down the hall.

If I ever decide to purge the Arlios faction, he will come first. 

“David…” Erin chided him, seemingly reading his mind.

“I know. I just wish it didn’t have to be him.”

Erin leaned up against his side, causing David’s heart to miss a beat. 

“You’re very tempting, you know that?” David said as he placed his arm around her, “There are other rooms.”

Erin let out an exaggerated gasp. “I thought you hated this place.”

“I love you more.”

The duo giggled like children. 

“Let’s save that for later. There’s a lot of preparation you have to do for the ceremony.” Erin easily convinced him.

David sighed lovingly, and started to make his way down the halls followed by the guard he’d just forced to watch and listen to his flirting. The ceremony celebrating the end of the Hornel war and its full incorporation into the Empire was in a week, and they’d only done some minimal preparation. 

Let’s see if it draws them out into the sunlight.

            

    
        Chapter 94: A Dreadful Reunion

    
    
    
    
                “We’re about to reach port.”

The words from Tocque pulled me out of sleep harder than any slap had done before in the past. I bolted out of the hammock, lost my balance, and face planted onto the floor of the ship. 

Tocque and the rest of the crew around me burst out laughing. I slowly made my way up to my feet and frowned at her. 

“I see you’re ready to get off the boat.”

“That’s one way to put it.” I said as I brushed off my clothes from the rough landing. My chest and face hurt, and there would probably be a bruise. My body would probably heal that in less than a day.

“Get your things ready. Captain doesn’t want to irritate the Missus, and neither do I.” Tocque called out to the rest of the people still in hammocks.

“Are you staying in Duskarna after we leave?”

“Depends on what she wants. Duskarna isn’t exactly a unified piece of land, so having a personal ship is always useful.”

“Huh?”

“You weren’t paying attention to the maps? Only half of Duskarna is tied to the mainland of Sol. Rest of it is just an archipelago of islands, where the only easy way to cross over the rivers are the bridges.”

“Sorry? I tend to leave the map work to my cartographer.” I sheepishly admitted.

“Damn right you do.” Ruby pumped her fist out of her hammock.

“You might want to change that. Duskarna is easy to get lost in, and someone like you definitely doesn’t want to get lost.” Tocque grimly warned me before leaving. I changed into the outfit I’d become comfortable with, the one with the cloak. The fog was the first thing I noticed when I made my way to the deck.

“Ah, the beautiful Duskarna weather.” A crewmember of the Radiance sighed. I could barely see the front of the boat in the dense fog. 

“Remember when I said you should try to memorize the map? This is why.” Tocque said from behind me as she manned the wheel. 

“Is it always like this?”

“We’re in spring, so it’s either going to be this, or rain.” 

“Great.” I groaned. As we got deeper, I could see that we were in between two islands and making our way further into the city. Looking at the sheer size, it felt idiotic comparing this in any way to Aelwryn. 

I felt Elm’s hand land on my shoulder. 

“Never thought I would be back here in my life.”

“You were pretty adamant on dying in the camps when I first got to know you.” I joked.

“You were also very adamant on dying in the camps, dumb ass.”

We chuckled together and then got to work moving our supplies so we could get moving when we got to port. I nearly fell over when we came to an abrupt stop.

“Get moving! If there’s anything you don’t want to test, it’s the Mistress’s patience.”

I stared at the cobbled streets of Duskarna with a goofy smile. Land felt like an old friend I hadn’t seen in years, and my first step onto them was a warm embrace. We immediately began moving our items off of the ship and onto land, waiting for Elias to grab us a cart.

I hadn’t heard of anything similar to it before, but Duskarna had a system of carriages that went around the streets and were for public use, as long as you paid the amount for the trip. It took half an hour for Elias to come running back, yelling at us to get moving with our items.

“Thanks for the help.” I said to Elias as the wagon driver prepared his strig.

“It’s just part of business.” He said, tipping an invisible hat and walking back off to his boat. The cart trudged along the cobbled streets. 

It’s definitely not Aelwryn.

Aelwryn was lively, with a lot of interaction and a generally open atmosphere. This was not, the streets silent and people huddled into masses with concerned stares at all around them. The buildings looked more like ones Arlinians would make, but far more complex, the age seeming to shift as the floors increased. Almost all of them I saw across the short journey were two or three stories tall, stuck together with only small back alleys in between them. 

As I gawked at them, I could feel Sera tap my shoulder.

“North, your peasant is showing.”

I frowned at her and decided she was right. I had time to focus on that when the need presented itself. In comparison, Ruby was looking out the side of the wagon with awe, staring in between her sketchbook and the roads. I nodded in her direction to Sera.

“You think I’m going to try and stop that?” Sera asked rhetorically. I couldn’t argue with that. Tapping on her shoulder to get her attention was a good way to get your fingers broken.

I sighed and waited for our eventual arrival, dreading seeing a face I’d hoped to never see again in my life.



I rapped my fist on the door to Nicole’s mansion and suffered through the painful wait. I wasn’t the only one who was uncomfortable. 

The door swung open, and a young Urilan girl in a maid outfit greeted us with a bow. 

“Friends! Come in.” Nicole shouted farther back in the mansion. 

I stepped past the threshold, taking one final glance at the maid before entering and following Nicole’s voice. The opulence of the mansion was astounding, with gold and silver baubles decorating the walls alongside beautiful portraits of landscapes and the Allena family.

Nicole was sitting in a large room with a variety of couches and chairs all surrounding a central table. Her dress was elaborate, red silks flowing in layered floral patterns that emphasized her chest. Her dark blue hair glistened in the light like a polished gemstone. The servants of the household were bringing in snacks and drinks as I gawked.

“Please, seat yourselves. We have much to discuss.” She happily invited, extending out her arms

I glared at the food suspiciously.

“Oh please. I’m not as pedantic as to poison guests. That would be antithetical to my entire purpose of bringing you here.”

“Are you going to tell us what that is?” I said angrily.

“No need to be impatient, North. All will come in due time. I know you’ve been on a ship for quite a while, surely you would desire some better food.”

I grumbled and moved to pick up a plate. Ruby and Mell had already taken initiative and were eating a mix of cheese, crackers and a familiar smelling jam. After we all gathered plates and slowly started to eat them, Nicole finally started speaking.

“I’m glad to see you’ve brought your favorites with you. Although I’m not familiar with this one.” She commented, pointing at Jay.

“Skip the small talk, Plumite.”

“Oh my! That’s a Hornel accent if I’ve ever heard one." Nicole exclaimed. She took a deep breath and regained her composure.

“Since your comrades seem so adamant, I'll acquiesce. I called for your help because I believe my family and my own life are currently under threat.” Nicole swiftly stated.

The room went silent as everyone stopped eating.

“You brought us all the way here to be fucking bodyguards?” Elm snarled.

Nicole shook her head. “No, of course not. I have enough of those. I need you to find and kill someone.”

I almost choked on my drink. 

She’s hiring us to be assassins?

“You could hire assassins as well. It’s not the fact that you need us to kill them.” Elm responded.

“No. That is not the reason.”

“Then what is the fucking reason?”

Nicole sighed and leaned back against her couch. She snapped her fingers, and a servant quickly ran into the room and handed her a letter before running off.

“I was handed this by my fellow member of the Tisch, the venerable Scott Elbaum. He gave it to me soon after the Tisch pardoned me for my crimes against Arlin.” She said before handing the letter over to me.

“Lady Nicole, I give you a warning,” I read aloud, “There are whispers among the Tisch of a new power rising up in the shadows of Duskarna. I have been walled out from any further detail due to my connections to you, but it is my belief that they intend to replace your seat on the Tisch with a new family.”

I handed the letter over to Elm next to me who began to study it.

“I’ve done every test possible for some form of hidden message, but it appears Scott wanted to be brief. I fear my seat is in danger, and therefore my life.”

“Why aren’t you already dead then?”

Nicole placed a hand on her chest and gasped in fake shock. “That’s a rude question to ask a lady.”

“Fuck off. North has a point. If they wanted to replace you, why not kill you?”

“Because the Tisch follows a code. If replacing a family was as easy as murdering the head of the family, I’d have killed Adam Duvale years ago. The seat is filled by the next in line, and so on and so forth until you eventually reach the bloodless heirs of the family. That has never happened, but it’s always nice to have procedures”

“Then how does one replace a family?” Sera asked for me.

“Now that is where the problem lies. Having a seat on the Tisch requires several prerequisites to ensure the members successfully enforce their area of governance. They must have a claim to a Plumite noble family, through marriage or blood. They must have a certain amount of land or industry under their control, and the seat they are hoping to replace must have a living individual currently on the seat. Once all those prerequisites are met, all that is required to replace a family is to get the recommendation of seven families currently on the Tisch.” She explained thoroughly. 

My head was swimming with all of the words and bizarre politics. Cedric’s metaphor was failing me here.

War was easier to understand.

“It’s fine if you don’t understand. I merely need you here to find the individual hoping to usurp my seat on the Tisch and kill them.”

“Outside of North’s functioning morals, what reason do we have to do this? How do we know that this isn’t another trap to gain full control of us and the entire rebellion?” Elm narrowed my gaze.

“I’m currently staking my life on you and your… competency. I’m incentivized to appease you during your time under me to give you all of the necessary tools to achieve your goal of eradicating a threat to my position. I also believe that I can offer you something you all might be interested in.”

“And what is that?”

Nicole grinned devilishly. “A voice on the Tisch. Becoming part of True Arlin may have insured our survival, but we have gained little from the relationship. I believe it would not take much of a push to have them join your rebellion against Arlin. I believe I can, once I have solved this interruption, acquire information on Arlin’s current political situation and possibly even get you and your comrades into Vyris.”

“The capital?”

“Very impressive. Indeed, Vyris is the name of Arlin’s capital.” Nicole taunted me. I could hear Elm’s fist tighten.

“You’re making it very hard to care about your wellbeing.” Elm said.

“Then let me show you my hospitality. I’d be a bad host if I didn’t take care of my guests.”

Nicole snapped her fingers twice, and a servant ran in with a platter which he placed onto the table. On it were five keys, each with a numbered tag.

“The keys to your rooms. Anything you require during your time in Duskarna will be provided for by the Allena family.”

“And we will have freedom of movement?”

“Naturally. You may explore Duskarna as much as you wish. I will also assign all of you individual servants to take care of your needs.”

I picked up the key and studied it in my hand.

“And what if I refuse to work with you?”

“It’s rather simple, North. I will leave you to the streets. You won’t have access to Captain Porter either.”

I glanced at my comrades and saw a similar frustration. I should have expected this, but I also didn’t plan on committing halfway unless the proposal was a pure suicide mission. 

“We’ll do it. But if you betray us, I will kill you.” I said. I let out a large burst of concentrated mana throughout the room, and saw one of the nearby attendants struggle to not throw up. 

“I will take that into account. I’m also glad to see your growth has not stagnated since we departed.” She chimed, before her gaze began to trail off behind my head.

“You’re free to enter, dear sister.”

I turned around and saw a smaller version of Nicole watching from the doorway. She had most of the same traits, although it appeared that height had been relocated to other features. As soon as we locked eyes, I felt a deep sense of dread in my soul.

“Are you North?” She said, her wide eyes filled with juvenile wonder as she studied my face.

“Yes?” I said, standing up from my seat. She nearly broke out into a sprint to run from across the room to right in front of me. 

“Nicky told me all about you, although she didn’t inform me how adorable you were!” She squealed before wrapping around her arms and forcing me into a hug. My face was smushed directly against her chest, and I realized exactly where my dread was coming from.

I could hear Elm heartily laughing next to me and wanted to die.

“Ashley, you can’t have this one.”

“But he’s so cute!” The mini-Nicole, apparently named Ashley, protested.

“You cannot own the leader of the slave rebels. Not being owned is one of the main reasons he is attempting a revolution in the first place.”

She wants to own me?

Ashley made a harumph noise and let go of me. I stumbled backwards, the intense hug depriving me of air.

“Forgive my sister. She has certain fascinations which can overtake her sense of modesty.”

“Rude. North, don’t listen to her. She just wants to keep you all to herself. Let’s talk later, okay? I’d love to get to know you better.”

I couldn’t get a word out before she grabbed my hand, shook it, and ran off mumbling ideas to herself. I could make out the word ‘clothing’, which was enough to make me fear my immediate future.

War was a lot easier to understand.

“Let’s get you all settled into your rooms so you can rest from your journey. Tomorrow will be an eventful day. Although…” She trailed off and tapped her neck. Specifically, the place where all of our slave marks were. I could see from a glance that the area was scarred, but that her mark was no longer there. “It might be best if you get those removed. Have you gained the ability to heal?” 

I nodded. My slave mark had disappeared, much like any other blemish I had due to my body’s innate healing. However, everyone else still had their mark.

“That will be very useful for tomorrow. I will procure some knives so you can get to work.” She said, refusing to elaborate on the first part. I could hear Ruby grimace from beside me, realizing what was going to be done.

“You don’t have to listen to her, kid.” Elm said in an attempt to calm both me and myself down. 

“I know. But she’s right. We’ve waited too long.”




After an excruciating session of cutting off chunks of skin and having me heal them, the slave marks were gone. Nicole was looming over me the entire time, watching intensely as I used my attunement. 

When we were sent to our rooms, the sun was beginning to set. I could hear rain pattering out my window, the sounds of it splashing off stone helping to cool me down.

A knock came at my door, and all of that tension returned.

“May I have a moment to talk in private?” Nicole asked. I opened up the door with a frown, and was greeted by Nicole in an elaborate nightgown.

Nicole walked past me and sat down at a desk in my room, flipping around the chair. I leaned my hips against the large bed frame waiting for her to speak.

“I require your presence at a Tisch meeting tomorrow.” She said nonchalantly.

I raised an eyebrow in suspicion. 

“Oh please. If I did anything of the sort, your lovely friends would come for my throat. The Tisch meeting precedes a festival celebrating the incorporation of Hornel as another territory, but that is not the important part. I will likely be questioned about why I had Porter bring you here.”

“And why does that require you bringing me?”

“They will want something tangible. I’ll be doing all the talking, so I won’t worry you with the semantics. The Tisch is a confusing system of governance, so I don’t blame your earlier confusion.” She said, savoring every chance she got to demean me, “The other members worry I may have carried over some of your revolutionary ideals, which I find hilarious. I believe slavery is an extremely useful economic tool.”

“How the fuck can you say that? You were a slave!” I snapped.

“For a time. But what is your solution then? Most of the slaves in Arlin are criminals of some sort. Should they also receive the same freedom? Or should they simply continue to be slaves, or simply go and rot in prison away from society?”

“I…” I stammered, trying to think of the words after an entire day of tiring conversation.

“There it is. When you started your little war, you came in with the goal of freeing the slaves connected to Arlin’s magore production. But in my opinion, that feels like a half-step. You can’t focus on tearing down a system without knowing what to replace it with. The freedom of liberation only lasts as long as the time it takes for the next fool to claim the very same bloody throne. The system, inevitably, remains the same.”

Nicole got up from her chair and hovered over me.

“Let me simplify it, because I know you’ve been struggling. There will always be nobles like me, and there will always be peasants like you. Unless you are able to come to terms with this fact of reality, you are doomed to fail.”

Nicole pivoted and made her way to the door, taking her time to savor in her verbal victory.

No. I won’t let her.

“I’ll prove you wrong.”

She stopped, holding herself in place with the door frame.

“Prove me wrong how?”

“That there can be a better system than what currently exists. You imagine the world works in only a single way, with slaves and masters and backstabbing nobles like yourself. I’ll make a better system than that.”

“That’s rather Urilan of you.”

“And they were the first to make Arlin bleed. I was the second, and I lived.” I confidently declared.

“If you remember your history, Uril eventually lost.” She chirped.

“I won’t.”

She turned to show her sheer bafflement.

“And what makes you so sure of that?”

I smiled, lifting up my hand and allowing for a soft ball of light to dance around my fingertips.

“I’ve done the impossible before. I don’t see any reason I can’t do it again.” I said. A shout of thunder outside the window seemed to emphasize my statement.

She smiled coyly and walked past the room’s threshold, slowly closing it behind her.

“You certainly have the ego befitting of a leader. I wish you good luck in your plight to prove me wrong, because I am very confident knowing when I am right.”

The door shut, leaving me in the silence of a dark and rainy night. 

            
